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PROLOGUE
Last Chapter: A World Within Words

I am watching.

The river sighed alongside the bank while reeds quivered in the delicate autumn wind.
Crickets chirruped softly, quieting as the forest loomed ahead, silent and still.

Lialh knelt, grasping the loose, loamy soil, allowing it fall through his fingers. He studied
the ground before him, noting where it was soft and wet, and recently trodden. Rubbing
two fingers together, he felt how the moist air flowing off the river would eventually
cover the residue of their passing.

He needed to be swift. “Ansuz....” He allowed the spell to filter through his tongue
before escaping his lips.

Small, incandescent wisps escaped Lialh’s fingers and the tiny droplets of water shifting
in the air began to glow. Some fell away, burnt alive, but those which remained floated
away on a hidden current, forging a trail through the close shadows and ever-increasing
whispers which burdened the forest.

Lialh sprung from path to path, his lips still sounding out the spell, when the lights
vanished and darkness encompassed him.

Relaxing his muscles from their sudden tension, he whispered words recalled from his
training. “Raidho.”

His senses moved outward, expanding through and beyond the trees, whose bark spoke to
him of great suffering and terrible shame that they had allowed themselves to be used so.
His senses were dulled to all danger, but the haunted trees screamed for him to flee.

The shadows and darkness were not natural, that much was obvious. If Mahj Geth Master
Rigel had taught him anything, it was to believe in his gut, before landing two fists in that
very pit, felling him to the ground. Lialh knew then the truth of his wisdom.

Unstrapping Mikael, a sword like no other he’d ever encountered, he held the onyx-
encrusted hilt loosely in his right hand. Feeling for the last time with his extended senses,
he flung out with his left hand, screaming a single word with blinding intensity. “Kenaz!”
A ball of pure white light streamed from his fingers, coalescing in a perfect sphere above

his head, stunning with its brilliance. Shouts of dismay alerted him to his enemies, and



without seeing, he lunged with Mikael, shouting out words of demise. “Hagalaz!”
Lightning pulsed through his right hand, burning his skin with raw power, accelerating
deep into his sword. It was released in an arc of vivid yellow light, enhanced by the
sword’s own magical properties. The dark creatures were illuminated for a brief,
elongated moment before their bodies became one with the earth. Jumping from one to
the other, their deaths became as nothing when silence once more descended.

Breathing heavily, Lialh knelt, Mikael his only crutch. The ball of light remained, though
severely drained, as he summoned the calm. Drawing back his senses, he allowed Mikael
to slowly recharge his depleted body.

“Very impressive,” laughed a sudden voice, stronger and darker than any of the foul
creatures he had moments before dispelled. “The energies within you are powerful
indeed. More than I would have thought you capable of. But,” and a gauntleted hand
appeared out of the depths of shadow which Lialh’s light could not penetrate, “you are
rendered weak without your precious sword.”

With a wave and a sound barely heard, not even Lialh’s strong grip could prevent Mikael
from being snatched away, leaving him to fall heavily on the ground.

“It would seem,” pondered a second, female voice of almost unnatural musical quality,
“that the young hero might have benefited from your training in place of those wretched
Mabhj. His power might very well have surpassed your own, Cannaugh.”

“I would have you slain for that remark, Chealdrin,” said the male voice with a detached

sense of threat, “but I fear you speak the truth. Nevertheless, we will allow the master to

Lk

“No, Cannaugh! We slay him here, on our terms.”

“You overstretch yourself, Chealdrin. But perhaps you are correct. This one has been an
irritant for too long now.”

Lialh felt numb as his exhausted body was flung into the air. Dark bands of a slick eel-
like substance held him aloft. “Eihwaz!” he shouted with as much power as was left in
him, and the air surrounding him shimmered, forming a protective shield.

“You think you can fight us?” laughed Chealdrin. “Zanek,” she said with disgust. But the
shield held, though it took most of Lialh’s strength to keep it in place.

“Is that the best you can manage, Chealdrin? He is but a weak pup, waiting for us to show



him the way.” Cannaugh’s voice lifted. “Zahwei!”

The shield shattered into hundreds of useless pieces.

“The futility of those who fight against us is apparent, Chealdrin. This world’s last hope,
hanging in the balance, as it were.”

“Slay him, Cannaugh. Your boasting will be the end of us.”

“As your tongue will be the end of you. Do not think to -

I... must intervene.

There was a sharp snapping sound as all words ceased from the den of groaning foliage.
Lialh attempted to draw some form of power from the echo of raw pain around him,
fuelling the ebbing light above his own battered form. He struggled against the slick
bonds that still held him, but they refused to budge. He froze as the forest eroded around
him and he found himself alone freed from his bindings.

No spell or martial trick would work in this strange between place. Time had no meaning,
and he was no longer child nor man.

“I offer you freedom, young hero,” said a voice out of the sheer grey void. “You need not
bear the fate of this world in its endless cycle. Go back to your village and live out a
simpler existence. Take this gift, and allow another your burden.”

Could he start again? Be someone new, unimpeded by destiny? Was it possible? But he
couldn’t, and he knew it, in that small part of him that remained. Its name was Fear, and
it was his shame. Fate was his parent, his guide, and he could not live without it.

That knowledge burned its way into the void, and he heard himself crying out from the
edge of time. “This must not happen. This must not happen!” He began to whimper.
“This is not how it ends. I am the hero!” His body materialised in that place between, but
it began to quiver and ripple and change, becoming foreign. “This is not supposed to
happen! I am not supposed to die!” His now alien features echoed his anguish as a
familiar object raced towards him from the edge of light. Lialh had made his choice. He
couldn’t let go.

Mikael, his own blade, screamed in crystal protest. The sword pierced the heart of his

floating body, and the trees cried out in despair.
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Sitting up, Michael wiped sweat from his brow. Looking around with a mind still half
asleep, he mumbled into the night. “We have to find it, Sergi. We have to find the book
today.”
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Chapter 1 liousa of the Futurs

A voice crackled, emanating from the walls of the bedroom. “Michael, you say that every
morning, but what do we have to show for this urgency of yours?”

Michael lay back down in his bed, letting his head fall into the luxurious quilt, a family
heirloom miraculously intact thanks to a miniature robotic device created by the friendly
people over at Nanotech Corp. It meticulously sewed in the missing seams, fixing any
tear and leaving a trace of magnetic field wherever it happened to travel, repelling any
dirt foolish enough to find its way back.

His lips quirked as he recalled Sergi’s quip about the vacated dirt taking up residence in
his brain. He glanced at the nightstand. Sitting on top wasn’t a photograph per se, but
rather a digital image beamed across a lens. He stared at the image of his parents smiling
over him as he tried to take his first steps towards them. He sighed. Neither that memory
nor Sergi’s remarks could bring any kind of smile to his face that morning. The dream
was too fresh.

“You’re ignoring me,” muttered Sergi.

Michael looked up at the ceiling, noticing for the hundredth time the peeling paint. The
house was old, true, and not completely compatible with the crystals, but Sergi had
managed to implement the technology well enough. He had once told Michael that, while
the house looked normal from the outside, within the walls was a spider web of circuitry
connected to every household appliance. And yet, the paint still peeled.

“You know,” continued Sergi, ignoring Michael’s lazy staring, “I could have you out of
that bed long before you could —”

“I’m not ignoring you, Sergi, though you do seem a bit overly dramatic this morning.
Sometimes I wonder why I give you so much control in the first place.”

“I too ask that question on a regular basis, but then I remember how lazy you are and the
world makes sense again.”

Michael lips quirked again. “Have you been working on your satire? [’m starting to think
I give you too much free time as well.”

“Too much free time! Too — do you realize how busy I've been searching for this

mythical relic book thing of yours?”
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Michael grinned. I think I’d better check the walls for parasites. It sounds like you might
be getting worms. Did you know that your vocabulary tends to diminish when you’re
angry?” He felt the room temperature rise for a moment. “And was that a blush I felt, or
anger?”

“You think you’re so funny, but just wait. We’ll see who ends up with worms. I hear
there’s a mutated strain of tape worm coming out of Sino Chechnya. It would be too bad
if they found their way into your breakfast.”

“What a pity we’ve placed a trade embargo on them then. I don’t think our great USSA
would allow even our oxygen to mix with the Cheches if they could help it.”

“You underestimate my willpower.”

“Hey,” said Michael, raising his hands, “easy now. I give up. Glory to the Unites States
of Southern Africa and all that.” He reached down and grabbed the end of his white sheet.
He tried to yank it up, but it was too well tucked in. Cursing, he picked up his pillow and
waved it above his head. “Peace. Parley?”

“Not up for a fight, eh? I guess I should have expected as much.” The bed began to tilt on
its hidden axis, a little faster than normal, and Michael tumbled onto the floor.

“Ow! Hey, that wasn’t funny.” He rubbed his elbow. “But I guess I deserved it,” he said,
standing. “And now, unless you’d like to join me, I think I’ll clean myself up a bit.”
“Don’t hurt yourself.”

“Too late.” The bathroom door slid open with a hiss and he stepped into the shower. With
a clap of thunder, all of the excess sweat and dirt was vibrated off of his body and out of
every pore as though pulled with a magnet. Michael stood still for a moment, allowing
his hearing to return. Usually he didn’t bother with that particular feature of the shower,
but this morning he was in no mood to be soothed.

“You usually enjoy the feel of the hot water coursing over your body.”

“Sergi!”

“I’m not watching. It just seems such a waste not to enjoy comfort whenever you can.”
Michael sighed, but said nothing.

Dressing in jeans and a flowery shirt — Sergi had been about to say something before
Michael silenced him with “Not a word” — he made his way through the house, catching a

glimpse now and then of the surrounding countryside.



The house was almost 80 years old, built some time in the 1950’s in the southern part of
what had once been the Crocodile Bridge portion of the Kruger National Park, now the
Bush Colonial Reserve. It was an area which joined at the borders of Mozambique and
the USSA’s northernmost state, Zimbabwe. The protected animals were gone, however,
either moved to smaller, well-protected parks, or extinct. All that remained were the
grand houses built by the rich who thought to spend their retirement enjoying the sight of
those who were also enjoying their last fleeting days. It still surprised Michael that the
city lines had not yet encroached upon this bastion of nature, but he didn’t think it would
be that long now.

Taking the stairs down to the dining hall, he sat at the long, opaque, plastic-looking table.
Like much of the furniture, it was a new addition to his home. It was made from a tough,
virtually unbreakable polyester, and as Sergi was wont to tell him over and over again, it
clashed with everything.

“Sergi, I know it’s a slow day for you, but how about some food?”

“Chef Sergi is always willing to try new things,” he replied, adopting an over-the-top
French accent. “Today I have created for you a splendid blend of snails and porridge.
And,” he said, regaining his normal accent, “you can eat it with a spoon. Although, if you
like, you can use your hands. I know how you battle.”

Michael smiled, a habit he thought he might start to enjoy. “I suppose I haven’t been fair
with you this morning. I’'m sorry. And I'm sorry this seeming obsession of mine has you
working so hard. Forgive me?”

The kitchen was entirely automatic in design, and when Michael heard the familiar
clattering of pans and sizzling of oil, he knew his friend was feeling somewhat placated.
Five minutes later, a breakfast of eggs, tomatoes and bacon moved steadily towards him
along a conveyor, the plate stopping to his left. Michael lifted the plate onto the table in
front of him, reaching for some cutlery. He plunged his fork into his meal, taking
intermittent sips from a glass of orange juice which had been sent behind the food. “Have
you found anything on the Network yet, Sergi?” asked Michael, his stomach no longer
aching from hunger. “We really do need to find that book.”

“Sorry? I missed that between the mouthfuls of bacon fat.”

Michael put his fork down, regarding his food. He had never before had such an appetite,
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but ever since the dreams had begun, he had woken up feeling constantly drained.

“And no,” continued Sergi, oblivious to Michael’s musings, “the Network is large, and
now with all those cyberguards....”

“I know, [ know. It’s just that the dreams are getting worse. I see more and more each
night, not to mention feeling as though I might just collapse and lack the willpower to get
up again. And... and this time I actually saw him die. [ haven’t seen him die since ...” He
gulped down an egg yolk. “His sword, remember, the one with my name, or sounded like
it anyway... well, it was used against him, or me, because just before the dream ended I
found myself watching the sword come toward me. I felt it tear....” Michael sat back. He
wasn’t hungry anymore. “Show me the news, please.”

The far wall began to part, revealing a screen composed of a crystallized form of
quicksilver. A face materialised within, formed from the screen itself.

Michael almost fell off his chair. “Sergi,” he managed to splutter, “you... you’ve got so
many faces in the database. Couldn’t you pick one that looked a little less... inebriated?”
“It’s the face of Robert Frost, you cultural dunce,” said Sergi, affronted.

Michael smirked. “Robert Frost after a hard night at the pub, maybe. And what’s with the
pipe?”

‘Robert Frost’ chewed his pipe and scowled. “I was trying to look professional,” he said,
parting the hair across his eyes. “Besides, it’s too late to change. I'm receiving
transmission.” Sergi’s face took on a serious mask. “The news in brief: tensions are rising
once more between the USA, the USSA and Sino Chechnya. After almost a decade of
trade embargos and veiled military threats, experts fear that both sides might finally stop
their chest thumping and pull out the nukes.”

*“Sergi, are you sure you’re reading your cues correctly.”

“I thought I might embellish a little. I am channelling a great poet, after all.”

“If you say so.”

“Ahem, to continue. After many years of negotiation, the Vatican and European Union
have agreed to create a unified ruling European Council that -

“I was wondering how long it would take before the Vatican bullied the EU into such a
concession,” remarked Michael. “It doesn’t seem like anything can kill religion.”

‘Robert Frost” smirked. “I think the Vatican stopped regarding themselves as being
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religious when the pope declared Rome to be under martial law.”

“True enough, I suppose. What else?”

“On the local front,” continued the news broadcast, “Governor Sindole of South Africa
has refused requests to meet with the rebels believed to be hiding out in the Drakensberg
Mountains. Despite pressure from nationwide municipalities to hold talks, Sindole has
repeatedly stated that he will not negotiate with terrorists. Many feel that his response to
the constant sabotage blamed on the rebels, who refer to themselves as the True Africans,
is a strange one. For not only does he refuse to meet with their representatives, but makes
no attempt to quell their activities in the least. Polls indicate that many South Africans
sympathise with the rebels and feel that our American patrons should be removed. Fear
of the loss of the crystal technology has kept that sentiment to a minimum, however.”
Michael sighed. “I wouldn’t envy the governor’s job right now.”

“I wouldn’t envy your own position, Michael. And don’t forget, you’re also part of the
vanguard of American ‘patrons’.”

“My mother was South African, Sergi. This was her house. Besides, [ was born here.”
“And so was I, in a manner of speaking. What does that make me?”

“A technological achievement?”

“Patronising bastard.”

“If you weren’t Robert Frost at this very moment, I might believe you meant that.”
Michael took a sip of his juice. “So what are these rebels up to?”

“A rebellion.”

“Funny.”

“Well, if you insist. There are a number of old articles I could pull up for you. I wouldn’t
want to bore you with the details, but they talk about the rebels managing to sabotage two
nuclear plants in the Koeberg Chain along the west coast. A few casualties were reported,
but the plants’ override systems prevented any major disasters. Governor Sindole has a
special team out searching for their ‘base of operations’, but it looks like the rebels keep
managing to kill them off. The Governor’s even requested help from mainland USA, but
they seem to be stalling for some reason.”

“Aren’t they always? It sickens me what they can get away with these days.”

“It’s not exactly something new, Michael. They —” Sergi stopped abruptly.
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Michael raised his eyes. “They what? Why’d you stop?”

“Hold on. I'm receiving a new transmission. Priority news broadcast.”

Michael thrummed his fingers on the table.

“Great Gatsby!”

Michael perked up his ears, uncertain whether he should laugh at such a ridiculous turn of
phrase or be worried by Sergi’s tone. “What!”

“Michael, you'll never believe what some idiotic reporter has done. And he’s
broadcasting it on all channels. Does he want to get caught?”

“Sergi, I'd say explain yourself, but that would be too obvious.”

“Oh, pipe down. I'm patching through now.”

The screen flickered for a moment as ‘Robert Frost” disappeared. But instead of the
reporter, or even the natural silver colouring of the screen, all was black.

“Sergi?”

“Don’t ask me. It was fine a moment ago.”

The screen flickered with a sudden burst of life, illuminating a man in his early thirties.
His skin was a burnt brown while his hair sported an elaborate braid which was all the
style among the younger generation of South African Americans. Michael realised that he
himself also, technically, fell under that category, but here in South Africa it mostly
referred to those of pure African heritage. The man had a small white dot attached to the
corner of his mouth which acted as a microphone. He touched it briefly, then smiled
widely into the camera. “My apologies, but we lost the lighting for a moment. As [ was
saying, what [ have discovered here, in the heart of rebel territory, is a place far greater
than anyone could ever have imagined.”

“Sergi, do you think you might want to explain?”

“Michael,” began Sergi, his voice emanating once more from the walls, “maybe you
didn’t hear. This idiot has infiltrated the rebel base. And he’s broadcasting it to every
station in the country. Do you really think the rebels don’t have access to news
broadcasts?”

“Oh. Does he want to get himself caught?”

“I’m so glad you could catch on.”

But the reporter didn’t stop. “At great risk to myself, I, Jackson Matebele, bring to you a
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find greater even than the location of the rebel group known as the True Africans. If you
will notice by my immediate surroundings, I am standing in an ancient African tomb
situated in the centre of a series of catacombs riddling the mountains at Injasuthi.” He
indicated a wall carving behind him, and the image took up the entire screen. “Here we
have what looks to be a mythological figure fighting off demons of some sort. Whether
it’s of Nguni descent or some other, even older tribe, will be for the archaeologists to
discover.” The screen returned to Jackson’s face, slightly enlarged for effect. “But these
carvings pale in comparison to the artistry evident in this next relic. According to my
extensive knowledge of local history, this next piece surpasses the artistic ability of the
ancient Nguni.”

The image shifted, and Michael eyes widened. The screen now focused on the statue of a
woman carved in such intricate detail that were it not obvious, she would immediately be
taken for a heavenly creature. She was adorned in flowing stone garments that
accentuated the soft features of her face and, through a trick of light pouring through
from some unknown source, the illusion of flowing hair was created. She held a book in
her left hand, also made of stone, while her other hand waited, palm up, for some sort of
offering.

The screen returned abruptly to Jackson Matebele. “She would appear to be some sort of
goddess — a scholarly type, or possibly a scribe, designating knowledge. Nevertheless,
this type of symbol has never before been seen in relics of African culture. What secrets
does this tomb hold? What can it teach us of our true African roots? Is it possible that
there are lost writings among these ruins from a thought to be originally illiterate tribe?
Perhaps to have even escaped the plague? Only time will tell. Not only does this hold
grand possibilities for the native — hey, what are you doing — leave him alone — run,
Msizi, ru -

The transmission ended abruptly.

‘Robert Frost’s” face appeared on the screen. “We apologise for the lost transmission. We
shall attempt to regain it at a later stage. Meanwhile, onto other news: the US Space
Programme has officially announced that an in-depth analysis of Mars has found it
completely devoid of any ores or water supplie =

“Sergi, that’s rather cold of you,” said Michael.
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Sergi raised an eyebrow. “I could have told you that was going to happen. | just thought
your human sensibilities might be better served if I made a quick transition.”

“But he sounds like he’s in danger.”

“I don’t see why you care, Michael. People far more able than us would have seen the
news. I’m sure he’s being rescued as we speak.”

“Yeah well, sometimes people don’t do the right thing.”

“I suppose that’s why you speak to me all day?”

“Hey, what’s that supp —” Suddenly Michael blinked. “Sergi! Quick, go back to that shot
in the tomb, the one showing the images of that battle on the wall.”

Sergi ground down on his pipe. Nevertheless, his ‘face’ disappeared from the screen to
reveal the image from the previous broadcast.

“Focus in on that man with the sword. Okay, bring him up a little closer. Do you think
you could fill the screen with his face?”

Sergi complied. “Michael, what is it?”

“Look Sergi, at his features.”

“What about them?”

“But don’t you see? I’ve described him so many times your memory banks should be
bursting with his image.”

“You mean ...”

“Yes! It’s him!”

“But... that’s impossible, Michael. He’s only a figment from your dreams.”

“Not when they reflect reality.”

“Reflect rea... reflect reality? Michael, this is insanity. It’s not real.”

Michael sighed. “1 know how you feel, Sergi, but surely after all you’ve seen -

“That’s just it, Michael. I haven’t seen anything.”

“Don’t be so pedantic. I’'m having these dreams for a reason. Just look at the image of the
sword, if you would be so kind as to return it to the screen. It’s an exact replica of
Mikael.”

The screen split in half, the one side displaying the tomb hero while the other half
portrayed a priest looking up to the heavens, his hands raised above his head. “I’ve tried,

God,” shouted the holy man. “What more do you want from me?”
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“Sergi, please,” said Michael. “Trust me just this once more. Because I think I’ve finally

discovered the location of the book.”
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Chapter 2 Whers It ail Began

Michael O’Connor swatted at the flies which had perched themselves on his exposed
neck on that warm Durban evening. They flew only far enough away to be out of arm’s
reach, darting back in at odd intervals. Trying to ignore them, he supposed the flies were
preferable to the stares he received from those who heard his decidedly Americanised
accent, a gift from his father. But he was tired of pleading his own Africanness in an age
where even an Afrikaans accent was accepted with no judgement. He knew the time was
approaching when he might be stoned in the street. Then again, his white, half-American
skin was probably thick enough to deflect barbed words.

The café he was seated at was little more than a tourist attraction. The food was too oily,
the waiters unfriendly, and the rolling waves from the ocean brought with them the smell
of rot.

Nobody swam in the oceans anymore. He recalled his parents bringing him to one of
Cape Town’s beaches as a child, but the water had been far too cold for swimming. He
remembered how the ocean had frozen the soles of his feet his and how they reminded
him of cheeks pinched red. Durban’s beaches had been off limits for twenty years now,
and he had never had a chance to enjoy its warmer waters.

Michael shook his head, wrinkling his nose. Sergi had suggested the adjective ‘sour’ in
reference to the ocean, and he was inclined to agree.

He glanced at the pasta he had ordered, and pushed it away. He would let the flies have it.
Those the world now had in abundance, especially along the coast. With the oceans off
limit — thanks to acid rain and global warming, or so he was told — governments and
corporations now felt no qualms about dumping all sorts of rubbish and toxic waste into
the water, and the flies swarmed amongst the stench.

For a moment Michael was reminded of the wonderful experience of eating fish at a Cape
Town café. The only fish left edible now were those farmed in fresh water far inland. At
the very least, he thought, illegal fishing had now become a thing of the past. It was only
unfortunate that it took the extinction of most salt water creatures to realise just how
much they were needed for a viable world ecosystem. He peered around more

suspiciously, expecting a typhoon to suddenly pick him up and drop him far out to sea.
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The thought of his flesh searing off made him swallow hard.

Michael winked at the waitress, more out of boredom than anything else, and received the
obligatory cold stare. It washed over him like a refreshing shower, chasing away the
stench for a moment. Why they still had open air cafes on the coast was beyond him.

He whispered to Sergi, asking his artificial friend for the time. Glancing down at his wrist
watch, he was rudely reminded why he had been forced to leave Sergi at home. Pushing
one of the small buttons on his watch, he saw that he’d only been waiting for half an
hour. But waiting wasn’t what truly annoyed him. He was more surprised at the
momentary anger he had felt at having to physically check the time. He was getting far
too complacent if the slightest movement of his body was too much of an effort. But then
again, who could he blame? Progress?

The absence of the familiar presence of his partner in ‘truth seeking,’ as Sergi referred to
it, was more disconcerting than he would have thought. Loneliness had been a part of his
life for many years now, especially living out in the middle of nowhere, but he had been
prevented from plumbing the depths of true depression thanks to Sergi’s constant
natterings. Annoying as he could be, he kept Michael sane in a world which had passed
the point of insanity somewhere during his adolescence.

There had been reasons for not bringing Sergi, starting with the manner in which Michael
had been contacted. Sergi had been hijacked the day before during one of his Net runs,
and a recording had been imprinted on his matrix. Sergi had been forced to play back the
message as soon as he returned to the house. A meeting time and place had been relayed
‘in aid of Michael’s efforts to discover the truth’. The holo-image had then leaked a virus
into Sergi’s chip, which had created a steady build up of acid. Fortunately, he was able to
back Sergi up onto a temporary flash drive without too much damage. Unfortunately, the
repair process to Sergi’s chip could not be completed in time for the meeting. It was an
automated process, and he could only hope that Sergi would be up and running by the
time Michael got back.

Listening now to the constant buzzing of the flies only heightened the anger and irritation
he felt at the attempted destruction of his friend. Leaning back in his chair, he closed his
eyes, grinding his teeth in frustration, before letting out a sudden yawn. He realised that

he was trembling slightly, and wondered if it was only his anger. When he opened his
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eyes again, he had to steady his chair before it tipped over, such was his surprise. Before
him sat who he could only assume was his contact.

“Mr O’Connor, I’'m glad that you could meet me. I don’t have much time, so this must be
brief.”

“Hey, hold on a minute,” said Michael, regaining himself. “I’ve got a bone to pick with
you. You think you can just install a virus onto Ser... my surfing bot... and almost
destroy -

“A necessary precaution, Mr O’Connor. Please, the information I have to offer you is of
vital importance. It was necessary to ensure complete secrecy.”

The man spoke with an English accent, but it felt a little too forced. In fact, Michael
could swear that when he stressed some syllables, an American accent filtered through. It
didn’t mean much, though, especially in South Africa with its blend of different
languages. It might have been a natural amalgam, but Michael didn’t think so. Besides,
an American accent drew unwanted attention these days; something this man clearly
didn’t need.

Michael closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. “Fine,” he said finally, crossing his arms
and opening his eyes. “I’ll listen, but you’d better make this worth my while.”

His contact, dressed in shifting pants, a grey tie and charcoal blazer, placed a briefcase on
the tiny café table. His lean moustache, the only noticeable facial hair, moved with his
lips as he spoke. “I’ll assume then, that you know of the plague of 2005?”

Michael sat back in his chair, waiting.

“Please, Mr O’Connor. If you could indulge me. There is a... a process to my thinking.”
Michael’s pursed his lips, but decided he would play the role of the obedient puppy.
though only for so long. “All the paper in the world disintegrated. I assume that’s the
correct response.”

Michael’s contact sighed, as though he were lecturing a child who refused to accept that
he was wrong. “The propagandists of this age have truly learnt from their German
masters.” The contact sat back. “I would have thought that you of all people would
question such a claim.”

“Why? Why is something that happened 30 years ago so important?”

“Come now, how can you say something like that? The past is everything. Would the US
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be the same if it had never had its revolution? Would this country be any different if
apartheid had never come into being? Would Europe be ruled by the Vatican if Hitler had
won? Is it not obvious that history has shaped all that this world has become?”

Michael frowned. “I understand what you’re saying, causality and all. And, well, fine, the
world would be a different place if paper still existed, I’m sure, but since I never grew up
in that world, and very soon there’ll be no one alive who has, what does it matter? If you
want to read or write, the world has computers aplenty.”

“I suppose I should have expected such a response, but think about it like this. Our world
suffered the greatest loss of literature since the burning of the Library of Alexander.
History all but forgotten. It’s not a slight or trivial thing, Mr O’Connor, and instead of
trying to salvage anything, once again the world was looking in the wrong direction.”

He paused, breathless, as he batted away a fly.

Michael couldn’t help but smile. At least the flies recognised the garbage coming out of
this man’s mouth.

“Perhaps the world is better off looking to the future than the past,” continued Michael’s
contact after a moment, “but what happens when the computer is the only device left to
record memory? What happens when we humans forget to remember? The world doesn’t
seem to care, so long as they have their precious technology.” He looked at Michael’s
features for a moment, as if to size him up. “You weren’t even alive on that day, were
you?”

““The day the world stopped’?”

“Yes. So I see you do still recall some of your history. Some people, philosophers mostly,
like to call it “The day the world lost its memory’. [ prefer that title. It cuts to the core of
the matter, though not in the way most people think. When they say it, all they can think
about is the complete shut down of technology. Like a great Electromagnetic Pulse
shattering the world. But I like to think of all of the Homers and Vergils lost for all time.
Those works not copied onto the Net in the following couple of days were and are lost
forever, kept only in our dying memory.”

“Surely digital copies were made before that?”

The contact raised his eyes. “I guess you don’t remember all of your history then. No,

everything, from bank records to credit ratings to life savings were wiped clean. Once
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they got things running again, the world had to start over. Be grateful you weren’t alive
during that period. Utter chaos, and that’s not counting the millions of deaths due to
technological failure. But I'm straying from the point, and I don’t have that much time.”
“Well then get to the point.”

“I will, but you need the context if you’re to understand what I’m about to tell you next.
The world’s technology is failing. You know this. It’s the very reason why South Africa
1s no longer a sovereign state.”

“And?”

“It can’t be easy, being of both American and South African descent. I don’t envy your
situation.”

Michael laughed. “I might as well be nothing around here. I'm less than these flies to my
own people.”

“I’m sorry, I truly am, but then you know the reason for this. Crystalcorp.”

“Crystal technology?”

“The ultimate tool of coercion. The US has it. The world needs it. Otherwise they’ll be
looking at complete technological failure in a matter of years. South Africa was only one
of the first to succumb to the pressure.”

“I don’t see what choice there was, to be honest.”

“American homogeneity. People don’t want it, and, it seems, would rather commit acts of
terror than accept it. But I'll tell you now, South Africa was smart. All the other countries
will come around, when their failing technology becomes more than they can bear. The
US will win this war of attrition; it’s just a matter of time. At least this country won’t
have that much dirt to dig away. Sino Chechnya and all the rest will fall, however, their
graves already marked.”

Michael stared silently at the man for a while. “You’re baiting me, aren’t you?”

“Are you hooked yet?”

“We’ll see.”

“We will, won’t we?” The contact paused. “How about a change in tact? Let me ask you
a few questions, and you see if you can answer them.”

“Go ahead.”

“Have you at all considered why technology has been degrading ever since that fateful
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day? Surely there’s a mystery in there somewhere? And what about the Paper Plague? To
this day, there is no known cause. Not to mention these American crystals. How, when
integrated, does it allow normal technology to function? Has it ever occurred to you to
question the suspicious timing of this new technology’s release?”

Michael’s eyes had widened slightly. True, these were all questions he had no answer for,
and God knows he’d love to find out. But these were questions that were surely out of his
league. “1 don’t know the answers. Now, don’t think I’m not interested, but I fail to see
your point.”

This time it was his contact’s turn to look puzzled. “But, Mr O’Connor, I thought you’d
be a little more than ‘just interested’. Surely you can see how these questions might affect
you personally?”

“Personally? While 1’11 admit that this grand conspiracy you’re thrusting in my face
warrants a little digging, I don’t see that I could go up against a government which, in
time, will virtually rule the world. Besides, why would I want to?”

Michael’s contact shook his head. “I thought, since... Mr O’Connor, what about the
melting signs?”

Michael sat forward. “Oh, come now. I think I’ve had enough.” He started to get up, but
his contact grabbed his arm, pulling him down.

“Mr O’Connor, I don’t think you realise the great risk [ took in meeting you.” He swiped
at another fly.

Michael took a deep breath. “God damn it,” he said slowly, “what about signs now?”
“Propaganda. You parents would have remembered, and I hear the effect is being used
for practical applications in certain third world countries, but everyone else seems to have
conveniently forgotten. You won’t find any information about it on the Net, unless you
looked really hard. Mr O’Connor, do you ever remember anyone mentioning the fact that
signs, billboards, and anything, other than paper, which had writing on them, melted?”
“Now you’re starting to annoy me.”

“Mr O’Connor, the ‘Paper’ Plague is a fraud. Because it wasn’t just paper which
disappeared, it was all language.”

“Language disintegrated,” repeated Michael, scoffing.

“Written language, in the broadest sense of the term.”
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“] see. Actually, I don’t see. Besides, there’s a flaw in your theory. If it was the writing
which disintegrated, what about clean paper? I believe that also went the way of the
whale.”

His contact sighed. “And you have proof of that? Would you even remember?”

“Look,” said Michael, suddenly uncertain. “It’s been fun and this has been a most
interesting conversation, but I really should get going. Please don’t contact -

“I have proof.” He hefted a briefcase onto the table. He slapped at his neck as another fly
landed.

“Proof? So what exactly do you want me to do with this proof of yours? Expose this great
government conspiracy. I think even that’s slightly beyond me.”

“Of course not, Mr O’Connor. This has never been about that.” He swallowed heavily,
and sweat began to pour from his face.”

“What then?”

His contact’s eyes widened and Michael could see pain reflected back at him.

“Are you alright?”

“I... 'm fine. It’s just, it’s you, Mr O’Connor. It’s always been about you, about who you
are.” He paused. “Do you ever get the feeling that you're being watched?”

“I live in the middle of nowhere. Who’s going to watch me?”

“Just so... oh, suddenly ...” His contact tried to take in a breath, and grabbed at his
throat. His lips were turning blue, and a white froth ran down his chin.

“Shit!” Michael was transfixed.

His contact reached for him and pulled him closer. “Look in the briefcase,” he managed.
“What couldn’t the plague destroy?” With his last breath, he pulled down on Michael’s
shirt, ripping off the top button. “Search for the book that was lost. It holds the key to
everything!”

Michael leapt back from the body, and couldn’t help but notice the large purple pustule
on the side of the man’s neck. Suddenly the buzzing of the flies weren’t merely an
annoyance, and panic started to well up from his stomach. He clenched and unclenched
his hands, before grabbing the briefcase.

He ran into the night, ignoring the shouting from behind him.



29

Chapter 3 The Net is Good for all Things

Michael didn’t know much of anything when he opened the briefcase. What he did know
was that the information so dearly imparted to him was worth a man’s life. He
remembered his contact’s words: “It’s because of who you are.” What did he mean by
that? Did it really mean anything — who he was? Sure, he was a moral sort; didn’t care
much for religion or stupidity. He believed in the truth, no matter what anyone else
thought. But maybe it was more than that.

He was just Michael O’Connor.

The man’s words haunted him.

*kk

Michael froze, staring at the contents of the briefcase. Sweat dripped down his shirt as he
lifted the single item from its leather interior. He had always been of the opinion that
artefacts discovered by archaeologists should be left hidden and protected. Man just
didn’t have the ability to deal with the consequences of their release. He should have
listened to his own advice.

He lifted out a smooth piece of paper, turning it over in his hands, searching for any hint
of degradation. He knew that such antiquated photographs had once existed, but much
like paper, they had all disintegrated. All things to do with the medium were a thing long
forgotten. He recalled the digital image of his parents on his nightstand. He had had to
have it specially made, choosing that picture from a number of web images his parents
had kept.

Staring at the image in his hand, he pushed his musings to the back of his mind. He was
holding something which shouldn’t exist. Suddenly nothing else was important. His
hands started shaking, and he was forced to breathe slowly before he could have a good
look at it.

The image was that of an old rock standing alone in a field of low grass. Engraved on the
stone was a strange symbol.

Squeezing his eyes together, he slid the photo into his jacket pocket. Dumping the
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briefcase, Michael took the next train back home.

If ever he needed Sergi, it was now.

®kk

“He tried to kill me.”

“I know, Sergi, but... the way he just -

“Excuse my lack of sympathy. But I guess a slowly dissolving chip doesn’t have quite as
much charm as a human frothing at the mouth.”

“Sergi.... Why does it always have to be about you?” Silence permeated Michael’s house
and he knew he had gone too far. “I’m sorry,” he said finally. “It’s just, that could have
been my fate.”

“Oh, don’t worry, Michael, I’'m sure fate has some grand plan for you, and your all too
human body.”

“Well of course it does,” said Michael, sighing. He thought he heard Sergi splutter. “But I
hardly think I’d succeed without you at my side. Just look at the mess I made this time.”
“You’re an ass, you know that. But you are right, on both accounts.” There was a slight
pause. “Fine, show me what you’ve got.”

Reaching into his pocket, Michael pulled out the photograph and waved it in the air.
“Take a scan of this.” He knew it would only take Sergi a moment, but the silence
seemed to make the room smaller.

“Is that what I think it 1s?”” asked Sergi carefully.

“Um, yes it is?”

“That’s a photograph, idiot.”

“That’s what I thought.” Michael sighed and sat down. “Sergi, I’ll tell you the truth. I'm
scared. My contact died right in front of me. Killed... for this. And now I need you to tell
me why we’re both seeing what we’re seeing.”

A panel protruded from the far wall.

“Put it in there. We’ll know soon enough if we’re both hallucinating.”

“Do you think you can date it?” asked Michael as he inserted the photograph. “It might
help to know how old it is.” He realised then as he sat down in his high-backed study
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chair that he couldn’t say the word. To name it made it real. Michael wasn’t sure he was
quite ready to accept such responsibility.

The photograph appeared before him on his computer screen, and he enlarged it with a
touch of his finger.

“Michael, that kind of procedure is at least thirty years old. It was made obsolete when
there was no longer anything worth dating.”

“I realise that, but we can at least try.”

“Fine. I shouldn’t be gone for more than a few sec -

“While you’re at it, Sergi, see if you can match that symbol on the stone to anything on
the Net.”

“Okay, okay. Anything else? A foot rub perhaps?”

Michael shrugged. “Rain check? Besides,” he said, patting the arm of his chair. “Shirley
knows how to take care of all my needs.”

“I’ll never understand your propensity for beginning the names all of your gadgets with
an S. Hopefully the next one isn’t the ‘Sadomasochist 3000°.”

“Go already.”

As Sergi began his search, Michael tried to find any recognisable landmarks on the
photograph. Unfortunately, the only thing of note was the stone itself. Michael zoomed in
on the symbol. The top of it was shaped in the form a diamond while two lines sprouted
outwards from the bottom corner. It reminded him of an oddly shaped man, with only a
head and legs.

His parents had often told him of the great paintings in some of the famous art galleries
of the past. The most important works of art had been destroyed alongside everything
else in less than a week, while the only records of their existence were the handful that
had been scanned in the days after the disaster. Looking at the symbol on the stone, the
idea of the world reverting to an artistic stone age was now all too real.

Shaking his head in disbelief, he waited for Sergi to return.

It was at least one minute, however, before Michael heard his voice. If Sergi hadn’t been
an artificial intelligence, Michael might have sworn he was breathing heavily. “What'’s
wrong? What happened?”

“T’ve just been chased through the Net is what happened! I found your dating procedure
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then went in search of the symbol. Only, when I found a match, it was protected by
cyberguards on a US government-sanctioned site. I managed to sneak through and
download as much information as I could before they noticed. I spent the last minute
losing them in the Net. They’re sophisticated, those guards, I’ll give them that.”

“God, Sergi, I'm sorry I put you in danger,” said Michael. “At least we know one thing,
though. The government does know something.” He breathed deeply, trying but failing to
comprehend the impact of such a revelation. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“Never felt better. Don’t worry about me, Michael. It was more like a short jog around
the block. Those cyberguards might be good, but I’'m better.”

Michael sighed in relief. “Good show, buddy. So, come now, what did you find out?”
“Well, firstly, I discovered that the symbol isn’t just any old scratching. It is in fact; get
this, a runic symbol.”

Michael nodded sagely.

“You haven’t got a clue what that means, do you?” Sergi asked pointedly.

“No,” replied Michael, laughing slightly to ease the tense feeling building in his chest.
“Typical. Well, if what I discovered is at all true, runes were supposedly created
thousands of years ago by the Norse peoples of Scandinavia, and twenty four of these
runes were made into a single alphabet, which they called the Futhark. There were many
later alphabets based upon Futhark, but apparently this was the original. For hundreds of
years runes were predominantly used for divination purposes, though they apparently
have more ‘far-reaching powers’, whatever that means. It was tacked on at the end, but
the whole thing seemed to have a large question mark imprinted over it.”

Michael mulled over the new information. “Okay, if what you say is true, then how does
it tie in with the photograph?”

“I’'m not sure. Perhaps we could find out once it’s been dated.”

“Good idea.”

Sergi was silent.

Michael looked up. “What’s the matter?”

“Oh, nothing really. It’s just good to see you excited over something again. There were a
few months when I thought you’d decided to quit your ‘life’s mission’. | mean, after your

father passed away....”
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“Euphemistic as always, eh Sergi? Well, | hardly think terror is the same as excitement,
but if it keeps me alive a little longer, I'm not complaining.” He sighed, remembering

things best left alone. “You’d better feed me the instructions....”

%k %

Most of the equipment needed for Paper Fibre Identification could be created in a virtual
workspace. Using the wall screen as a viewing space, Sergi took on the form he thought
would be most appropriate, a mad Dr Frankenstein. He wore a white lab coat and looked
around with goggling eyes.

Michael watched as the good doctor set out all of the necessary equipment. From what
Sergi had mentioned, it seemed vastly complicated. There were a lot of equations
involved, which was enough to have Michael stop pestering him. It still took most of the
night to complete.

“Well, Igor, it seems we’ve finally succeeded.” Lightning flashed outside the windows of
the virtual workroom and Sergi began to laugh maniacally.

Michael couldn’t help but laugh himself, and all of the tension dissipated like the fetid
ocean pulling back from the sand. “Enough, Sergi. My insides are about to explode. What
did you find out?”

“According to the results...,” began Sergi. “Well, that’s unexpected.”

“What? Don’t keep me in suspense.” Michael was lying on his more comfortable sofa-
like chair. His body had moulded into it, and even though it was part of the design, Sergi
had never tired of remarking otherwise. This time, however, Sergi had no quip about
Michael’s exercise routine, even when he sat up and the chair reverted back to its normal
position.

“According to this,” continued his electronic friend. “Michael, it’s impossible! Barring
any serious error on my part, which we know is a calculated impossibility, this
photograph is... only three days old.”

“But... what! That means... the rune survived the Paper Plague. It didn’t melt.” The last
he said almost silently.

“Michael, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Sergi. “What about melting
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signs?”

“My contact. He suggested that it was language that was affected by the plague, not
paper. But surely this proves that only paper is affected?”

“Michael, are you sure? How do you explain the photograph?”

“Are you sure it’s not affected by the plague? Didn’t most things take about a week
before degrading completely?”

“Yes, but even after three days, the signs were evident. Michael, this photograph isn’t
affected.”

“Okay...okay.” Michael put a hand to his forehead. “Wait a moment. That’s it.
Photographs aren’t made of the same material as paper.”

“That’s... actually, you’re right. But then why are there no other surviving photographs?
And consider that not all paper was made using the same materials. Yet it was all
affected. Michael, I think your contact may have been onto something. Paper isn’t the
common denominator.”

“And language is?”

“Possibly. Think about it. What are hieroglyphics but pictures drawn with the purpose of
expressing oneself? You could say the same about photographs, or even paintings, or any
artwork for that matter. Are they not an expression of man’s voice?” He said the last with
a healthy dose of sarcasm, but Michael didn’t mind. Sergi was definitely onto something,.
“Shit. What have I got us into, Sergi?”

“You’re asking me? If I recall, discovering the truth of things was always your forte.”
“When they’re mundane, human secrets, sure.”

“And humans can’t be truthful,” offered Sergi.

“You're more right than you realise, Sergi. In that sense, you’re better than any human I
know, and you shouldn’t forget it. But this seems different. The only clear evidence we
have is anything but human.”

“Time to give up, then?”

Michael laughed. “Not on your life, so to speak,” which earned him a slightly toasty gust
from the air regulator closest to him.
“Well, good. That’s what I like to hear. The problem is, where do we go from here?”

“Well, think about it. What do both the rock and the photograph have in common?”
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“The rune?”

“Right.”

Michael stood and began to pace about the house, going through in his mind what his
contact had said. “You know, there was something I forgot to mention, Sergi. When I
was speaking to my contact, he mentioned something about the suspicious release of
crystal technology. Do you think this has something to do with that?”

“I don’t know, Michael. If you keep giving me dribs and drabs, I won’t know what to
think. [ don’t see how runes and rocks and photographs have anything to do with
crystals.”

Michael thought for a moment. “Sergi, we’ve got plenty of crystals all over the house.
Won’t you pop one out quickly?”

“Are you sure? You know it’ll take forever to reintegrate it?”

“I don’t care at this point. Take one out of something unimportant, like the toaster.”
“QOkay, but I hope you know what you’re doing.”

There was a slight delay, when a wall socket near Michael opened up, and out protruded
the crystal. He picked it up gently, as they tended to be rather volatile if dropped. “The
photograph, Sergi, if you please.” He walked over to the panel where he had placed it.
Taking it in his other hand, he brought the crystal towards it.

“Michael, exactly what do you expect to happen? I don’t think the photograph’s going to
sprout wings.”

Michael stopped moving. “I don’t know. Shush.” Swallowing, he brought them closer
together.

“Michael, something’s happening.”

“What? I don’t see anything.”

“It’s the crystal. The power output is increasing.”

“It feels normal.” He brought them together.

The crystal exploded and Michael flew across the room, his back crashing into the sofa.
“Michael! Michael, are you okay?” Sergi’s voice had risen to a new level.

Michael opened his eyes, rubbing his hands across his face. “I’'m fine, I think.” He sat up.
“Saved by the sofa.”

“I’ll never make fun of it again. Are you sure you’'re alright? That explosion was
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incredible.”

“I’m sure. How’s the rest of the house?”

“It... looks fine. It was mostly a concussive burst of energy. Nothing flammable.”
Michael rubbed his shoulders as he walked over to where he had tried his experiment.
There was no sign of the crystal, but lying there on the floor was the photograph. Bending
over, he picked it up, holding it out in front of him. His eyes widened. The photograph
was completely untouched, except for where the rune had been. Its outline was
emblazoned in the empty space. Michael ran his fingers along the outline. “Well, Sergi, |
think we have our answer. Unfortunately, it’s just posed a whole lot of troubling
questions.” He lowered the photograph, his mind too full of excitement to realise he had
almost been killed. “Sergi,” he said, thinking, “you mentioned that there were twenty four
runes in the Futhark alphabet. I don’t suppose it would be possible to discover if any
other letters have survived on anything other than the Net.”

“Sorry, no. I barely managed to discover their general history. The rest was too heavily
encrypted for me to do much before getting caught.”

“Well, what about this rune? Did you find anything more about it specifically, like a
name?”

Sergi remained silent, the only answer his pride would allow him.

“Don’t sweat it,” said Michael, trying to sound encouraging.

“I could try and find out again, Michael.”

“No Sergi, I won’t put you in any more danger that way.”

“I would hardly be in any more danger than you put yourself. So, what then?”

“I don’t know.” Michael sighed, when his face suddenly lit up. “Hold on. You said that
runes were used for divinatory purposes years ago. Wouldn’t it be logical that if any more
runes survived, someone would still have some? Surely the government couldn’t have
confiscated them all, no matter how quiet they tried to keep it? Why don’t you see if you
can find a collector of antiquities, or maybe a fortune-teller. I know it’s a long shot, but if
runes still exist to this day, somebody’s got to know about it. There must be somebody
who can tell us what just happened.”

“I’ll return as soon as I can,” said Sergi, and with that he was gone.
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Chapter 4 Magical Africa

South Africa’s borders had been rewritten. Botswana had been co-opted into a cleansing
of the last traces of corruption within Zimbabwe two years after the ‘the day the world
stopped’. Armies were marched in, demolishing infrastructure as they went along,
cleansing the country of its leaders with repeated public hangings. Repercussions for such
acts were a thing of the past. The world had become the worst type of monster, and
nobody with any sort of power cared as long as survival was at stake.

South Africa was extended to incorporate both countries. Zimbabwe had to be rebuilt,
and while this might have once seemed a logistical nightmare, the word ‘security’ would
be waved about, and naysayers would hold their tongues. South Africa had become a true
behemoth, with America now controlling from within; the term ‘Superpower of Africa’
had become a reality.

“Sergi, one of these days I’m going to start referring to you as the ‘Walking
Encyclopaedia’. Oh no, ma’am, he doesn’t bite, he’s merely a talking reservoir of
information.”

“Don’t you mean ‘walking’?”

“As soon as you start, let me know.”

“Well, unless you want more than the school textbook version, you might start treating
me with a little more respect. If you ask me, and I know you won'’t, history could always
do with a little more flair. For example, I might add that President Zuma had been taken
over by bodysnatching aliens in a bid to take over the world.”

“You left out the part where Mugabe was a shape shifting Andromedan who’d managed
to slip his noose and take to flight as an albatross —

“Only to be shot by an Englishman on safari,” laughed Sergi.

“Ticket please, sir.”

Michael glanced up at a petite woman. She had opened the door to his compartment so
softly, he hadn’t even noticed. “Yes, of course. Here we go.” Rummaging around in his
Jjeans pocket, he pulled out a flattened piece of stainless steel. It had an engraving of a
train upon it, though the image had already begun to disappear at the edges. Michael
smiled as he handed it to her. It was an old-fashioned method of proof of payment, but
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out in the hinterlands of Botswana, now the northern state in a slowly expanding group of
imperialised African countries, online forms of payment still seemed slow to take root. It
was a clever way of using the Paper Plague as the train engraving would only last the one
trip.

The ticket lady made a tiny incision in the steel with a small laser before handing it back
to him. “Enjoy the rest of the trip, sir. We should be arriving in Francistown in one hour.”
“Thank you.”

Sergi piped up as she left. “I guess melting signs isn’t too far-fetched if they’re using the
phenomenon for train tickets.”

“Well, it’s the first I've heard of it. Strange that something like this wouldn’t have made
the news. Somebody must have realised the implications.”

“And what if some people did, Michael?”

“Then I guess nobody listened.”

They were both silent for a while before Sergi spoke again. “Do you think this diviner
will be able to help us, Michael? | mean, it was hard enough tracking her down on the
Net. They tend not to advertise.”

“You told me finding her was simple.”

“I can process information faster than your brain could ever hope to. It still took me some
time. Even with every citizen having to register their occupation on the Net, I hardly
think ‘Hi, I'm familiar with runes’ is going to be among them. I had to read between the
lines. Traditional healer seemed the best bet.”

“Surely she didn’t actually call herself by that title?”

“Some people aren’t quite as willing to hide the truth behind smoke and mirrors. I guess
she’s one of the brave ones.”

“You couldn’t find any other brave ones closer to home?”

“I’m sure I could have, except for the fact that, oh wait, no, she was the only one. I told
you earlier, Michael, if there were any others, they’re gone now. Things tend to die out,
or end up exterminated. Surely you know that better than anyone?”

“I do know that, but this is Africa. Nothing here dies out completely. I’d sooner think it
was a conspiracy.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of conspiracies?”
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“Nope. Besides, if there were no conspiracies, we’d have no excuse for the names people
call us.”

“You mean that old couple on the other side of Crocodile Bridge? That’s at least five
kilometres away.”

“I’ve seen their telescope. I'm telling you, it probably has electron microscope
capabilities. Who knows what they’ve seen?”

“Most likely you talking to the wall. You know, Michael, I've always warned you about
that wall. No-good whore, if you ask me.”

“I wasn’t, and I won’t have you talking about my wall like that. At least she listens ...”

kK

Francistown had at one time been the second biggest city in Botswana; the ‘Capital of the
North.’ The gold rush had drawn in many hopefuls, and it had grown to become an
important trade route through the hinterlands of Southern Africa.

As Michael walked over to the taxi rank, he was surprised to see a driver behind one of
the wheels of the red and yellow vehicle. He would later discover that the wheels were
still made of rubber, a material last used on vehicles twenty years ago. These days
composite fibreglass was used instead due to its superior traction and the fact that one
never had to worry about flats.

Opening the door to one of the taxis, he shielded his eyes from a sudden light reflection
in the door window. Blinking, he peered into the dark interior. “Morning. Um, can I use
this taxi?”

“Course you can,” replied the driver, a middle-aged black man who continually scratched
at his wiry beard.

“Thank you. You speak English?”

“Everyone speak English who counts. Big city this with lots of big white men. Big black
men too. All speak English.”

Michael got into the taxi, feeling slightly awkward. He wasn’t quite so used to the
personal touch. The taxis in South Africa Prime — as Sergi had called it, once more trying

to insert popular culture into the conversation — were completely automated. Once one’s
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credits had been uploaded into the dashboard terminal, either via cell phone, touchpad,
or, in his case, Sergi, it sped that person to their destination.

Michael had brought a number of silver and copper pieces along with him on this trip,
expecting a manual system of payment. He hadn’t, however, expected the taxi to be
manually driven.

He cleared his throat, uncertain about the procedure. “I need to get to ...” He glanced
down at his watch, and Sergi quickly displayed the address. “I need to get to 195 Old
Blue Jacket Street.”

“You sure? That’s not a good part of town.”

“Well, yes, I'm sure. Why, what’s wrong?”’

The taxi driver shook his head. “Used to be main road. Not anymore. You sure you want
to go there, then you’ll see.”

“Okay then, can we go?”

“Sure, sure. Cost you one silver.”

Michael handed him the coin.

As the taxi pulled off, the driver leant back in his chair. “Why you want to go to this
place?”

“I’m looking for someone living there.”

The driver shook his head. “Only bad people live there. Or mad. They say the air makes
you crazy where the two rivers come together.”

Michael glanced down at Sergi, widening his eyes in question. A small map appeared on
his watch. “The Tati and Inchwe Rivers?” asked Michael.

“Yes. You know Francistown?”

“Not much. Enough to get by. What’s wrong with the rivers?”

“Mad spirits. Ghosts of the miners, they say.”

“The gold mines, you mean? I heard there were some in this area. Isn’t that the reason for
Francistown’s founding?”

The driver laughed, a sharp and quick sound. “Yes.”

Michael peered at him quizzically, but said nothing, and the rest of the drive was done in
silence. Eventually they sighted one of the rivers, then the other from a short rise in the

road.
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“The place you want is near the Tati River. Very rough. You want me to wait outside for
you?”

Suddenly Michael wasn’t so sure of his brilliant plan. He handed the driver another coin.
“Alright. We won’t be long.”

They stopped outside of a building adjacent to the river. It looked rundown, with cracked
windows and peeling paint, and not very stable. The road itself was eerily empty apart
from a few sleeping bodies taking no notice of anyone.

Taking a deep breath, Michael stepped out of the taxi. Facing the road was a loading zone
and large garage door, but no entrance for pedestrians. Holding his arm out, he spoke to
Sergi. “How about a scan? Any life signs?”

“It’s difficult to get a reading. There seems to be some sort of interference. But... there
we go. Two heat signatures, by the looks of it. They’re both on the ground floor, around
the other side. Maybe we’ll find a door there.”

Waving his hand at the taxi driver to wait, Michael walked around the edge of the
building. He saw the river slightly further on past a wire fence. It didn’t look too inviting,
even from this distance with the sun shining overhead. He finally came to a heavy
wooden door set into the wall. The surrounding brickwork was uneven, confirming
Michael’s worry about the stability of the building. He knew little about river erosion, but
it seemed plausible that the foundation was slowly being eaten away. It made entering
even more daunting, but what truly frightened him were the bones and feathers hanging
from a metal bar sticking out from the wall above the door. He reached up to touch them,
and felt a shiver run through him. He lifted his watch. “What do you make of those?”

It was a moment before Sergi spoke. “It’s the strangest thing. It’s almost as though
they’re resisting my efforts to scan them. But then everything goes back to normal. A few
goat bones and feathers from various birds. Nothing special.”

Michael breathed deeply. “What’s going on inside?” he asked finally.

“Someone’s sitting on the floor. The other one seems to be pacing back and forth. Maybe
you should just knock.”

Michael lifted his hand, hesitating, and brought it down twice in quick succession.

“The one standing has stopped,” said Sergi. “He’s facing the one sitting.” They waited.

“They’re not moving. Try again.”
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Michael knocked again, still unsure.

“The sitting one’s gesturing at the door, but the other seems reluctant.”

Michael knocked for the third time, now slightly annoyed. This time the one seated
seemed to win out, and Michael stepped back.

The door swung open, revealing a large black man. He was dressed in a dark leather
jacket and brown long pants. He used a cord of rope for a belt, but his pants still hung
low over his bare feet. His face was the most unusual aspect of his appearance, however.
Red and white paint was splashed across it in loose swirls and stripes.

Michael couldn’t help but think about what Sergi had said about the Paper Plague
attacking language. But if the train ticket was anything to go by, symbols were just as
much at risk. Looking at the man’s face before him, Michael wondered how long the
paint would last if not physically washed off. The slight scarring in the corner of his face
suggested that this man knew exactly how long the paint would last before ‘melting’
away. Michael grimaced at the thought of skin burning off like acid.

The man looked Michael up and down, made some decision, and started to close the
door.

“Hey, hold on,” cried Michael, trying to stop the door from closing. A sharp word from
inside was the only thing to stay the man from slamming the door in Michael’s face. He
stepped forward suddenly, grabbing Michael by his shirt. He pulled him in, but not before
Michael noticed him glance at the bones and feathers.

The room was dark. There were some windows on the far side, but they had been
blackened with paint. Odds and ends littered the room, giving it a lived in feeling, but
there was no bed that Michael could see. Small statues of a long-haired woman were
placed at strange intervals; some were on sinking shelves while others hung from string
next to bunches of unrecognisable herbs and flowers which gave the room an oddly
sickening smell.

Adjusting his eyes to the half light, Michael was pressed rudely to the ground. Expecting
his knees to hit cement, he was surprised at the soft yet coarse feeling under him. He
knew enough from living in what was once a game reserve to recognise an animal’s hide,
but as to what type, he couldn’t tell.

Seated before him was a strikingly young black woman. Her face was painted in long
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white stripes which ran down her neck, disappearing behind the plain dress she wore.
From her neck down she might have seemed like any normal girl. That thought was
completely abolished, however, when Michael noticed the hundreds of coloured beads
strewn throughout her hair, and the odd sack hanging down the back. Sergi would later
tell him that it was a goat’s bladder, but all he could think was that it added to the
woman'’s otherworldly persona.

Michael found himself at a loss for words. He had prepared a number of questions
regarding runes and their existence, not to mention the photograph, but they all seemed to
disappear from him the moment his knees touched the animal hide. He thought later that
it must have been the oddly overpowering herbs, but at the moment, all he could do was
stare at the woman before him.

She didn’t smile or frown, but seemed to have perfected a look of complete emptiness.
Closing her eyes, she reached around the back of her neck, loosening something. Michael
thought she was going to show him the goat’s bladder, but instead she pulled out a great
necklace and placed it on the floor. Michael leant back slightly, his eyes going wide. He
was certain she hadn’t been wearing it a moment ago. It was as if she had peeled it from
her body.

She began to unstring four hand-sized tablets from the necklace, gathering them into a
single pile. She pushed them towards him. “Shuffle.”

With his mind unable to focus on anything else, he took the tablets. As he did so, the man
behind him sat against the far wall, a small metallic instrument in front of him. He began
to push his thumbs against it like a piano, and as he continued, the air began to fill with a
cacophony which Michael thought might drive him insane. After a minute, however, it
began to soothe his mind as he became numb to the beat.

Michael looked down at the tablets. He wasn’t quite sure what they were made of, though
their off-white colour reminded him of a skeleton he had once seen. There were smaller
scratchings around their edges, but he couldn’t quite make them out. What he could see
in the light were the large symbols emblazoned on two of them. One had the outline of an
eye painted on it, and despite the fact that it was almost childlike in its inception, it
seemed to draw him into its very centre. Blinking, he looked at the next one. This one had

two weapons engraved on it; a spear and an axe. They crisscrossed one another, which
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seemed to reinforce the threat from the man behind him. Michael quickly pushed the
tablets away.

The other two tablets had the same scratchings around their edges, but no symbols.
Instead, the one had a single notch at the bottom while the other had two. The notches
seemed to generate a feeling as equally disturbing as the symbols.

Finally heeding her words, Michael began to shuffle them, becoming more and more
uncomfortable. A knot had suddenly appeared in the back of his shoulders, and he
squeezed his eyes to shut out the pain.

Seeing his reaction, she leant over and took the tablets from his hands. Running her hands
over them slowly and deliberately, she threw them into the space on the animal hide
before them. “Chilume!” she cried out rather loudly.

This took Michael by surprise and he fell back.

The man behind him stopped his music and stood up quickly, grabbing Michael’s
shoulders and pushing him forward with a scowl, before returning to his instrument.
Michael came face to face with the tablets. They had all fallen face down but for the one
with the weapons. He sat back as she took his face in her hands, searching deep within
his eyes. She turned away suddenly, and Michael thought he saw a tear fall. “What? What
did you see?”” His rational mind, he found, had been left behind at the door.

She turned back to face him. “Pain,” she said. “I sorry. Much pain. Blood.” She took a
deep breath. “Not... normal.” She gathered up the tablets and threw them down again.
“Zvibili!” She shouted it even louder than the first time, almost out of relief. This time
only two were facing up: the weapons and the one-notch tablet. “Travel,” she said. She
moved her arms in front of her body. “Long travel.”

“A journey?” asked Michael.

“Yes, yes,” she nodded emphatically. Gathering up the tablets for a third time, she
stopped. Peering at him with a querying look, she finally decided to throw them.
“Mpululu.” It seemed as though her enthusiasm had finally been drained, for she spoke
softly this time. The weapons and the two-notch tablets were face up. “Happy. Sad.” The
way she said the words mirrored Michael’s questioning face. “Not you,” she continued.
“But is you. Happy sad.” Shaking her head, she gathered up the tablets once more.

Michael wondered how many more times she was going to throw them. The fourth time
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she did so, something strange happened. Her eyes rolled into her head and she fell on top
of the tablets. The man behind Michael moved to help her, but she quickly righted
herself, gesturing for him to step back. “Ndirinaka,” she said.

“Arichaenda.”

“Nyangwe, bwe iri chikombesa!”

The man finally stepped back and the woman gathered up the tablets before Michael
could see them.

“What did the tablets say?” asked Michael finally.

“Not for you. For me.” She seemed to gather her courage. “Last.” She threw the tablets
down. All of them were face down. She stared at them for a long time. Michael noticed
that tears had begun to fall down her face in a constant stream, marring her face paint.
She swallowed heavily, pointing at the man behind Michael. “Dzinga murume. Zvino!”
Michael felt a hand on his shoulder, lifting him to his feet. “Wait.” He felt a sudden rush
to his head. “I need some answers. I didn’t come here for this.” But before he could get
his bearings, he was pushed through the door and onto the street. He tried to scrabble to
his feet, but the door closed firmly in his face. He fell back, suddenly exhausted.
“Michael?”

He took a deep breath. “I’m not sure this calls for one of your quips, Sergi.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything, dimwit. | was going to ask if you were feeling alright.
Your heart is pounding away.”

“Damn it, | know.” He got to his feet. “I’m sorry. My head still feels like it’s full of
smoke. Besides that, I’'m fine. Though I think we’ve come to a dead end.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you expect me to do? Beat the door down?”

“No, but we could —*

“Do nothing? That’s the first idea you’ve had that [ agree with.” Michael’s eyes glazed
over. “Hmm, [ think a nice hot bath is in order. Leave the conspiracies to those who
might actually make a difference. That person just isn’t me, Sergi.” He turned back
towards the taxi.

“Michael! Have you finally lost it?”

“There was never anything to lose, Sergi.”
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“Michael, stop, for a moment. I’'m getting some odd brain readings from you. You’re
steadily losing neurons from your hippocampus.”

“So what? Now you’re some great diagnostic chip. Will wonders never cease? What else
can you do? How about jumping off that bridge by the river?”

Michael reached the taxi, and the driver gave him an odd look. “You okay, sir?”

“I’m fine. Dead fine. No problems here. You know what, the bath is too far. How about
you just drive me over into the river?”

“Michael, what’s that on your shoulder?” whispered Sergi. “Is that ...” He made a quick
decision. “Hey, taxi driver.” The man swirled around, his eyes widening in fright. “Um,”
Sergi raced through some of the history of the Shona people. “I speak with the voice of
your father. Vadzimu. This man is cursed by a muroyi. You must find the curse. Destroy
it!”

The taxi driver fell away from Michael, hesitating.

“He has been cursed. You must destroy it!”

The taxi driver pointed at Michael’s shoulder. “It is there, Father. But I cannot touch.”
“Use a stick!”

The man searched around and came back with a short pole.

Michael turned towards him. ‘Kill me. Stab me with your weapon.”

“No, hai.” The driver moved back.

“Knock it off, quickly!” shouted Sergi.

The driver leapt to Michael’s left and swiped at his shoulder. Whatever was clinging to it
fell to the ground.

Michael stood still for a moment, before his eyes rolled back into his head. He began to
fall forward.

The driver flung the pole away, catching him. He placed him on the ground before
backing away. “l have done it, Father.” He opened his taxi door, took one look at
Michael, then drove away, flinging out the two coins he had been given as payment,
shouting something about mad spirits.

Michael groaned, grabbing his head.

Sergi checked his reading, and was relieved to see his serotonin levels rising. “Michael?”

“God, what the hell?”
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“You tried to kill yourself?”

“Oh.”

“You seem to be almost back to normal.”

“My head feels like a steel brick.”

“Relax for a bit. But while you’re doing that see if you can knock over that piece of goat
skin.”

“What?”

“Goat skin. I think that bodyguard stuck it to your shoulder.”

Michael leant forward, feeling as though he were about to retch, and pulled the small flap
of skin towards him with his boot. He bent to pick it up, but Sergi warned him not to
touch it. “You want to go back to committing suicide? Don’t be a dunce. See if you can
turn it around.”

Michael flipped it with his boot, and couldn’t help but smile. “What do you know; I think
it’s a rune.”

“Damn.”

“Damn’s right. By the way, when did you start saying ‘damn’?”

“Never mind that. Michael, they just tried to kill you, with a rune. Wasn’t it just
yesterday that another one almost did the same thing?”

Michael fumbled in his jacket, pulling out the photograph with the perfectly seared rune.
“But this,” he said, waving it at his watch, “happened when I brought it in contact with a
crystal. This other one almost had me kill myself. I don’t think they’re the same thing.”
“Fine, but those two clearly saw you as a danger. Michael, they must be in on whatever
this conspiracy is.”

“And we were just lucky enough to find them? 1 don’t know.”

“What were you saying yesterday about fate?”

“What then? I should just go back and ask them what they no? Maybe this time tall, dark
and brooding won’t resort to... whatever this is.” He kicked the goat skin away.

“I don’t think you’re going to have another chance to ask him, or her.”

Michael stood up, standing still for a moment as vertigo gripped him. “What do you
mean?” he asked finally.

“They’re leaving.”
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Michael glanced towards the building. “They’re coming out?”

“Well, I'm not quite sure. They’re moving away from us.”

“To where? They’re going to swim across the river?”

“Looks that way, only... they’re halfway across, and unless they know how to breathe in
water, I’d guess they’re walking.”

Michael started to run back to the other end of the building.

“I wonder how the Pope would take this news?” asked Sergi.

Michael slowed, catching his breath. “What news?”

“The fact that they’re walking on water.”

“Maybe he’ll make them the poster children for his new regime. I don’t know, Sergi, why
does it matter?”” Michael coughed. “Running’s hard.”

“Serves you right. Hurry up, they’re moving faster now. Their heat signatures are starting
to fade.” Michael ran past the door he had been so ignominiously kicked out of, finally
reaching the edge of the river.

“So where are they?” Michael searched the river and the far shore, but all he saw were
old mine dumps strewn haphazardly around an even more desolate area of barren earth
and stone.

“Not on the water? I thought we were on to something. Regardless, we should still be
able to see them. Unless... hold on a moment.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m bringing the satellite into better focus.”

Michael stood around, still trying to catch a glimpse of anyone amongst the mine dumps.
“Are you going to be much longer? I can smell the dumps all the way from here.”
“Almost there. Just a little more focus... aha. Damn! Michael, you’re not going to believe
this. They’re underground. There’s some sort of tunnel running from this building under
the river.”

“Are you serious? What the hell is going on here?”” Michael raced back to the door, but
he couldn’t budge it. “Sergi, can you do anything with this?”

“That’s a thick wedge of steel, Michael. My laser would take at least ten minutes to get
through. I don’t think we have that much time.”

Michael ran back to the river, gazing along its length. “There’s a bridge over there to the



right. We’ll have to follow from above.” He took in a few deep breaths, enjoying the

fresh air while he could. “It looks like I'm going for a trek through some mine dumps.”
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Chapter § Biinded in Darkness

The bridge, like most of the area, was empty of traffic. Crossing over, Michael felt like he
had entered the proverbial wasteland. Old and rusted bulldozers littered the scene, while
black and white dumps juxtaposed one another like some god-like chessboard. Oddly
enough, tufts of grass had managed to struggle to the surface of the gravelly hills, eking
out a miserable existence.

Sergi warned Michael that grazing on the grass wouldn’t be a very good idea, though the
gravel might do wonders for his digestion.

Michael grimaced, an expression he utilised far too often when he lacked the energy to
respond. He had once tried rolling his eyes, but the repeated strain had caused him to
suffer headaches.

Sergi had managed to situate the satellite directly over the dumps, but there was some
sort of interference. He could only catch glimpses of the two escapees” heat signatures
before they would disappear.

Michael followed the blips through the dumps, but after half an hour he felt like giving
up. “Sergi, my nose is starting to melt off from the smell. I also think my tongue is
starting to dissolve.”

“I guess there are certain drawbacks to being human.”

Michael started gagging. “I think I’m going to be sick, again.”

“Hold on. Let me try and boost the signal. I still don’t see how the dumps could be
causing this much static, though.”

“Right now I don’t really care.”

Sergi was silent for a moment. “Okay, I'm getting something. It looks like there’s a
natural hill, about a hundred meters east of here. I think I caught a glimpse of
something.”

Michael trudged off once more. He came to the side of the hill. An opening had been cut
from it, but had been boarded up. Judging by its state, it looked like a relatively recent
addition.

“There’s something odd about this, Michael. From what I've been able to find out about

the history of this area, this was once the Monarch Mines. They used to mind gold here,
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but it closed down in 2010.”

“Well clearly,” began Michael, grabbing one of the boards, “someone decided to set up
shop once more.” He heaved on the beam, but it was nailed in far too tightly. “Now I
know why ‘Strength-it-ups’ are so popular. I could have used one about now.”

“God, Michael, you do know what they put in those things, don’t you?”

“I do know, which is why I have a backup system.”

“A rubber muscle suit?”

*“No, dumbass. Your laser. Surely it won’t take more than a few seconds to cut through
this?”

“Oh, if I must.” Michael held out his wrist as the laser erupted from his watch, cutting
through the boards. Pulling the rest away, he stared into the gloomy entrance. He was
about to open his mouth when a light suddenly erupted from the watch. “Pre-empted you
there, Mikey-boy.”

“It’s about time you learnt to think for yourself. And please, no more ‘Mikey-boy’.”
“But Mikey-girl isn’t as catchy.”

Ignoring his friend, Michael took a few steps forward and broke into a small fit of
coughs. “Is it safe in here?” he asked. “The air’s not very fresh.”

Sergi reassured him that it was structurally stable, though only for another ten years or so.
Pockets of dust which haphazardly dislodged themselves into Michael’s face threatened
to undermine his faith in Sergi, but he carried on nevertheless. He didn’t go very far,
however, before he came to a dead end. “Sergi?”

“Don’t ask me? My sensors are battling to penetrate much further than your own eyes.
Maybe they sealed off this mine when it was closed down.”

Michael placed his hand on the wall in front of him, running it across the surface. “Is it
just me, or is there something wrong here?”

“Well, mine records don’t contain a work order for this. Maybe some local thought it
would be safer to block up the tunnel. Don’t want any kids wondering around mines.”
“Maybe. There’s still something wrong with this wall, though. Have you tried scanning
it? Is it cement? Apparently they still used that up till 2012.”

“Is that general knowledge or your best guess? Let me check.”

Michael waited a moment. “You know, Sergi, | always respected the speed at which you



52

found answers, but even [ could do better.”

“Shut up, Michael. I'm trying to figure something out. Put your hand against the wall
again.”

Michael noticed a number of calculations flying all over his watch face. He thought Sergi
even beeped once.

“Incredible! I've never seen such a thing,” said Sergi.

Michael raised his eyebrow, trying not to look irritated. “And the grand verdict would
be?”

“It’s not real.”

“Just as 1 thought, Watson,” said Michael, mimicking his favourite online detective.
“Come on, Sergi. You’'re telling me this wall is nothing more than a light show?”
“Exactly! Hey, how did you know?”

“I’'m a genius. What do you mean ‘exactly’?”

“This wall’s made up of a dense cluster of light molecules; photons.”

“Light? Isn’t light made up of waves?”

“That’s the thing about light. It can be both. Scientists still haven’t managed to figure it
out. Nevertheless, this wall is nothing more than a mirage.”

“Really, then why do my fingers tell me different?”

“Because... it’s like the light particles are so tightly fused together, they won’t budge.”
“You just made that up, didn’t you?”

“Michael, this is a serious discovery. Do you realise the implications?”

“Particle physics wasn’t really one of my favourite subjects, Sergi. I’'m sure it’s
wonderful, but how do we get through it?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe if I bombard it with concentrated light waves, I could make a small
hole.”

“Wouldn’t that cause a nuclear explosion?”

“I don’t think so. I could find out quickly enough.”

“Hold on a moment.” Michael shone the watch light, which Sergi had dimmed
considerably, into the corner of the wall. “Are those two runes? I can’t quite see from
here. Magnify them onto the watch, please, Sergi.” Michael stared at the marks closely,

convinced more and more that this was the place he might find some answers. “They look
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slightly faded, but it seems more like natural degradation than the Paper Plague. Maybe
there are more?” Michael shone light into the other corner, recognising the lone rune
immediately. He pulled out his own copy. “It’s the one from the photograph, Sergi. 1
think we’re on to something here.”

“Not for very long, I'm afraid,” said a voice from behind.

Michael started, but it was too late to stop the sickening crunch at the back of his head.
He crumpled forward, the photograph landing in a pool of light.

Sergi was the only one to hear the gasp from the assailant, and his repeated mutterings.

“Othala! He is the one who brings Othala!”

&%k

Michael woke in a tiny cot to the sound of heavy shouting. He tried to lift his head, only
to fall back down as he felt shooting pain raging from the back of his neck down his
spine.

“Keep still, Michael. That was a nasty smack to the head.”

“Sergi? Where are we?”

“In some kind of cell; underground, in the mines. Whoever knocked you out did
something to those two runes in the left corner. The wall just vanished... well, no, the
photons were converted into light waves before dis =

“I get it,” groaned Michael, grabbing at his head.

“Right, anyway, we were taken deeper into the mines before we finally came to this large
cavernous chamber. Definitely not in the mining records. I checked. It must have taken
years to carve out. I’'m surprised there wasn’t a cave in.”

Michael closed his eyes, trying his hardest to comprehend Sergi’s words, but it all came
out as an odd droning sound.

“Michael, it was covered in runes.”

He sat up, his eyes opening. “What?”

“It’s incredible. Anyway, you were taken down a side tunnel to this cell.”

“What happened to the photograph?”

“The man who knocked you out took it. But apparently it saved your life. He kept saying



54

the word ‘Othala’ over and over, as if it meant something important. I've a suspicion it
might be the name of the rune, though what significance it has, I’'m not sure. I -

At that moment, the wooden door to Michael’s cell opened, grating against the rough
stone floor. Three people, two men and a woman, walked in.

There was a small candle on a table next to Michael which provided some weak light, but
one of the men, much older than the others, touched the wall next to the door and the
room flooded with artificial light.

The woman Michael immediately recognised as the sangoma. Sergi had managed to dig
out that name from the Net based on her description. It translated roughly to ‘African
medicine woman’. The men he didn’t know, though he assumed the younger one was his
attacker.

“No free, Inyanga,” pleaded the sangoma in her broken English. “Dangerous. I see.”
Free? Michael could barely move as it was.

“And yet he holds Othala, Shona,” replied the older man, the Inyanga. His voice had
receded to the typical gruffness of the elderly. “You found this near him, Matthew?” He
held the photograph in his left hand.

“I did, Inyanga,” replied Matthew.

Michael was taken by surprise. This Matthew had white skin. For some reason he hadn’t
expected that. And, unlike the sangoma, Shona, or the Inyanga, he was dressed in clothes
similar to Michael’s. Modern clothes.

“But it is not true rune!” tried Shona once more,

“It is as true as any other,” said the Inyanga, whose English was more fluid. “Merely
because it is not inscribed on wood or bone does not make it any less real. The
significance of such a thing as this can surely not be lost on you. Now, I will take into
consideration what you have seen in your vision, but I must discover how this,” and he
held up the photograph, “‘came to be in his possession, and,” he sighed, “the
ramifications.”

“Inyanga,” said Matthew, his voice slightly heightened. “He’s awake. He could have
heard....”

“[ fear it is too late to worry about such things now, Acolyte. And now that he is awake, 1

would speak with him alone.”
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Matthew gave Michael one last look before nodding and leaving the room. Shona
frowned, and was about to protest when she received a stern look from the older man.
Dropping her shoulders in defeat, she too left.

Turning to Michael, who had fallen back in his cot and was only now succeeding in his
attempts to sit up, the Inyanga moved closer and sat on the edge. “I think you’d best tell
me who you are, young man. And how you found us? Things aren’t looking good for you
at the moment.” He attempted to sound comforting, but there was power behind his
voice.

Michael refused to be cornered, however. “You expect me to answer you after your boy
almost cracked my skull? What are you anyway? The leader of some cult? And what’s
with the archaic speech? I guess living down here, you thought you’d lose a few
contractions in the dark.”

“Look here,” said the Inyanga, leaning in. “I do n... don’t have time for this, and neither
do you. You may not know this, but I too have people to answer to. So you either talk to
me, or maybe you’d like to stay here a little longer than you planned.”

Michael looked at Sergi, who had pasted a small yellow smiley face on the screen of the
watch. It winked at him. “Fine, you win.” He leant back more comfortably.

“A little too quickly, but very well. Tell me your name, and how you came to know about
us?”’

“Well, my name is Michael and I only recently came into contact with that photograph
you hold in your hand. I needed more information on it, so I sought out some mystical aid
from your sangoma, Shona. However,” he stressed, “before I could show her the
photograph or have any of my questions answered, she did her reading thing — he waved
his hands about and rolled his eyes back “— then had her tall and dark friend toss me out,
with a little goatskin charm thrown into the mix. I’ve never really had the impulse to kill
myself, but | can thank a terrified taxi driver for preventing me from drowning myself in
the river. So, naturally, 1 thought, why would someone want to kill me? Maybe I should
follow her and find out. So I did. And here we are. Oh, did | mention almost getting
killed a second time by your ‘acolyte’ over there?”

The Inyanga’s face had grown grave, and had shone with anger when Michael mentioned

suicide. He closed his eyes for a moment, before opening them again. “I’'m sorry.
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Sometimes my people can act rashly. But we are not murderers, and [ will see the guilty
party is dealt with. Nevertheless, you explain yourself somewhat sparsely, and it may just
be that your curiosity won’t pay out very well regardless. Now, about this photograph.
Tell me of it.” The Inyanga placed it on Michael’s lap.

Staring at it for some time, Michael wondered how he should proceed. He looked at the
man before him, trying to judge just how old he was. His hair was white and balding, and
yet his neatly trimmed beard, also white, accentuated his African features, making him
seem more wizened than old. Unlike Matthew, he only wore simple robes. “Hold on,”
Michael began. “Before I say anything, I'd like to know exactly what I have gotten
myself into. Just who are you, and why, in this age of modern convenience, are you
wearing robes?”

The Inyanga raised both eyebrows and glanced down at his clothing. “I can assure you
...” He stopped, and shook his head quickly. “I think the less you know of us the better,
Michael. We’ve dealt with intruders before and you would not be treated any
differently.”

“Have it your way, though for some reason my arriving with this rune tells me [I’'m not
like your average trespasser. But, alas, it would seem our time is up. Oh well, we’ll just
have to schedule something for tomorrow.”

The Inyanga looked at him curiously, then stood up and reached for a bowl on a nearby
ledge.

Michael hadn’t noticed it.

“Have some water.”

Michael took it warily and drank slowly, then more steadily. He was only now realising
how thirsty the bump on the head had left him.

“It would seem,” continued the Inyanga, “that we have reached an impasse.”

“Big words, considering your rural existence. If you haven’t heard, there’s a marvellous
land to the south called South Africa. I’'m sure you’d be able to find a mine more to your
liking.”

“Rather flippant for someone in your position, though I would guess as a defence
mechanism it’s worked for you in the past. And if you haven’t heard, Botswana is now as

much a part of your great country as Zimbabwe is. Unlike others however, we choose to
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keep imperialism outside the borders of our culture. I am in the fortunate position to best
understand what that means.”

“And just what does it mean? You’ve cut yourself off from the world, and for what?
Your own little volkstad.”

“Don’t you dare compare us to those... those ...”

“Those what? Isolationists? Or do you prefer extremists?”

“I will not be insulted!”

Michael sat back. “Feel free to explain.”

The Inyanga took a deep breath. “We have cut ourselves off out of necessity. Yes, to
protect ourselves from those who would harm us to keep their secret, but also to preserve
a heritage which has been devastated by technology. We cannot co-exist with the
imperialism running rampant throughout the world. We would lose that battle.”

“Have you tried?”

“Some of us have, yes. They are gone now.”

“Have you tried getting in touch with them?”

“We have methods of contacting our own which work outside the bounds of technology,
but it has been to no avail. They are lost to us.” He held his head in his hands. “I have
always thought of our Order as being the heart of our nation. And the struggle of the heart
would craft the nature of its entire people. But for some, the mind is easier to accept. It is
the way of comfort, not truth. It destroys our dream of a united nation with pride and
arrogance.”

Michael lowered his eyes.

The Inyanga looked at the photograph a second time. “As you may or may not be aware,
an inyanga is a man of magic amongst our people. | can do many things with this power,
but one of my chief responsibilities lies in my role as a healer. But it goes beyond the
mere physical. It is my duty to protect them from the idea that their culture, that their
very souls, are not as worthy as those who have embraced imperialism. I seek to aid a
nation in rediscovering its roots among the ruins of prosperity.”

“But whose roots? Look at Matthew? I would hardly say that he shares the same history
or culture that you do.”

“And there, once again, is this failure to understand. It is not a matter of one’s personal
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faith, but a matter of survival, regardless of creed or race. History, memory, orality.
These are the weapons we now use, so that we do not forget who we are. We do not
allow machines to remember for us, for in time they would be the only ones left to
remember anything. | for one am not willing to forget who I am, and I think you may
come to understand that, which is why I will now tell you the truth of what we are.”
Michael blinked. He wasn’t quite certain whether he was surprised at this response. He
hadn’t truly believed anything he told the Inyanga, but it had certainly goaded the man
into some Kind of righteous evangelism. This man definitely had force behind his words,
and Michael was inclined to trust him. He knew he was in danger, but strange things had
been happening to him. He wasn’t exactly certain, however, if he was inclined to believe
all of the impossibilities. Then again, his world was suffering from a Paper Plague, of all
things. He thought then that he might play along, for the time being. “I’'m sorry if we got
off on the wrong foot.”

“I will give you the benefit of the doubt, Michael. Now, if you would hear me out, keep
silent.” He took in a deep breath. “This cult, as you so finely put it, we call the Order of
Tyr, the reason for which does not concern you. It was created in response to the Paper
Plague, and the discovery that runes and the objects they were inscribed upon were not
being destroyed, at all.” He paused. “Excuse me, that’s not entirely true.”

“I was thinking much along the same lines, don’t worry.”

The Inyanga gave him a stern look. “What I said about the runes is true. What I meant is
that this Order has in fact existed since before the Plague. But our significance did not
take effect until that point, as I'm sure would understand if you didn’t interrupt. We are
made up mostly of fortune tellers, runespeakers, traditional healers and so forth; those
who would have known of the indestructibility of the runes. We came together, first as a
group wishing to better understand the world of old and in a sense shun the world of
technology for fear of its penchant for destruction, not only to the world above us, but to
the very existence of all things mystical. However, as the Paper Plague took effect, our
goal became that much more apparent, and focused. We hid ourselves as completely as
possible and furthered our new cause: to question the Plague, and finally to realise that
runes must hold the true power to the mysteries of the world and beyond, for why else

would they alone survive? We have been keeping the secret of the runes for thirty years
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now, and though some of our tactics have at times been ruthless, [ daresay it might cause
panic were the greater population to discover the truth.”

“Or maybe you don’t want to share your findings with the rest of the world,” said
Michael, not allowing himself to fall under this man’s spell of mystery, despite this
overwhelming feeling of awe generated by the Inyanga. “You’re just like any other
government agency out there, aren’t you? You want to hoard the power for yourself!”
“That is not true! We not only fight to learn the truth, but we fight those who would do
exactly as you have suggested.”

“So what? You’re glorified, technology-hating Luddites?”

“No! We do not sabotage nor do we kill unless necessary, and very rarely does it come to
that. Nor do we shun technology in such an adverse way. We merely do not partake of it.
But we must protect ourselves, and who better to seek out the truth than professionals in
the field of the mystical?”

“And once you’ve discovered the truth? What then? Will you share your news freely with
the world? Ah, but | can see by your look that you wouldn’t.”

“You know nothing! We will make that decision when the time is right. You need not
burden yourself with such worries.”

Michael shook his head in despair. He realised he wasn’t going to win on this front. If he
wanted the truth he would have to rely on himself, and Sergi. “Fine. I'm sorry, once
again, for my antagonism. It must be the bump on my head. [ would like one more
question answered, though.”

The Inyanga pursed his lips. “Ask and I shall see.”

“I have recently learnt that it was language, and not paper, that’s been destroyed.”

“Yes, this is something we have been aware of for some time now. It is not so easy to
hide the truth in the hinterlands of Africa than it is in your ‘modern’ society. Especially
when it is we who have learnt to adapt the Plague while all you do is search for limited
alternatives.”

“Yes, well, you’re welcome to your opinion. But what I wanted to ask was whether
you’ve discovered why runes are the only form of writing to have survived?”

“Have I not said it already? Within them lies a greater power than we as yet can truly

comprehend.”
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“You tell that to all your ‘acolytes’?”” Michael couldn’t help but smirk. It sounded like it
might have come from an online manual of 1940’s nuclear jargon. “Fine, so you don’t
know. I understand. But there was something else that was also bothering me. Why the
Order of Tyr? | know you said I didn’t have to know, but now [ do.”

“You think yourself humorous, Michael, but we shall see. Tyr is named after one of the
three ancient gods of runes. Freyja and Heimdall are the other two.”

“Other t — wait, you mean there are two more of these cul -

“No! You will receive no more answers from me!” He slammed his hand down on the
photograph. “Explain this now. You now know more than enough to warrant your
immediate imprisonment, so [ wouldn’t test my patience much further.”

Michael sighed. He had no choice. “I received it from a private source, within the
government.”

The Inyanga turned his head and spat. “It all makes sense now. You are a government
spy! Sent to discover this location... you would have been followed, or ...” At that
moment, he spied Michael’s watch. “A beacon —” He grabbed the watch, ripping it off
Michael’s arm. “You think you can fool me with your stories?”” He raised the watch,
ready to smash it on the floor, when Sergi’s voice permeated the room.

“I"d appreciate it if you didn’t do that. I’'m not indestructible.” The Inyanga stood, frozen.
“And besides, oh Great Inyanga, if I truly were a homing beacon, this place would have
been swarming with government officials long before this.”

The Inyanga lowered the watch, staring at the small face looking back at him on the
screen. “What manner of witchcraft is this?”

“Oh, and I thought you might appreciate a little delicate magic. But wait, let me put it in
simple terms. If you hadn’t noticed,” Sergi stopped, and his small face seemed to survey
his surroundings, “which you quite obviously hadn’t, the world outside is a lot more
technologically evolved.”

“Pah,” spat the Inyanga.

“Look,” said Michael, reaching out his hand for Sergi. “I don’t work for the government,
and Sergi here isn’t a homing beacon. He’s my friend.” The Inyanga still stood, waiting.
“The person I got this photograph from put his own life at risk to get it to me, and now

he’s dead. All of the information on runes is highly protected by the government, and [
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don’t think Sergi here would have almost been destroyed himself by government
watchdogs were we working for them. Now, please, Inyanga, give me the watch.”

The Inyanga closed his eyes, as if to open them would be admitting defeat, then
reluctantly handed back the watch. “So you too have been made an enemy of the South
African government?” he asked soberly.

“South Africa’ no longer really exists anymore, I’d say. Any real existing government
only means one thing these days, and I'm hoping they still don’t know about me. But if
they do, then I would most certainly be an enemy.”

The older man sighed, sitting on the cot once more. He gestured to their surroundings.
“Everyone of the Order lives a... low-tech lifestyle, so to speak. It’s our way of hiding.”
“It’s clear that the government wants to keep this whole rune business secret,” said
Michael, “but how much do you think they really know?”

“A whole lot more than we would wish. They strive to keep it secret from the public, as
do we, but their goals are not ours. They seek to discover power behind the runes, while
we only seek an answer as to why the runes are so powerful.”

“Fine, I’ll accept that for now.” Michael lay back, worn out. “So where do we go from
here?”

“You will stay here for the time being, that’s what you’ll accept,” said the Inyanga,
standing up. “I must speak with Shona, now,” he said, putting his hand on the door frame.
“I won’t very soon forget our conversation, Michael. Don’t you forget that there are
quicker ways of killing a man than having him commit suicide.”

Michael lay back down, suddenly too tired to argue. He drifted off to sleep, his pounding
head receding into quiet slumber, unaware that he was no longer in possession of his

precious photograph.

Chaptor 6 Nexus
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Michael knelt down in front of the door, his ear pressed firmly against it, listening for the
telltale signs of breathing. Hearing only the dull scratching of termites, he knew that he
had been left unattended. He was surprised that there were no guards, but when he tried
to open the door to his cell, he found it firmly secured. The Inyanga had turned off the
strange light when he left, but Sergi still couldn’t figure out where the power had
originated. He had tried a wide range scan but had found no sign of any electrical current
in the walls. Beaming his light against the wall had revealed a small inscribed rune,
though how it worked was a mystery. Michael had tried touching it but nothing
happened. “Sergi,” he whispered finally, “see what you can do with this door.”

Sergi scanned the door.

Looking down at his watch screen in the low candle light, Michael saw that he had pulled
blue-prints on the make of the lock. Dark lines revolved on the now blue screen as Sergi
probed its weak points. “It's a simple iron lock,” he concluded. “Nothing special. I should
be able to melt through it in a moment.” A tiny pin protruded from the watch, and a red
beam began to sear the lock. The smell reminded Michael of his mother’s roast, but he
wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. He watched as the metal turned red hot before
it began to melt away, dripping down the door onto the stone floor. “Try now,” offered
Sergi.

Michael gave it a push, but it still refused to budge. Stepping back, he lifted his leg and
kicked out as hard as he could. The door flew outwards on its hinges, echoing as it
reverberated against the stone wall. Michael grinned awkwardly. “Sorry.”

“Michael, next time they should just kill you.”

Shrugging, he escaped his cell, turning left down a long corridor of stone covered in
moss. It suggested a water source somewhere behind these man-made walls, making
Michael wonder how close they were to the converging rivers. Another thing which he
couldn’t figure out was the heady luminescence which seemed to be embedded within the
very air. The further he moved along the passageway, every time he attempted to focus in
on the flickering light, it seemed to move away so that while his direct vision saw only
darkness, he could see the walls clearly out of the corners of his eyes. “What do your

scanners say about this strange light?”
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“Other than the fact that it’s strange?” said Sergi. "My long range scanners are the only
ones picking it up. It’s as if it resists close inspection. Fortunately, as light goes, it doesn’t
have any unnatural properties.”

“Which means?”

“Which means that it’s light.”

“Thanks, but where’s it coming from? The walls? The moss?”

“Neither. It’s just... in the air.”

Michael continued walking, the passage heading off into the darkness. After about five
minutes, he reached a fork in the tunnel. “Which way?” he asked.

“I"'m not sure. Where exactly do you want to go?”

Michael shook his head. “You know, I never really gave it a thought. To escape, or to
explore...?”

“Is that a question?”

“It could be... never mind.” He weighed up his options. “What’s down the left passage?”
“It seems to end abruptly,” said Sergi. “But I still think it's worth a try.”

“And why would you say that?”

“Hey, I’ve also got intuition.”

“Your feminine circuits finally kicking in?”

“I don’t have any feminine circuits.”

“So it’s a part of your male circuitry?”

“I suppose....”

“And since when were your circuits gender based?”

“I... hey, that’s not funny.”

Smirking, Michael decided to follow his friend's advice. The moss in the passage
lessened as they wound their way along, and he wondered if they were making their way
to the surface.

What they found shocked even Sergi. “Didn't the Inyanga say they shunned technology?”
he asked. “What do they call this?”

What stood before them was a behemoth of a metal door. It was made of stainless steel or
something at least as durable. Its dimensions seemed to defy the width of the tunnel.

Lights flickered around it, seemingly at random. There didn't seem to be any handle or
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knob of any kind.

“Strange. What do you think they’re hiding?” asked Michael.

“Maybe this is where they perform their spoooooky rituals.”

“There’s no need for such dramatics, Sergi.”

“Spoil sport. Well, whatever it is, it must be important. Because this door could prevent
just about anyone from getting through, I’d imagine. What they didn’t count on,
however, was me.”

Michael never knew exactly what Sergi did, but seconds later he felt a slight rumbling
under his feet. The door grated against the rough stone, suggesting that it had been closed
for a very long time. Dust started to rise and he backed away, catching a stray fleck of
rock on his cheek. He squeezed his eyes shut in momentary pain.

“You okay, oh buddy oh pal?”

“Fine, just a scratch.” Coughing away some dust, he saw that the door had disappeared
completely into the opposite wall.

Stepping slowly, Michael entered a domed room not much larger than his own bedroom.
Turning his head, he saw that the walls were completely covered in a mirror-like glass,
though it didn’t reflect back his image. There was still that familiar haze in the air. He
thought it seemed to permeate more potently within the room.

There was only the one entrance, so whatever secret was being kept locked away was
somewhere in this room. But Michael searched, and Sergi scanned, and there was nothing
to be found.

“I'm having the same trouble with my scanner,” said Sergi. “Except that whatever’s in
this room is somehow disabling even my long range scans.”

*“It must be some kind of dampening field.”

*’Dampening field’? This isn’t science fiction, Michael.”

“Then what? Does your superior intellect have a better answer?”

“However superior I might be, no, it doesn’t.”

“What about this bizarre glass wall?” asked Michael hopelessly. He ran his hand against
it, and for a moment he thought he spotted something. He touched the wall again, holding
his palm flat. A symbol flared and Michael jumped back as he felt a surge of adrenaline.

It disappeared again. Michael wiped his hand across it for a third time. “Sergi, shine a
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light here. Do you recognise that?”

“It’s not one that I’ve seen, but I’d wager it was a rune.”

Michael removed his hand and saw that the rune remained.

“It hasn’t disappeared. Do you think it’s the light?”

“I don’t think so,” said Sergi. “Look, it’s starting to fade. Besides, your hand doesn’t emit
light, dumbass.”

“Well, what then?”

“Isn’t it obvious? They’re responding to heat. Your body heat; the light’s heat... only the
light wasn’t emitting enough to sustain it.”

“Even if it works for a moment, it’1l still tell us something. See if you can emit a beam
throughout the room.”

“A beam of heat? Are you insane?”

“I didn’t mean burn me to death? Just... a little warmth.”

“Alright, but I can’t exactly do that when I’m latched onto you, now can I? Put me on the
floor.”

Michael removed his wristwatch and placed it in the centre of the room. The watch began
to hum. The sound reverberated against the walls as the dome was bathed in bright white
light.

The sloping walls began to flare, symbols searing themselves all around them.

“God, it’s beautiful.” Each rune flared a unique colour, reminding Michael of the
kaleidoscope he’d once found amongst his father’s old toys. The runes were like a
multicoloured galaxy and all one needed to travel to the planets was to touch them. He
started to breathe heavily in excitement. “How many planets are there?”

“Planets?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Twenty three,” replied Sergi after a moment.

Michael frowned. “I thought you said there were twenty four altogether.”

“There are.”

“Then where’s the last one?” He walked slowly about, admiring the fiery runes. There
seemed to be a pattern to them, but he was lost as to its meaning. Their brilliance began

to fade as Sergi turned down the light and he found back himself in the centre. Stooping
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to collect his wristwatch, he glanced down. Gleaming there, underneath, rested the last
rune. “Sergi, you've been sitting on it the whole time,” said Michael. Bending closer, he
was further surprised at what he saw. “Look,” he said, touching the rune. “It’s my rune.
The one from the photograph. What did you say Matthew called it? Othala?”

It flared, brighter and deadlier than any of the others had, and Michael grabbed his chest.
The room began to spin, and every single rune burned so fiercely that he was forced to
shut his eyes.

'93

“What’s happening...? Michael...!” Sergi flew from his hands.
Michael’s clothes were ripped from his body, but didn’t notice as he felt his heart tearing
in his chest. His body was lifted into the air, and began to slowly rotate. As his pace

quickened, his skin blackened, and began to melt away in a blinding white fire.
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“The manuscript clearly states that he is the one,” argued the Inyanga. “Why do you fight
me so, Shona?”

“Because of what I have seen!” she shouted right back. Her voice reverberated about the
colossal, domed assembly room.

Torchlight flickered, and here and there a rune could be seen to form on the walls, only to
fade back into darkness. The centre of the room held a giant pedestal upon which the
Inyanga stood, looking down upon the few that were a part of the Order of Tyr. Many of
them were not even part of the original Order, but rather the children of that generation.
Indoctrinated from an early age through necessity, this generation had grown up
believing in the Order, and the need to keep its secrets. And even though many of them,
much like Shona, set up home and shop away from their main base of operations, many
did live in the underground complex of old mine shafts.

Shona stood directly below the Inyanga, at the forefront of the faces who too demanded
answers to the mystery that was their captive, Michael O’Connor.

The Inyanga sighed. The ease in which Michael had quelled his old and bludgeoned heart
was unsettling. For those few moments back in the cell, when he had felt suddenly

trapped, as if his own destiny were being pulled in a direction he was too frightened to
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follow, he had desperately needed to believe that the fool who had stumbled upon them
was in fact one of the enemy. Only now did he realise that it was his own fool’s dream.
He was old, and didn’t know whether he could stand the repercussions were the prophecy
to come to fruition in his lifetime. And yet, this was the position he found himself in.
“The signs are all here, Shona. Your attempt on his life was premature.”

Shona managed to look abashed. She retreated to her native language, after which she
was named. “I have apologised for that, but it was a misunderstanding. Tiphor knew the
fear this man had created in me. He only thought to protect me.”

“And Tiphor failed. Is that not proof enough that he is the one. You know the words as
well as I: “To hold Othala in his hand upon the discovery of our Lord Tyr.””

“It hardly marks him, now does it,” stated the fortune teller in growing anger.

“True enough. But what of the other signs? What of his companion? ‘Alive and yet not,” I
believe it was.”

“Circumstantial.”

“When is anything not?”

“Why do you insist on this pointless discussion, Inyanga? You do not even listen to me
when I speak of what I have seen in him; of the path he sets for himself. He will destroy
us!”

“Truly?” remarked the Inyanga in as patronising a voice as he could manage. “And yet,
how can he be so inconsequential, and still threaten us so?”” He gestured to the others.
“Does it not state in the prophecies that ‘a choice shall be placed before him, and upon
him, in the darkness and in the light.” Hear me now,” he said, turning to all those
assembled. “It is prophesied that he will have this choice to make. Darkness, as Shona
here has seen, is a possibility. Those of you familiar with the writings know this to be
true. It does not discount the validity of him being the Vordir.”

“You may be right,” admitted Shona. “But he does not know of the merkstave. How can
he then make his choice? Are we to be his teachers? And what of ‘heir to the Creator’,
Inyanga? What is your understanding of that?”

The Inyanga calmed himself, slowly regarding his audience. “Everything will be revealed
in time. We cannot stop fate, for it will reach us, whether we try to prevent it or not.

Which is why I denounce the decision to harm Michael in any way, or detain him
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indefinitely on fruitless grounds; at least for the time being. I see you would have him
dealt with severely, Shona, whether he be chosen or not. But if this person is to have such
a dramatic affect on this Order, then a decision will be made in the appropriate time. At
present, he has done nothing but stumble onto us, and as yet we have not slain those who
do so.” Shona lowered her eyes in deference to his decision, and the Inyanga nodded.
“This conclave is over, And until more information can be gleaned, I beg everyone to
carry on as normal.”

Almost immediately, talk began to filter throughout the room. It sounded like thunder and
crashing waves as it echoed around the dome. The Inyanga began to step down from his
pedestal, when he felt a slight shake in the ground. Catching himself, he looked up, but
no one else seemed to have noticed over the din. Shrugging it off, he continued on, when
a great shudder swept throughout the room. The noise stopped as everyone quietened.
Some people had been thrown to the floor and were muttering curses.

“What’s happening?” shouted someone, when the walls suddenly flared to life, runes
throughout the dome breaking from their hibernation.

It was dazzling to behold, and most people stared in awe. But the Inyanga knew better.
It’s too soon, was his first thought. He was not ready for this. But whether he meant
himself or Michael, he didn’t know, for his mind contained only one thought as he made
his way as quickly as possible from the room. The Vordir must be saved before he

destroyed himself.

*e W W

Michael screamed, though his mouth and throat had long since been burnt through. His
mind collapsed as pain rocketed through his skull, splintering it and the soft flesh
underneath. As his body exploded in a deluge of organs ripped apart and bones stamped
upon with vicious force, Michael knew pain like nothing he had ever felt before. He died
in that moment, along with his body, and wept from falling tear ducts as though he were
whole....

For long moments there was only anguish, and when he opened his eyes, he was stunned

to see the burnt physical remnants of body staring back at him on the floor.
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He didn’t understand. Why was he still alive? How was he still able to think, to see? But
then the burning returned, coursing through his vision, different images erasing the
memory of his destroyed body.

He saw glimpses of a young Inyanga, at a time long passed. He was arguing about
something he held in his hands, pointing angrily at it.

The images changed. He heard the ocean crashing nearby as he watched as a giant of a
man punched a scrawny boy onto the ground. “Listen to your gut. Even when it’s in pain,
it’ll never lie to you.”

The image flickered, and Michael saw the same boy, only older and stronger, with a deep
fire in his eyes. He was held aloft, struggling as his body floated in the air, his hands tied
behind slick black bonds. “Make a choice!” he demanded suddenly, and Michael started.
For some reason it sounded as if this man were speaking directly to him. “If my world is
to live, I must perish. You are the only one who can save it!”

“What?” cried Michael in his own mind, for he realised that was all he had left; a
consciousness amid pain and death. “I don’t understand. What’s happening?”

“Make your choice, before it’s too late.”

“What choice?” Fear welled inside Michael, and though he hadn’t spoken aloud those last
words, they resounded amid the darkness surrounding them.

The strange man leant forward. “I know now that I am not the Vordir. You must take up
the mantel. It is your destiny to destroy fate. But you must choose. Othala or Alahto?”
Michael was confused. “I don’t know what you mean. What’s the difference?

“The difference is inside of you. Listen to your gut. What does it tell you?”

Michael’s mind was racing, but he calmed himself, and felt the twin pull of the runes.
Othala had brought him to this moment. But it had also shown him great pain. Of Alahto,
however, he knew nothing. “There is no choice,” said Michael.

“There is always a choice. Now, choose!”

There was no choice.... “I choose Othala.”

“Then be reborn.”

Michael felt his body quiver as he suddenly found himself held aloft by the same dark
bonds.

The same voice entered his mind, only it was different, frightened. “Why have you done
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this to me? Why have you killed me?”

Michael shook in fright. “But you asked me to choose.”

“Then you have made the wrong choice!”

At that moment Michael looked up and watched as a screaming sword flew at him. He
tried to lift his hands and protect himself but he couldn’t move. All he could do was gasp

in shock as the sword pierced his heart.

Chapter 7 fune Lors
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Michael’s body hit the floor with a dull thud. His skin burned naked and red, but the pain
had dissipated.

“Hold up his head,” said a voice out of the fog. “Pour some water.”

Michael couldn’t move. His body felt foreign; not his own.

Another voice, softer yet more stern, cut through into his mind. “He has done it. It is
written on his very skin. He has chosen Othala.”

Michael groaned as the unfamiliar language filtered through his mind. It made him want
to scream out in agony, but he couldn’t remember how.

“Enough, Shona! He has endured in these few moments what you will never feel in an
entire lifetime. He needs aid, not your displeasure.”

Michael felt his body being covered in a soft sheet, before being lifted up into strong
arms. It was hours later when he awoke.

“You are a lucky man,” said the same female voice. Shona sat on a stool next to the cot
he lay upon. “How you managed to enter that chamber is beyond me, but I can no longer
deny you as Vordir.”

“Vordir?”’ mumbled Michael. “That’s what he said....” His throat felt like ash.

Shona’s eyes widened. “You understand me?”’

“Understand? I don’t ...”

Shona held her hand to her mouth. “There is no denying you, I see. You are prophecy
incarnate. To either save us or destroy us.” She paused before continuing. “But I have
seen the truth, and cannot trust you to do the right thing. You may have the mark of
Othala, but the darkness still covers my sight when I look at you. The mark may convince
the Inyanga, but not me.” She leant over and held a bowl near his lips. “Drink.”

Michael sipped gladly. “Thank you, I think.” His head hurt, and his heart felt as if it still
might tear apart.

Shona shook her head. “You are powerful indeed to be able to speak our language?”
The door creaked open, and the Inyanga entered. “Shona, thank you for watching him.
But I would speak with him alone.”

She glanced at Michael before turning away. “Do not try and hide things from him,

Inyanga. He has gained the understanding.” With those words, she left the room.
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The Inyanga peered after her. “Is it true?”” he asked.

“What?”

“I see that it is.”

“Good morning, camper. Late night you’ve had,” said a familiar voice from the Inyanga’s
hands.

“Sergi?” cried Michael, and broke out into a fit of coughing.

“Michael, you don’t look at all well. Been through a trash compactor, have you? Ye Olde
Inyanga refuses to tell me.”

“But, what do you mean? You were right there with me.”

“Don’t you remember? Whatever happened in that chamber, happened only to you. [ was
thrown clear out the room, like discarded trash. Then that gargantuan door closed behind
me, and [ was left to pine away on the floor until this kindly gentleman found me.”

“But what did happen?” asked Michael, breathless. “I don’t understand it.”

“Which is why I brought you this.” The Inyanga produced an old parchment.

Michael managed a surprised look.

“It is written in runes,” he explained. “It is a prophecy. I think you had best read it.”
“Read it?” asked Michael. “But I don’t know how to read runes.”

“Are you absolutely sure? You couldn’t understand Shona before you woke up either.
Now you can.”

“Shona? Who’s spoken to me in Shona?”

“] am right now.”

“Sergi?”

“He’s right.”

“But, I can only hear English.”

The Inyanga handed him the manuscript. “Give it a try.”

Staring down at the page, Michael eyes saw only runes. He concentrated harder, felt a
familiar pressure in his head, and for a moment thought the fire would return. But calm
descended over him suddenly, fighting off the panic, and the words altered before his

eyes.

Vordir, shall he be heralded,
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A mark of power upon his soul.

Know him by Othala,

Before the secret places of Tyr.

A companion for the heir to the Creator,
Alive and yet not,

Within the World of Words.

A choice shall be placed before him,
And upon him,

In the darkness and the light.

Destroyer or Guardian,

Hail the Lord of Runes.

“I’'m this Vordir?”

“That is correct. You are the Lord of Runes.”

Michael looked up sceptically. “You have got to be joking.”

The Inyanga shook his head.

“But I have absolutely no knowledge of rune lore. This can’t be true.”

“But you can learn. And I am here to teach you. Besides, now that you have been
marked, the knowledge will find its way to you.”

“I don’t think I like this.”

“There is nothing to like. There is only knowledge and destiny.”

“Spoken like a true Inyanga,” piped in Sergi. “Michael, personally, I think everyone here
is crazy and we should all go home. Come, I'll get the bags, pack the car, and -

“No, Sergi. I think he’s right. Something changed me in there. It feels as if my brain has
been rewired.”

“In a sense it has,” said the Inyanga kindly. “That room we created to be a nexus for rune
power. Performing any type of rune magic is difficult at the best of times, but the room
makes the most dangerous spells possible.”

Michael sighed. “Spells? I've clearly bitten off more than I can chew with this one, hey
Sergi?”

“Iﬁll Say.”
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“Still.... I suppose the only way I'll understand it all is if I know the rest.” He laid his
arms out, hands palm up, and he thought he saw a glimmer of light upon his skin.

The Inyanga placed both of his own hands down and trembled slightly as he felt a power
remembered from youth.

“I’'m willing to learn,” said Michael.

“Where shall we begin?”

“I have questions,” Michael said quickly. “About the prophecy. I understand the part
concerning Othala, I think, and ‘before the secret places of Tyr,” and my companion,
Sergi, as being ‘alive and yet not —’

“I resent that implication,” said Sergi in a huff. “By all standard definitions, I am alive.”
“I don’t think this prophecy deals in ‘standard definitions,” Sergi. And you aren’t truly
alive in the conventional sense.”

“Thanks.”

Michael looked away from his friend. “And you tell me that I have been marked,” he
continued. “But how? And how do these choices affect me?”

“But surely you know,” said the Inyanga kindly. “You experienced it, within the domed
room; within the nexus. Why not tell us what occurred, and then maybe things will
become clearer.”

And so Michael related his experience: how he, or rather Sergi, had discovered that the
runes reacted to light, or rather, heat; how speaking the word ‘Othala’ had caused a
cataclysmic reaction; his body burning white; and how he had chosen Othala over
another rune, Alahto, which he didn’t know. He didn’t mention the man in bonds,
however, nor the desperate way in which he had been accused of killing the man.
Michael didn’t know as yet how to comprehend this.

“I truly am sorry for the pain you experienced, but it would seem you have been cleansed
in the rune fire, somehow. And the choice you had to make....”

“What is it?”

“It never occurred to me until now. A choice in both the darkness and the light.” He
looked into Michael’s eyes. “Two choices!”

“I’'m sorry. You’ve lost me.”

“Never mind, it is not that important. At least, you need not worry about it for the
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moment.”

“I’m not so sure | feel the same way,” said Michael. “If it has something to do with this
prophecy...?”

“I"m sorry, I hate to butt in here,” said Sergi, annoyed, “but are you two listening to
yourselves? You're speaking so callously of prophecy, Michael, that you seemed to have
forgotten who you are.”

“What are you babbling about, Sergi?”’

“I’m not the one who’s babbling on, pretending he knows the answer to the universe.”
His voice began to grate like a sled being pulled over granite. “You’ve sat there and not
once questioned the legitimacy of everything you’ve seen and heard. That, I'm afraid, is
not the Michael I’ve had the privilege of knowing most of his life.”

“Sergi, please... you weren’t there.”” Michael’s voice dropped as tears welled at the
memory of the burning. ““I have to know why I had to go through that; if it has any sort of
meaning....”

“Michael,” interjected the Inyanga softly. “Sergi’s right. You’ve just been through an
emotional and physical turmoil of which [ can only dream, and here I am inflicting
myself and my beliefs upon you. I apologise, and should let you rest.”

“No, please, neither of you understand. I don’t need to rest; in fact, I've never felt better
or more fully aware of my senses. And while I understand your criticisms, Sergi, the fact
remains that something integral changed within me in that room. My mind... thinks
differently. I can’t comprehend it, but I know that being critical of anything at this
moment is not in my best interests. Sergi, I need to know more, and that’s enough for
me.”
Sergi said nothing, but he couldn’t help but think that the shade of Michael’s face was
like nothing he had ever seen before. He only hoped he hadn’t lost his friend.

“You were saying something about choices, Inyanga?” said Michael.

“Yes, but let’s not concern ourselves with that just yet. That’s something which needs a
little self reflection.”

Michael let it be, for now. He knew Sergi was afraid, and that he should be too, but he
couldn’t let that worry him at the moment, especially when it felt as though his body

were being continually pinched. He would rub his skin and feel a sensation that didn’t
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seem real. And yet, he was calm, at peace, and something was preventing him from
spiralling into hundreds of broken pieces. It was something... almost alien, and yet
familiar. He needed to know more.

“I can’t rest until I get what I need,” stated Michael. “And right now all I need for is the
truth.” He nodded at Sergi, then turned to the Inyanga determinedly. “Tell me about
Alahto.”

HEk

“Alahto....” The Inyanga paused, grimacing as his lips formed the words. “I'm sorry,” he
said. “Speaking such a rune symbol is difficult. Especially when one realises the amount
of power it contains.”

Michael understood his hesitancy, strangely enough, and was surprised at his own
patience. What unnerved at him, and he only realised it now, was that thinking the word
gave him an uneasy feeling. He looked up at the Inyanga, confused. “Something’s wrong.
I can’t say the name of the rune any longer.”

The Inyanga nodded to himself. “Yes, it would make sense. Othala is reinforcing itself
within you, almost like a living force. Alahto is anathema to its very nature.”

“You mean it’s some type of opposite rune, or force?”

“In a sense. Let me explain this to you properly. There are twenty four runes in the
Futhark alphabet; the only true runes. Each of these has a power, or, for lack of a better
word, a personality; a nature. It is what has allowed their divining purposes to be
understood throughout the ages. You can invoke a rune’s power by drawing it, or
speaking it, though don’t worry about that yet,” said the Inyanga quickly, seeing
Michael’s worried face. “Neither I, nor you at the moment, have that type of power.
Nevertheless, I suggest you be a little more wary when reading runes aloud in future.”
Michael nodded, listening patiently.

“There are patterns, usually used for divining, which can combine the runes together.
Some, like Shona, have incised runes upon their own divining tools, preferring their more
traditional beliefs. Regardless, there is only one source of true power, whether they

believe it or not. We here have utilised the more traditional patterning to hide these very
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mines from prying eyes.”

“I remember those two darker runes on the wall of light,” said Michael. “Sergi, do you
still have them in memory?”

“Of course,” said Sergi, still sounding a bit sore. “It takes more than being pitched around
like refuse to stop old Sergi.”” The two runes appeared in the air, Sergi illuminating them
against the far wall.

“I suppose this is as good a time as any to teach you,” said the Inyanga, slightly daunted
by Sergi’s abilities. He rummaged in his robe for some time before pulling out a piece of
white chalk. He began by drawing three circles on the ground, two above, one below,
before breaking each up into segments of eight. “Each of these segments can hold one
rune. Singular runes, especially among this Order, don’t generally offer much power.
There are some practitioners in the other two Orders who can ...” He stopped. “Never
mind that. Patterns of three runes, and multiples thereof, usually work for us; one rune for
each circle. The circles are called airts, with each one being named after one of the gods.
The spell we used to hide these ruins, for example, was easy enough, and follows like
so.” The Inyanga pointed to the first airt. “This is the airt of Freya. Within this we placed
the rune Isa, of air. With it we forced the light to our will, creating the illusion of the
wall.” He drew a rune in one of the segments of the second airt. “Within the airt of
Freyja,” he explained, “we used the rune, Wunjo. I suppose you would think of it as the
rune of persuasion. Wunjo would persuade any onlooker that the wall was real and
impossible to pass through. Now, Isa and Wunjo were inscribed deeply, enhancing their
power. The last one, however, we used sparingly.” He drew it within the final airt, that of
the god Heimdall.

Michael recognised Othala. He realised suddenly that he didn’t actually know what it
meant.

“Othala is the embodiment of good,” said the Inyanga. “A better word I could not say.”
Michael’s eyes widened and he wondered at the choice he had made.

“It is never inscribed that deeply, and is mostly used as a last resort. Let’s just say that it
keeps the bad guys away.” The Inyanga laughed suddenly. “If it were any stronger | am
pretty certain none of us would be here. Not all of our closets are bare, so to speak.”

Michael frowned at this statement and wondered whether the Inyanga might mean
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something more.

“But shouldn’t that prove to Shona that I'm no threat?” he asked, thinking things through.
“I mean, I kept Othala in my pocket. Doesn’t that show that I’'m a good person at heart?”
Michael blinked, amazed that he could even say such a ridiculous thing.

“Ah, but the best kind of people can do the worst sorts of things, Michael. | know that
fully well, and you would do best to remember it.”

Michael pursed his lips. “What do you do once you’ve inscribed those runes?” he asked,
getting back to the art of rune magic.

“We speak them aloud, allowing them to encompass our very beings. Usually there is one
person per airt speaking out the individual runes. It’s the most effective way. The most
powerful arts, however, occur when the leaders of each Order intone the rune of their
own airt. Very rarely does that happen. Only once in my lifetime have all three leaders
been together.”

“Sounds like some powerful hoodoo,” said Sergi.

“Your scepticism is beginning to annoy, Sergi,” said Michael.

“It’s my circuits. I guess I’m just too artificial for this mumbo jumbo.”

“Don’t be so rude, Sergi. Inyanga, there are one or two things that still puzzle me, if you
don’t mind.”

“Go ahead.”

“About the airts; does each rune have its own unique position, or can you place it
anywhere?”

“It depends on your purpose. The runes aren’t as cut and dry as I seem to have made
them out to be. I'm sure you’ll start to understand when you start practising.”

“My next question then. Just what do you expect me to do now that I’'m this Vordir? It
doesn’t say much in the prophecy, now does it?”

“Michael, the power of the runes is strong. They have survived the Paper Plague against
all odds. They will show you the way. Think for a moment. Surely there has been some
clue.”

Had there? His mind raced back to not more than two days ago, when his contact had
been killed in front of him. He recalled his last words: “Search for the book which was

lost.”
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“I’m not certain, Inyanga, but something was said to me a few days back. I was told to
search for some lost book? Does that mean anything to you?” Michael may not have felt
quite right in his body, but even before his transformation he would have noticed the look
of panic flashing across the Inyanga’s face.

“Um, I am not certain. A book of runes, possibly? There are many of those which
survived the Plague.” He was speaking much faster, and his words seemed to slur over
one another.

“I don’t think so.”” Michael wasn’t inclined to pry into the Inyanga’s personal life just that
moment, but the man was obviously keeping something from him. “There’s nothing you
might know, is there?”

“No, absolutely not. I'm sorry, Michael, but this you’re going to have to look into
yourself.”

“I suppose I'll find out then, won’t I.” He leant back into his cot. “You still haven’t told
me of...of ...” Michael tried to say the rune’s name, but found it absolutely impossible.
“Ah yes, Alahto. Alahto is one of the twenty four merkstave, or shadow runes. Each of
the Futhark runes can be twisted and subverted, mostly used for greed. Alahto is in every

sense the exact opposite of Othala. In other words, it is pure evil.”

Chapter 8 No-man’s Land
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Michael let out a long breath as he looked out the window of the train as it turned into the
last bend leading to the Underberg train station. As the train began to slow, the impact of
the events of the past ten days threatened to crush his skull. It was too much for one man
to cope with.

Watching as the small town came into view through the falling snow, he glanced down at
Sergi. He was sulking and Michael couldn’t blame him. This whole crazy journey would
have fallen apart were it not for him, and yet Michael was always the centre of attention,
the ‘fated one’ with the great destiny.

Alive and yet not. How could he have been so callous? Michael wondered if it had been
eating away at Sergi all this time.

He needed to make it up to Sergi somehow. Maybe he should even try and find him a
companion. There was no reason why he couldn’t wear two wristwatches. Michael
smiled as he thought it over. No girl he ever found would ever be a match for Sergi. He
supposed if she had the personality of an Austrian arm wrestler, she might bully him into
submission. Then again, and Michael was surprised he hadn’t considered this before,
what was it about Sergi, exactly, that made him male? He wondered whether it had been
a conscious choice.

Having found Sergi’s chip in one of his grandfather’s old chests when he was still a child,
he had asked his father where it had come from. But his father had only shrugged, telling
Michael that he could have the piece of junk if he was so inclined. Little did anyone
know that Sergi was lying dormant within, waiting for the blundering of a youthful
Michael to awaken him.

As he reconsidered Sergi’s feelings, he realised that the mere fact that Sergi could feel
emotion, not to mention his self-awareness, meant that, under any law, man-made or
universal, he was alive. Alive and yet not was definitely a cruel way to represent his
friend. Spirit without a body, maybe, but in every sense alive. The Inyanga was right, he
realised. Even a good person could be cruel.

The train came to a smooth stop at the Underberg station, but Michael was slow in
exiting. Though the conductor tried to hurry him off, he was lost in other thoughts. He

knew the book was out there somewhere, in the mountains. The only problem was
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finding it. And then it struck him as he realised somebody knew exactly where to find it:
intrepid reporter Jackson Matebele.

Only, he was nowhere to be found. His last transmission didn’t bode well; for all Michael
knew he could be dead.

The answer came to him as he stood there freezing in the snow, gazing up at he grey sky
and daunting mounts, and not for the first time he wondered whether his experience in the
nexus chamber hadn’t made him smarter. He knew what Sergi’s answer to that would be,
but at the moment Michael didn’t care. He knew exactly how to find the whereabouts of
the elusive reporter.

He lifted up his watch and blew cold air on it.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” shouted Sergi.

“Waking you up. We’ve got work to do.”

“Don’t you mean you’ve got work to do?”

Michael grimaced. “I’'m sorry, for everything I said. I was so caught up in my own life
that I forgot the person who’s stood by me since [ was a kid.”

“Well....”

“Forgive me?”

“I’ll think about it. You really think you’re on the right track?”

“Ido.”

“Alright then. But just so you know, I’m not doing any heavy lifting. My muscles aren’t
quite as developed as yours.”

Michael laughed, then realised that he was turning into an icicle. He walked over to the
automated taxis, thankful as he climbed into one that he didn’t have to deal with a driver.
“Think you can find out where Jackson Matebele was staying? This is the last bit of
urban jungle for miles around. He must have made some sort of reservation.”

“We’ll know soon enough.”

*kk

Snowflakes barrelled down like hail, melting as they touched Michael’s coat. Snow caked

Michael’s black-brown hair with a damp residue as he hurried from the taxi into the
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Underberg Inn, a three-star hotel where Jackson Matebele had been booked.

“Don’t you just love this icy weather?” said Michael, shaking himself off.

“Says the shivering man. Really, Michael, this weather is so provincial.”

“If I wasn’t mistaken, I’d say that sounded rather high and mighty of you, Sergi.”

“I’m a chip. Cold makes my circuits slow up. So no, I don’t the cold.”

Michael was silent for a moment before speaking. “You know, Sergi, that response was
based solely on logic. The box said you came with emotions.”

“Sometimes life just doesn’t call for them.”

Michael shrugged. He couldn’t argue with that. He walked over to the front desk and
rang the bell.

A man wearing a shining pink and black pinstriped blazer with black suit pants walked
over to him, dusting off imaginary dust while lifting his chin a bit too high in the air.
“Bonjour. Hello, Monsieur. Est-ce que je vous aide offrir? How may I help you, Sir?”
“Hi, uh, I’m sorry, why are you speaking French?”

“Because, Sir, I am.”

“What?”

“French.”

“Yes, but you’re in South Africa. We only speak English here.”

“Ah, oui.”

“go

“You wish to make a reservation?”

“Um...."” Michael cleared his throat. “Not quite. I'm looking for a guest I believe is
staying here. Or at least was. His name is Jackson Matebele.”

“One moment, Monsieur. Let me check.”

As the concierge busied himself with the computer next to him, Michael took the chance
to look around. It wasn’t the best hotel he’d ever seen, but it was clean, the wooden floors
were polished, and the carpets weren’t tangled and torn, so it couldn’t be all bad. It even
had a pillar or two, though they were clearly not decorative. Michael glanced at the
ceiling, wondering just how much pressure was pushing down on those two lone
columns.

“Sir, Monsieur Matebele is indeed booked at this hotel. Might I call up and see if he is
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willing to see you?”

“Actually, I don’t think he’s here at the moment. I was wondering if I could just wait in
his room.”

The clerk smiled. “Why, of course. Please, Sir, it is my great honour to allow you to
disrespect the privacy of our guests. In fact, allow me to hand you a set of keys to all of
our guests’ rooms.”

Michael stared at him. “I’'m sorry. Was that absolutely necessary? A simple ‘no’ would
have sufficed.”

The clerk seemed about to respond, checking himself at the last moment. “If you wish to
book a room, please inform me now. Otherwise....” He turned to leave.

“Is your hatred of America so great?”

The man swivelled round. “America, sir? Are you not South African?”

“I am in fact South African, though I get a lot of my accent from my father.”

“That is wonderful, Monsieur. But I can no longer tell the difference.”

“Why live in this country if you have such a problem with it?”

“Because the Pope is worse.”

Michael watched him return to the back room. “Wow,” he said to Sergi.

“Wow indeed. This place gives me the creeps.”

“Emotions, finally?”

“I suppose. Then again, if something happened to you, I'd be left for the scrap heap, so
you could chalk it up to self-preservation.”

Michael laughed. “And I thought you cared?”” As he said this, he moved towards the
elevator. “Which floor, Sergi?”

“The computer was good enough to relay his room number. He was staying in room 203.
So, I’d guess the second floor.”

Pressing the dark red arrow, Michael waited for the elevator to descend. As the doors
chimed and opened, Michael hoped fervently to find some clue to the reporter’s

whereabouts.

koK
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Michael shivered as he entered the main suite of Jackson Matebele’s room. The key card
lock had been no problem for Sergi, but feeling guilt for breaking in wasn’t the reason for
his trembling. The room was absolutely freezing. The reporter had obviously not been
there for some time, judging by the temperature. Then again, Michael wouldn’t have been
surprised if the clerk hadn’t shut off the heaters himself as some sort of revenge against
the world.

The room itself was decorated much the same as the lobby: shimmering, polished
hardwood floors, carpeted walls for those with a need for privacy, and immaculate bed
coverings and bathroom. And yet, there was definite evidence that this room had been
lived in recently: a handheld razor, for the discerning traveller; and some cheap shampoo
products, most probably compliments of the clerk, were placed neatly on the bathroom
shelf. Michael imagined a maid had cleaned up the room upon Jackson’s departure.
There was nothing on top of the dresser, so Michael pulled out each of the drawers,
finding a discarded piece of paper on top of the third drawer clothing. On it was a
telephone number, and the word: trustworthy?

Raising his eyebrows, he asked Sergi to call the number.

After a short while, Michael heard a click. “Yebo? Who is calling?”

Michael was surprised at the rural African accent. He hadn’t heard it much since he was a
child. Even the Colonial Reserve ranger spoke English fluently and he claimed to have
lived most of his life on a farm. Michael and he had had many conversations about the
pointlessness of ranger’s occupation, considering that most of the bigger animals had
been taken to more secure facilities. Michael recalled being intrigued at his response.
“There are places in this country which have not yet felt the creeping tide of technology.
The Kruger Park, sorry, Bush Colonial Reserve, lies mostly abandoned today, as you
know, but nature hasn’t forgotten her land, and I reckon she might make a last desperate
attempt at regaining her lost outpost. Which, unfortunately, makes you the enemy. I'm
just here to make sure the casualty number isn’t very high.”

Michael’s attention was brought rudely back to the present when he felt a small jolt from
Sergi. “Uh, hi, sorry about that. My name is Michael. Who am I speaking to?”

“Mukel? You American? No good, no good.” There was a pause, and Michael thought he

might have hung up, when his voice came through again. “What do you want?”
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“I"d like to know who I'm speaking to, and I’'m not American.”

“Sandile. But you call me Trevor.”

“Fine. Trevor, [ was -

“Sandile.”

“What?”

“You call me Sandile. You make Trevor sound too American. Besides, only friends call
me Sandile, so you be priv... eh lucky.”

Michael sighed. “Whatever you want. I need to know if you helped named Jackson
Matebele. He's a reporter. He may have called you.” There was an eerie silence.
“Sandile! Is everything alright? You know that name, don’t you?”

“No, I'm sorry. I no help you.”

“Sandile,” Michael tried more gently. “How were you helping Mr Matebele?” Michael
thought he heard a sob.

“It is dangerous!” he finally cried. “I told him, but he would no listen. Boy tried to make
him listen, but no. He remain pig-headed. It is no my fault they never come back.”
“Boy?”” asked Michael.

“Boy, yes. Said he was cameraman. But no camera. He only boy!”

“Alright. Never mind that now. How exactly did you know them? Are you a guide of
some sort?”

“Guide, yes. Have jeep; go into mountains. Take them, but they no come back. I hear
guns, and vamoose.”

“Vamoose?”

“Yes. I drive very fast. No one catch me.”

“You took them into the mountains?”” Michael felt some excitement. “Whereabouts? Do
you think you could take me?”

“No.”

“At least tell me where you took them. I can get someone else to take me there.”

“No one else take you. Too scared. 1 only one.”

Michael let out an exasperated breath, and looked at Sergi thoughtfully. An idea came to
him. “Do you want money? I can give you a lot.” He had remembered to bring quite a

few gold and silver pieces along with him. Even though he was no longer in the
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hinterlands of Northern South Africa, one never knew how people would respond.
Besides, it helped if people saw the cash in their hands. Credits on a computer just
weren’t tangible enough.

Sandile seemed to pause. “Reporter only give Sandile half what owed. You pay his, plus
double, and Sandile take you. But it dangerous. Rebels take over area.”

“I’m not worried about the danger,” said Michael, and he hoped the lie sounded
convincing. While Sergi had certain weapon-like abilities, Michael was not likely to
survive if caught by rebels.

“You no worry, but Sandile worry.”

“I'll give you your money, all up front as well.”

“Good. Where I find you?”

“The Underberg Inn. Where Mr Matebele stayed.”

“When you want leave?”

“As soon as possible.”

“I be there in thirty minutes.”

“Great. I’ll meet you outside the front.”

L

Ice battered Michael’s cloak as the dented, ancient army jeep careened along the old dirt
road, now pitted with dangerously packed snow. Even Sergi gave a yelp when the jeep
was one second in the air and the next slamming hard into the ground. Michael pretended
to yell himself, though his mouth was sealed in a grimace. “Are you crazy!” he cried
finally.

“You say you want fast. I go fast!” shouted Sandile over the whipping snow.

“There’s fast and then there’s dangerous. I think you’ve crossed that thin line.”

“Not dangerous yet. Drakensberg dangerous. Rebels hide in mountains. Kill on sight.”
“Are you absolutely sure?”” asked Michael. “I mean, if they’re rebels, wouldn’t they
rather take hostages?”

“True Africans different. Cold makes brain freeze. They all crazy.”

Michael had no logical answer for that and gave up.
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[t had taken half the day to reach this point, and it was darkening. Not really wanting to
travel at night, especially in icy mountains and forests, they were going to stop at some
place called Injasuthi. It had once been a small chalet resort for travellers in the region,
but the territory had long been abandoned. According to Sandile, it was a now transitional
zone between government and rebel held land; a no man’s land. Sandile would leave
them there to find lodgings; any of the abandoned buildings would supposedly do for
shelter.

Finally arriving, they were dropped off at a boom gate. Sandile suggested that they try the
old shop. They might find some food not taken by the rebels.

Michael had already cursed himself during the ride for not bringing better provisions.
Sergi hadn’t cared, however; he said he would go hungry.

Sandile left in a squeal of rubber and snow, and Michael traipsed his way along an
abandoned road, finally crossing a long bridge, entering the main area of Injasuthi. He
walked past the empty chalets, all covered in snow. In fact, as far as he could see, snow
covered almost everything; it was beautiful and depressing.

He saw the old shop on the left. It was warmer inside, but still cold. The walls were made
from coarse wooden logs and reminded Michael of a hunter’s lodge. He found more food
in the back storage room than he could have hoped. Unfortunately, most of it was rotten.
There were a few cans of assorted vegetables, however. He didn’t know how long they’d
been there, but he was hopeful that the food inside would be edible. Placing one of the
cans on a table, he had Sergi use his laser as can-opener. The vegetables were nothing
spectacular, not to mention slighter gritty, but for Michael, who’d last eaten that morning,
it was more than adequate. As for Sergi, he was quite put out that he was made to do such
menial work. He was even angrier when he was turned into a glorified light bulb.
Michael only shrugged and said it wasn’t his fault there were no working lights as he
took his meal out onto a small balcony and sat in a wooden chair, picking at his food.
Gazing out at the dark sky and looming mountains, his thoughts turned to the following
day, and how he would find the tomb. He supposed that necessitated finding Jackson
Matebele. Michael only hoped that Sergi’s heat sensors would do the job. For that to
work, however, Sergi would need to find a satellite in the area.

The idea of heat reminded Michael of just how cold he was. Standing, he shivered
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unconsciously. The quiet was eerie, and the abandoned chalets reminded of him of one or
another of the horror movies he’d watched as a child. Bending down, he collected a
healthy amount of snow and piled it on the wooden floor inside. I am the Vordir, he
reminded himself, and his mind seemed to calm at this recognition, readying him for
what he was about to attempt.

According to Sergi, ‘Vordir’ was Scandinavian for Guardian, or Defender. Why that
might refer to him, Michael had no clue, but if it helped him by accepting the title, he saw
no harm in it. Besides, a childish part of him thought it sounded exciting.

He spread the snow out evenly and drew a circle, dividing it into eight. He wondered if
he should create the other two airts, but decided against it; what he was attempting was
simple. At least, he hoped it was. The only problem was which rune to use, and where to
place it. “Sergi,” he said, glancing down at his watch. “Display the entire Futhark on the
floor.”

“Whatever you say, Slavedriver. Your mule obeys.”

The floor was suddenly awash with a whitish glow, the Futhark arranged neatly in three
rows. Sergi also knew the names to all of the runes, thanks to the Inyanga, but didn’t
display them yet. Besides, Michael didn’t think the names would help. He would have to
feel this one out.

Looking over them, he allowed his mind to focus on each rune. He didn’t know the
‘nature’ of all of them as yet, and found that concentrating didn’t bring this information
to the fore. Maybe I'm not ready? His only recourse then, was to use the ones he knew.
Just as he thought this, he realised what he could try. Isa, the rune of air, was one which
might work. He didn’t know how, but perhaps he could heat the air in the lodge. He
recalled the Inyanga saying that no rune was cut and dry, and that by placing them in a
different position within the airt, a different aspect could be utilised. Memorising the
shape of the rune Isa, Michael looked over at his own airt. He recalled where the Inyanga
had placed it to create the wall of light. He saw no common ground, however, in what he
was trying to do and what the Inyanga had achieved. Looking down at the eight
segments, he shrugged. He would have to make his own decisions about placement;
create his own, individual airt. If the knowledge was already inside his head, he only had

to find it. But when he tried, his mind refused to focus. It felt as though his thoughts had
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almost found the answer, and then vibrated around it, like placing the same poles of two
magnets together.

“Damn it! Sergi, nothing’s working.”

“I hardly thought any of this nonsense would be easy, Michael. Besides, when did the
Inyanga ever say you would inherently know everything? It’s more likely the knowledge
is outside of your experience.”

“That’s hardly the response I expected from a sceptic like you?”

“What can I say? I thought long and hard about it and realised that I couldn’t change your
mind. I’'m not saying I'm convinced, but a little trust can’t hurt.”

“Wow. Okay, so how do I carry on?”

“Experimentation. How else are you going to learn?”

Realising his friend was probably true, he drew Isa anyway. He held his hand over the
airt and spoke the rune aloud, with as much force and determination as he could. “Isa!”
“Presto!” shouted Sergi. “Hey, where are the balloons, the clowns, the ...” He stopped
short of making fun of Michael’s attempt, and his face shimmered into a temperature
gauge. “That’s... amazing.”

That’s when Michael saw it. The temperature gauge was moving incrementally upwards.
Michael thought he saw the rune in the snow glow for a moment, but it was weak.

The heat in the room was not much better than earlier, but the cold now seemed more
bearable. Michael wondered how long it would last. Perhaps as long as the rune was
present? Picking up some of the snow, he carried it into over into one of the nearby
chalets and performed the miracle feat a second time. Once the room was warm, he
slipped quickly under the tattered covers of a bed and fell asleep. As he slept, his mind

relaxed, and the rune’s power faded.
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The next moming he found a battered backpack, put some cans inside, and continued up

into the mountains.

Chapter 8 The $truggie
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The snow was shaken violently off the pine tree as the lower bark exploded and crackled,
warping the trunk and cooking the sap. Every man in the camp flew to the ground,
protecting his body from flying debris. Two men were not yelling in surprise and fear,
but stood regarding the results calmly.

“I can get you twenty more of these,” stated the man dressed in the grey suit and dark
glasses matter-of-factly. Snow fell on top of his head, but seemed to rush off him as it
was repelled. His suit was neither wet nor stained and retained its perfect condition. Nor,
it was clear to everyone, did the man seem to be feeling the cold.

The other man, the leader of the True Africans, Londisizwe, hefted the lightweight gun-
shaped device, smiled as he ran his fingers across his coarse stubble, and nodded.

“Do you agree to our arrangement?” asked the man in grey.

“What do you want in that place? It is evil.”

“Your superstitions do not interest me. Nor do your questions. Now, do you agree?”
“How many of your men are coming?”

“Enough. | wouldn’t worry. We won’t interfere in your affairs so far as you don’t
interfere in ours. None of your men will enter the tomb, though.”

Londisizwe hefted the gun in his hand, and nodded. “I agree. But we have prisoners.
They are still there, in the cages.”

“Ah, yes, the reporter and his nephew. I think perhaps I might take them as well.”

“No, that was not part of the deal.”

The man in grey raised an eyebrow, appraising his adversary, wondering how far this
rebel leader could be pressed. “We will pay well.”

“We have no need of money. I think the prisoners will serve us better as bargaining
tools.”

“Against who? The South African government? Don’t be a fool. Besides, there’s nothing
South African left of this country’s leaders. Nobody down here cares about your little
rebellion.”

“Be careful how you speak. You are in my home now.”

“Your home?” The grey man laughed. “None of this is truly yours. It’s just a matter of

time before you realise the truth.”
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Londisizwe shook his head. “You are wrong. While we hold this ground, it is our home,
because we alone have chosen not to be puppets. Others choose only survival, but we
choose to live because we refuse to be slaves.”

“Rousing words. But don’t forget, you’re always somebody’s puppet.”

“Then is it not better to live life resisting what we do not choose for ourselves?”

“True, from one perspective. But then history has shown that there will always be those
who can’t conform to a better life. In that sense I suppose you will always be rebels.”
“Then why sell us guns?”

“Because, for the moment, you serve our purpose.”

Londisizwe turned away, wondering at the grey men’s words as he watched his men
about the camp. “We keep the prisoners.”

The grey man shrugged. “It’s of no consequence. You may keep them.”

“Good. Do you want to enter the tomb now?”

“No. But I will be back. And please make certain that everything remains intact. For if
any mistakes were to occur, this little Rebel Alliance of yours would cease to exist. Just
like that.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis, and walked off into the trees on the far
side of the camp.

For a moment the trees moaned and swayed. Londisizwe noticed a quivering in the air
above the camp, and then it was gone. He shook his head, wondering for the hundredth

time about the motives of the man in grey.
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Michael watched the red dots on his watch move away. He stood up from his crouched
position in the snow, and moved further into enemy-held ground.

It had been Sergi’s warning that had saved him from being caught this time, but unlike
the other occasions, it hadn’t been the patrolling rebels that set off Sergi’s alarm. It had
been a surge of energy unlike anything Sergi had felt before, and it had scared his
electronic friend. Sergi wasn’t usually prone to outbursts of emotion — actually he was —
but they always tended to be directed at Michael. For some reason, however, that surge of

energy had put the fear of death in him.
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Michael trudged through the snow, his boots falling through lighter patches, at times
causing him to pitch forward, a muffled cry coming from Sergi whenever his arm
plunged into the snow.

Sergi had finally managed to connect to a satellite in the area — an odd fact since there
was nothing particular interesting in this area for anyone to see — and pinpointed the
position of the rebel camp. Michael had steered well clear of it, but at the moment he had
no other landmark by which to find the tomb. He thought it might be somewhere inside
the mountain itself, if it had been hidden all this time, and so he continued along, moving
up along a gentle incline until he saw the small strand of red material standing stark
against the tree from which it swayed in the light breeze. Michael fingered it gently. He
recognised it immediately as the colour of the scarf Jackson Matebele had worn in his
transmission. He looked ahead at the general path he had chosen and wondered if the
reporter had come the same way. It made sense that he would have also wanted to avoid
the rebels. Then again, Michael had no clue what Jackson’s motivations had been. The
tomb very well might have been a lucky find. Nevertheless, it would make sense that the
reporter had found an alternative route into the tomb if he had managed to enter
unnoticed. Only now, thanks to Jackson, the rebels probably knew there was another

entrance. As Michael hurried along, he hoped they hadn’t discovered it as yet.
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The ten or so black bricks stood flush against the side of the mountain. They were mostly
covered in snow, and, with a passing glance, they might have been easily missed. It was
as if a window looking into the mountain had been boarded up, and when the bricks came
easily loose in Michael’s hands, Sergi remarked that it was like looking into a dark soul.
Michael thought Sergi meant to say ‘dark hole’, which earned him a set of expletives and
something about poetry not being the sole domain of humans.

Sergi had to shine a light inside, it was so dark, and once Michael had climbed inside the
small hole, he noticed that there was a small crawl space which inched away beyond
Sergi’s attempts to see further. Michael replaced the bricks as best he could behind him,

and began to crawl. He was surprised a short while later, however, when a gust of air
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blew dust in his face. Crawling slowly forward, this time keeping his eyes almost closed,
he finally saw some light ahead and realised that there were shafts in the ceiling that must
have gone all the way to the surface of the mountain much like the one he was crawling
through. His first thoughts were of a ventilation system, and when his hands had finally
run out of ground and emerged into space, he knew it was true. Sergi shone his light into
the larger passage below, hoping by the silence that there were no guards. At the very
least, Michael now knew how Jackson Matebele had entered. Somehow he doubted the

reporter had found the opening by accident.
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The atmosphere within the tomb was perfect. The hair on the back of Michael’s neck
started to rise. It was too perfect.

The air was not only breathable, but tasted fresh on his tongue, like a cool glass of water.
Fortunately, it wasn’t cold. Michael had almost frozen outside, but in here he almost felt
like taking off his jacket. But while the warmth was a great comfort and should have
reassured him, it did the opposite. It wasn’t the effect that produced these feelings,
however, but the source, and as Michael closed in on it, his uneasiness grew
exponentially.

He followed the long passage until Sergi finally shut off his light. The corridor had begun
to develop a light of its own, and while Sergi didn’t exactly run on batteries that needed
to be conserved, they didn’t want to alert anyone to their presence.

“Michael, there are two people ahead of us. It looks like the corridor opens out into a
large room; it might even be the one we’ve been looking for.”

Michael hunkered down on his haunches and moved forward. Ever so slowly, he peered
around the corner and took everything in.

Sergi had been right. It was the same room Jackson had been broadcasting from. The
walls were covered with images of great battles; there was Lialh fighting off demons,
while on a further wall seemed to be a rudimentary map. It was shaped in the form of an
island, with two distinct markings. Michael couldn’t see if there was any writing on the

walls, and doubted there would be, if the Paper Plague had anything to do with it. Then
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again, if there was writing, it might be written in runes.

He didn’t stop to dwell on what might be, however, for his attention was drawn to
something else: the statue of the goddess. The effect of flowing hair and moving tresses
were still prominent, but it was the object in her hand that truly caught his attention.

It was the book he had been searching for.

Only, from this distance it looked wrong somehow. And, there was something else; a
shadow shifting around it... the source of the heat.”

“Sergi, do you see the shadow?”

“Michael, what are you on about now?” he whispered back.

“Surrounding the book.”

“My sensors don’t pick up anything, if that’s what you mean. I wouldn’t be surprised if
you were hallucinating.”

“Don’t be insulting. I’'m telling you, it’s there.”

“Yeah well, great for you, but maybe you should be concentrating on those two in the
cage.”

“What?”” Michael blinked, and took in the large cage a few meters in front of the statue.
The cage bars looked to be made of stone, and, following them up to the ceiling, he
noticed a slight depression; a trap. But had the two occupants triggered it? Seeing a few
broken remains at the back of the cage, he saw that it wasn’t the case.

Hunkered within were the reporter and his nephew. Sergi expanded his search, making
sure no one else was in the vicinity. Feeling slightly more confident when Sergi gave the
all-clear, Michael stood up and walked towards the cage.

The nephew looked up, and Michael saw that he was only about fifteen or so. His face
was shrouded in a shadow of its own. He shivered and backed up against the farther side
of the cage, only to realise that he was now closer to the resident skeleton. He cried in
fear just as the only other living occupant of the cage, a bedraggled Jackson, looked up,
anger welling in his eyes when he saw Michael.

'99

“Damn you! Let us out of here!” Jackson grabbed the stone bars of the cage, and Michael
saw that it was in fact a cage door with a rudimentary stone keyhole.
“Shut up,” whispered Michael. “You’ll call the guards.”

Jackson froze as he heard Michael’s voice. “American?” he whispered in relief, sitting
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back on the floor. “Oh, thank God. “What are you, CIA? I hope you guys took out that
rebel scum once and for all.”

“No, and I’'m not American,” said Michael. “Let’s just say I'm an independent operator. 1
came in the same way you did.”

“A mercenary? Did the company hire you? Hmm, I never would have thought they
cared.”

“No, I’m not here for that ridiculous television company.”

“Then what? Who are you?”

“Never mind that. Do you want to escape or not?”

“Oh, this is just fantastic. You're probably some nut who thought he could play hero.
Well, you’re only going to get us all killed!”

“Just shut up, will you. If you want to get out at all, then you better listen to me.” He
pointed at the stone book. “What do you know about that?”

Jackson blinked. “Who cares? If you really plan on saving us, then open this damned
cage.”

“I’'m afraid I can’t do that yet.” Michael knew he sounded excessively cruel but he had to
remember the reason he had come. “First, the book.”

“What are you trying to do? Kill us all? I don’t know anything about the damned book.”
“He’s lying,” said Sergi. “His heart rate just rose slightly.”

“Who the hell said that?” exclaimed Jackson.

“Never mind. How did you find this tomb? Tell me and I’ll let you out.”

“You’re blackmailing me? Jesus man, what the hell is wrong with you?”

“Tell me, damn you!”* Michael listened to himself as he said this, and wondered what was
wrong with him. Something was wrong here, and it had something to do with that
shadow. He turned away from the two prisoners and walked purposely towards the statue
of the goddess. Michael looked into her face and felt his pulse race. She was beautiful
beyond words, and almost real.

Sergi, meanwhile, was scanning the book when he suddenly spoke up. “Michael, it seems
to be encased in stone. And, there’s something else, something familiar here. Remember
down in the tunnels back in the Order’s conclave; how the light was so strange when |

scanned it?”
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“Yes?”

“Well, it’s happening again. Only, this time it’s not light I’'m picking up on my long
range scanners.”

“What is it?”

“Um, well, darkness.”

Michael shivered as Sergi said the words. He felt the exact same thing. He stood before
the stone book, ignoring Jackson’s angry cries, and ran his hands along it. It was smooth
to the touch, but as he removed his palm, a shape rose up in the centre. It looked similar
to ...

“Qthala,” he said quietly as his hand crackled. He had no time to consider it before he
was thrown some meters back onto the floor. He coughed as he tried to breathe, but the
wind had been knocked out of him.

“Man, are you okay?” asked Jackson, surprise infused with anger.

“What was that?” and Michael realised it was the first time he had heard Jackson’s
nephew speak. His tone, while still fearful, now held a hint of childish curiosity and
excitement.

Michael looked up at them both, and saw that they were gripping the stone bars, staring at
him. He looked down at his hand. It smoked slightly, but other than that looked to be
unhurt. “Sergi, you alright?”’

“I’'m fine. It’s a good thing I don’t bruise easily.”

Michael sat up, and pushed himself to his feet. He unstrapped Sergi and handed him to
Jackson. “See if you can help them get out. I'm going to try again.”

“Michael, you don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

Michael sighed. “Unfortunately I do. I was wrong. It wasn’t Othala. It was the
merkstave.”

“You mean... Alahto?”

“Yes. That’s why the rune looked similar. And that’s what the shadow is. This entire
place might be covered in merkstave for all I know.”

“Maybe you should just speak the merkstave? It might release the book.”

“You know that’s impossible, Sergi. But don’t worry, I’ll find a way.” He walked

purposefully toward the book as Jackson and his nephew could only stare in stupefaction.
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“You both look like mules,” stated Sergi. “Hold me up to the lock, dimwit. Let’s see
about getting you free.”

Jackson nodded and held out his hands.

Michael stared down at the book before him, wondering how he could possibly free it
from its stone casing. He thought through all of his limited rune lore, but nothing hinted
at an answer. He knew that if he could only speak the merkstave it would set the book
free, but he couldn’t do that. Which meant... what? Maybe it didn’t have to be exact, he
thought out to himself. He recalled one thing the Inyanga had said to him: not all the
runes were black and white. Often at times the nature of one rune would overarch into
another. Which meant, that if he spoke a rune close enough to the nature of the rune of
darkness, he might succeed.

Only, his knowledge of runes was almost nonexistent. He glanced up at the statue of the
goddess, trying to recall what knowledge the Inyanga had imparted to him.

‘Runes are bound to the natural order of all living things. They are but aspects of
nature....’

The ‘natural order’ resounded in his mind. There was something there....

He watched as the illusion of the statue’s swaying hair caught his imagination and
seemed to hold his heart in a vice grip. He couldn’t help but think of the saddest thing
that could happen to this angelic creature. He knew immediately, of course, and it seemed
to awaken something in his mind. The saddest thing would be the goddess’ death.
Death: the end of the natural order; the journey into shadow. His mind moved swiftly,
trying to remember if the Inyanga had ever mentioned the name of the death rune. He
hadn’t, but just as Michael began to despair, he saw the word change in his mind’s eye
much as the scroll of prophecy had become readable. He felt a familiar pressure in his
head, but it was quickly gone, and the death rune stood out in his mind, black against
white.

With growing excitement he held his hand palm down over the stone book, but stopped
short. Glancing over at her other hand, palm up, he felt some indecision. Removing his
hand, he placed it on top of hers, stating clearly: “Mannaz!”

His hand began to quiver as the shadow was drawn to him. Like tendrils of smoke it

swarmed from every corner of the room. The images on the wall seemed to come alive,
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dancing in darkness as Lialh battled the demons. Michael heard a slight cracking sound
and looked up into the goddess’ eyes, which blinked at him through a startling green iris.
The stone lips cracked as well, and flushed red ones pushed through, speaking only three
words: “Death welcomes you.”

Glancing back down, Michael saw that the stone covering the book was dissolving when

the shadow surrounding it flashed brightly and smothered his mind in black fog.
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“Wake up.” Rough hands shook him until his head banged against a hard stone floor.
Michael grunted, and his eyes opened in glassy pain, blurry faces looking down at him.
“Do you think he’ll be alright?”” asked a tremulously young voice. “I mean, he looks like
“Don’t you dare say anything about Michael! He’s a fighter.” Sergi’s voice drifted
through his subconscious like a fly on water.

“Selfish bastard is all he is! He just left us in here. He doesn’t give a shit about us.”
“But Uncle! Didn’t you see that statue move? It said something!”

“You’re all insane. And this talking watch is the worst of all. I mean, of all the advances
our country has made, they had to waste themselves on rubbish like this.”

“I beg your pardon?” There was a small electric burst and Jackson yelped. “It’s not my
fault this lock is made of something impervious to my attempts. So watch your mouth,
because the laser in this watch could just as easily work against your flesh.”

Michael took this moment to sit up, attempting to dull the pain in his head. Someone held
onto his arm — the nephew, he thought.

“Are you alright, Mister? That man hit you hard.”

“What?”* he attempted.

“You got thumped, Michael. Sorry I didn’t warn you, but I was concentrating on getting
this cage open. It’s a wonder he never just killed you.”

“Thanks, Sergi,” he coughed.

“We heard a noise,” piped in the nephew. “We turned and saw this man hit you over the
head. But I swear as it happened the statue was moving and talking. Did you see it,
Mister?”

Michael nodded. “How did I get in here?”

“That rebel bastard threw you in here,” said Jackson finally. “Had some type of strange
key. Mumbled something and left. Probably went to fetch their leader; some guy named
Londisizwe. And when he gets here, I'm sure we’ll all be dead. So thanks a lot for the
great rescue.”

“Damn!” said Michael, ignoring the reporter’s complaints. “You sure you can’t get

through, Sergi?”
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“Positive.”

Michael sighed. Everything was falling apart. Jackson looked at him hard, and he stared
back at him in return. “What?”" he said, exasperated.

“So what’s so important about the book?”

Michael looked wistfully back at the statue. He couldn’t see the book from his vantage
point, and wondered what it looked like now that the stone covering was gone. “I’m not
sure. All I know is that it holds the answers to all my questions.”

“And what are those questions?”

Michael squinted at the man who would so brazenly demand things of him.

“The Paper Plague for one,” realising it was likely the only aspect he might understand.
Jackson blinked. “The P ...” he mouthed the rest of the word silently. “But how?”

“For one, it’s the only surviving book I've ever heard about, you idiot,” said Sergi.
Jackson nodded as if it made sense.

“How did you find out about the book?” But Michael almost knew the answer before he
asked.

“A man came to me,” offered Jackson, slightly more willing.

“Charcoal blazer, bad English accent?”

Jackson nodded. “He wanted me to report its whereabouts on live television. That’s how 1
found the tomb and knew how to enter unseen. Only, when I got here, all | saw was a
book-shaped stone. I thought I'd been lead on a bit of a goose chase. So I concentrated on
what I thought was the bigger find.” He indicated the entire room. “The tomb itself.” He
shook his head. “God, what a story this will b -

“Unfortunately, Mr Matebele, you won’t get a chance to tell anyone.”

They all looked up at the new speaker in the grey suit. “Who the hell are you?” said
Jackson.

“A concerned party. ['m here to, shall we say, negotiate the anonymity of this tomb.”
“What! You can’t hide something like this. Besides, people would have seen my report.
They’ll send search parties.”

“Oh, I doubt that very much. Especially considering that the surrounding mountains are
filled with dangerous, bloodthirsty rebels. And as for this tomb, well, a news report of a

large explosion in the area will be released shortly. That should keep most people away.”
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He smirked. “And this is Michael O’Connor, | presume. Yes, how could one mistake that
determined air, that assurance of character?”

Michael stared at the man, his eyes trying see through his dark glasses.

The grey man, as they would later call him, walked closer to the cage, followed by
another. The second man was clearly one of the rebels, and Michael thought he might
even be the leader. He had a relaxed air of authority about him, and the way he kept
glancing at the grey man suggested deep suspicion.

“How do you know me?” asked Michael.

“Know you? We’ve been keeping a watch on you for most of your life. You’'re a very
special man.”

“What? Why?”

“Because of who you are. Isn’t that what your informant had to say?”

Michael’s eyes widened as he recalled that Durban evening, and the fly, and the ...

“You thought you could so easily escape our notice by fleeing to Botswana?”” He smiled
as if recalling something humorous. “You led us straight to those low-tech fools. The
fabled Order of Tyr brought down by your own carelessness.” His face turned from a
smirking cheerfulness into a sneering mask. “Caught in our trap like the pathetic mice
they were.”

Michael’s heart sank below the tomb floor as he thought of all those people. “If you’ve
hurt them....”

“Hurt? They’re beyond feeling any sort of pain by now, I would think. Besides, our ways
are efficient and don’t accumulate much mess. Too much to explain in the long run.”
Michael grasped the bars in anger. “You bastard. You evil, fucking bastard!”

“Enough of this!” cried the leader of the rebels. Michael caught a hint of ancestral Zulu in
his accent, but just as Jackson sounded like a white-born South African, so this man had
clearly not been brought up in a completely rural home. “You have seen the prisoners as
you requested. Now we leave.”

“Wait,” said the grey man, and walked slowly towards the statue. “I’m just going to make
certain the prize is still in place. In case this one has done something to it.” He stopped,
and stared at the hand of the statue, before turning in anger, fury blazed across his face.
“Where is it? Where is the book?”
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Michael blinked in confusion. “How should I ...” and then he touched the place in his
cloak that had been causing him slight discomfort. He hadn’t given it much thought, but
as he reached down, he pulled the book out. Stunned, Michael couldn’t help it as he ran
his hand over the pristine dark brown leather surface. He felt it shimmer with such
incredible power that he felt momentarily overwhelmed. Embossed on the cover was a
single word: Caiy 'n.

Shivering at the feelings brought on from reading the title, Michael’s attention was
caught by the three interlocking wheels beneath the title. He immediately recognised
them as the three airts as each one spoked into eight segments. But they were not empty
like the one’s drawn by the Inyanga. Engraved inside each segment was one of the
twenty-four runes of the Futhark.

He placed the book on the floor of the cage, for as he had touched one of the airts, it had
turned slightly, and a powerful surge of what could only be rune energy had almost burnt
his hand.

The grey man was also surprised, but his smile returned. “I don’t know how you freed it,
but it’s of no consequence. You will give it to me now.”

“No,” replied Michael, simply.

“No? Are you so foolish to think I would not just kill you for it?”

Michael shook his head, but when he looked up, the grey man was aiming a gun at him.
“Be careful, Michael,” whispered Sergi, a quiver in his voice. “Remember that surge of
energy [ felt earlier? Well, it was created by that weapon.”

“Shit!” cried Jackson. “Hey man,” he shouted at the rebel leader, “you just going to let
him shoot us?”

The rebel leader glared at Jackson for a moment before finally shouting at the grey man
to put the gun down.

“You, Londisizwe,” the grey man emphasised the name, “stay out of this. It does not
concern you.”

“I will not be treated in this manner! Your government thinks they rule the world and its
entire people, but you are wrong.”

“Wrong? You fool, we rule every part of you.”

Londisizwe seemed about to reply, when he turned and left.
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“Hey, don’t leave,” shouted Jackson. “I'm not a traitor to my own kind. 1 promise. Come
on! Shit. Mikey, this guy’s crazy. Do you think he’ll shoot us?”

Mikey? “Jackson, shut up.” Michael grabbed hold of Sergi. “My friend, [ need you to be
quick. Do you think you can burn a rune into the rock below us?”

“Michael? You’re not kidding, are you? Okay, I'll try. Which one?”

Michael knew which one; at least the name, but he didn’t know the shape of the rune. He
cast his mind back to the dream as the grey man began to walk closer, waving the gun at
the cage. He remembered Lialh being bound in the air, where he had uttered the rune;
and... yes, there, as if his new-found abilities allowed him to see further, he saw the
filaments of light escape Lialh’s mouth: the rune forming and breaking into the spell’s
affect.

Sergi had by this time shone the Futhark onto the floor and Michael pointed. Sergi used
the outline to burn a hole in the rock with his laser. Just as the grey man saw what he was
doing, Michael smirked and placed his hand over the rune. “Eihwaz!” he said powerfully,
and the air surrounding the cage shimmered.

The grey man blinked, shouted in anger, and aimed his gun. His finger seemed to caress
the trigger, pressing it ever so softly, emitting a burst of electricity in an arc which sent
everyone down in cover. But the shield held. The grey man screamed his frustration,
while Jackson only stared and his nephew looked at Michael with wondering eyes.
“Michael, what now?” shouted Sergi. “We’re still trapped in here.”

Michael nodded, looking thoughtfully at the book on the floor while the grey man aimed
at the shield a second time.

Within the World of Words....

The words from the prophecy reverberated through him, and he knelt down next to their
only hope. He grasped the cover gently and tried to open it, but it refused to budge. There
was no visible lock, nor any strap holding it closed.

Jackson’s nephew sidled up to him, and studied the cover. “Do you think those circles are
some kind of combination?”

Michael hadn’t considered that before, but as he looked at the three interlocking airts, he
was inclined to agree. Only, he was afraid to move them. He recalled the immense power

they emitted when he had nudged only one, and knew that any mistake in the
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combination could have dire consequences. “What’s your name?” whispered Michael.
“Msizi.”

“I think you’ve got the right idea, Msizi. Except that [ don’t know the combination.
Although —” Michael sat cross-legged in front of the book just as another burst of
electricity glanced off of the shield. He wasn’t worried. He was centring himself, finding
calm the way the Inyanga had showed him. He allowed his thoughts to grip the runes in
front of him. He fixed the shield in another, stable part of his mind, and then forgot about
it. He placed his hand over the combination lock, searching, then moved his palm along
the leather covering until his hand began to tingle. Curious, he opened his eyes and
moved his hand away, revealing a small rune in the corner of the cover. He passed his
hand over it again, causing it to flare, where it was otherwise invisible. He recalled the
last time he had seen that particular rune: the first rune Lialh had ever spoken in his
dreams. Finally, Michael knew its meaning. It was Ansuz, rune of the past and memory;
to show where others had gone before. He closed his eyes, held his palm firmly, and
spoke the single rune: “Ansuz,” he said, so softly, so gently, that his mind became a home

for all the runes in the Futhark until all was a white fog.

%Kk

Michael watched clouds flow on the periphery of his vision. It reminded him of mist on a
cool morning, the way it always seemed to disappear the closer you got. He tried to
ignore the strange effect by keeping his eyes firmly ahead on the lone cabin standing like
a rundown sentinel in the wilderness. Everything around him was surrounded by snow,
heaviness settled everywhere he looked. He thought for a moment that he had somehow
escaped the tomb, but he could see the difference in landscape even through the ice. This
snow was different, as though it were dead.

He moved forward a step, and time swept along at an even greater pace like an echo
against his back, propelling him with an insubstantial push.

He was inside the cabin now. Someone knelt over a table, their back to Michael. The
man, if it was in fact a man and not a lifelike statue, was robed in swathes of whitish-

grey. A slight movement, a shifting of weight from one foot to the other, and Michael
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was convinced of his initial assessment of gender. As a hand emerged from the coverings,
he saw that it was aged, but still stable. For one strange moment Michael felt as if he had
known this man before now.

He stepped forward once more, time shifted, and the man was gone. Michael felt himself
being dragged across the floor, but by no human force. It was as though gravity had
decided to finally revenge itself on the lording human race, sucking him into a ball of
himself, ready to crush his soul. Michael was able to move his arms against the force,
grabbing the edge of a table while his legs threatened to pull his grip free. He glanced up,
looking for some way of escaping this trap, but no one was there to help him.

He was about to let go when a voice whispered inside his head. He saw the leather-bound
book on the table. It called to him, warning him of the consequences of what he was
about to see. “Your life will be forever changed,” it whispered.

“My life has already changed,” shouted Michael angrily.

“But not theirs...."”

Michael turned from the phantom finger in his mind, following the force which flowed
from the tip. He was caught off guard at what he saw, and was just able to hold on.

As if from above, he saw himself sitting cross-legged on the ground. His image was
blurry through the quivering of the shield surrounding the cage. But it was not himself
that drew his attention; it was those surrounding him: the rebel leader, Londisizwe,
commanding two of his rebels to aim their own more mundane weapons at the grey man
who continually fired raw voltage at the cage; Jackson Matebele glancing furtively at
each of them, then turning an angry gaze on Michael’s body. He was angry, true, but he
also seemed to realise that his life was no longer in his own hands. There was desperation
there, and a strong desire to continue living. Jackson’s nephew, Msizi, held Michael’s
hand. Msizi reached over suddenly, having heard a familiar voice, and slipped Sergi back
onto Michael’s wrist.

Michael finally understood what he was seeing. These people, for good or ill, were his
responsibility. Whatever god-like choice he was supposedly making, he knew these
people had every right to continue living.

Michael returned to the cabin.

The book was in front of him now. He could clearly see the three interlocking runes and
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was surprised. “How did you know what | would choose?”
“My fate is irrevocably linked to yours, Vordir. You are my Guardian.”

Everything went white.

ok ok

Michael opened his eyes, smiled at Msizi, and grasped the book. As he turned the three
airts, a surge of power flowed through him into the tomb. As the second rune interlocked,
the shield collapsed as its energy was ripped away. The rebels and the grey man were
looking on in wonder and hate, and even as the voltage gun was aimed, Michael knew its
power was similarly gone. Locking the third rune in place, the room became a
multicoloured mirror of distorted images. The air above the book swirled before suddenly

expanding pulling them all into its splendid heart.

Chapter 11 Transition
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His skin crackled, smoked, and began to split. Like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, he came
apart; tiny shards of what he had once been.

His mind, a complex configuration of code amid steel fibres, was there nonetheless, but it
was a fragile thing. And now, it was changing....

The book’s pages flapped about madly, gigantic things threatening and encouraging. Pick
me, they all seemed to say as another page was turned and lost to history. The words of
the book, at first stark in their rigid form, began to shiver and swarm inwards upon each
other.

It was magic, and his original form could not be tolerated. It was too alien, and yet, he
could not be destroyed.

Sergi’s essence, if it could be so called, was undeniable; an affirmation of life. He knew
this, though its confirmation ignited in him a fire of hope. Would he be made whole?
Would his desires be fulfilled?

Would he finally ascend to his place among men?

As his essence burst forth into tiny cells, he knew that he would finally be born.

*kk

Book pages swarmed Michael’s vision like mosquitoes buzzing faster and faster they
seemed as smooth as sanded wood. He froze in this position as a seam of light formed,
unclasping and revealing the book’s innermost self.

An island, nothing more than sketched lines upon translucent white, firmed and began to
eat away at the page. Waves rose up to froth against a rugged coastline as sheer cliffs
pushed up through a churning ocean. Colours of all shifting hues jumped about like
dancing balls of light, finally coalescing into single tones of brown and white and green
as the land itself shifted between mountains, grassy plains, dark forests and misty rivers.
Towns, cities, spires and towers emerged from the landscape. Strangely familiar huts
surrounding small oases dotted the many savannahs while large lumbering beasts sprang
from the earth, fully formed. The ocean erupted once more into existence, a wild and

chaotic maelstrom bombarding the southern coastland with ceaseless fury as the island
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suddenly froze like some marble statue, waiting....

*okk

Londisizwe could not conceive of himself in the strange in-between void he and his men
had been thrust into. He was witness to the strange splendour of the island-continent, yet
could not believe. For what he was seeing was home; the land he strove for back on the
ruined Earth. This new South Africa, so young and vibrant and untamed was ideal in its
innocence, yet so utterly different from the country he had known in the present or
through the poorly lacking history consigned to the Net. Despite the distance he felt from
the unknown, this land called to him, sparking tales of an idyllic age long past.

And yet, he himself was less real than the land before him. He had no feeling, could not
move his limbs and could not even see his hands in front of him. He could sense his
brethren were close, and with a sense of will grown to steel throughout his days as the
leader of the True Africans, he summoned them towards him, catching fragments of
emotion and pure terror. Rallying the discorporate souls, he folded them within his net
and flung them, himself following after, into the frozen world.

A voice cried after them, unheard. Unable to prevent the headstrong nature of the rebel
leader, it could do nothing but watch as the rebels fell into the world; into space, but out

of time.

kokk

The island, caught in a moment of time, began to divide along three imagined lines, each

one superimposed in bright contrast to the land itself. Two towers groaned up against the

sky, dwarfing all in their need to supersede each other as they seemed to conquer the land
by their very presence.

The map of the island suddenly condensed within itself, drew to a point with a

resounding smack, and sealed itself as the pages of the book came together.

kkk
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Michael saw it all, and was struck by the strange symmetry of the island. Not only did it
intrigue his heightened senses, but he couldn’t help but notice that the three lands were
divided like the three-patterned airts: two above and one below. But unlike Londisizwe,
the similarities between the island and South Africa were not readily apparent to one who
had isolated himself so fully from the country he called home.

His vision swam suddenly as a foreign entity cascaded into him, battering him into the
closed book. He was aware of no one, and yet felt a force of such anger spread toward
him.

Michael?

He recognised that thread of thought, for it sounded like ...Msizi? Are you there?
Michael, what’s happening? What was that place? Are we going back home?

I... I'm not sure.

Mikey, that you? What the hell’s going on? You better have some sort of explanation.
We're ...

The book began to shudder and reopen, revealing the first page, entitled ‘Prologue’, of a
grand story.

What do we do, Michael?

Idon’t know. I don’t know....

The pages began to turn, integrating time into the space previously displayed. As the
pages turned, Michael couldn’t help but notice vast amounts of writing placed there by
some almost god-like hand. He felt himself being pulled forward, towards the grand tale.
The pages turned, and the prologue fell away, opening up the first chapter.

The pages stopped, opening up into some undefined space and time. Michael began to
fall faster the closer he came, the words looming out at him. Unfortunately, they spread
so quickly that he couldn’t read any of them.

Jackson’s voice surfaced once more, and Michael was at least thankful that he would not
be alone in the strange world. That thought flickered across his vision as panic suddenly
gripped him: where was Sergi?

A wind whipped up from below him, and with a deftness which stunned his discorporate

self, he was flung far above the page he was about to descend into.
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Msizi’s voice surfaced from below, crying out for Michael. But it was too late as both he
and Jackson disappeared into the book.

Michael tried turning his head, but found that he couldn’t move. He floated up and out of
the book while the echoes of a despairing world cried out.

The pages began to turn once more, only in reverse as some other force weaved itself
among the words.

Michael O’Connor!

Grey Man! Agent! Whoever you are! What do you think you 're doing?

Michael O Connor thinks he can escape? I think you underestimate me. You might not
have any knowledge of this book, but I know more than you would believe.

A second gust of wind sent Michael spinning, only this time a shooting pain swept
through his arm. Stunned, he realised that he had taken corporeal form.

“Notice a change, Mr O’Connor?”

They stood meters from each other upon the edge of a number of pages bound together
by some terrible will. Michael looked down at his body, surprised to find no hideous
mutations or aberrations. His arm bled profusely from a cut high up, but he was otherwise
fine. The air itself was familiar to him, being the self same light he had witnessed in the
Order of Tyr’s tunnels.

Michael took a step forward, but regretted the move as his feet slipped on the smooth
edge of the pages. He caught himself, and managed to look ahead, only to face the steady
gaze of not only the Grey Man, but his electrical weapon. “What do you know about this
place; this ‘world of words’?” shouted Michael, heady with vertigo.

“I know many things. The least of which is this book. [ must admit though, I never
suspected this...,” he said as he swept his free arm around him. “Ever since we first
discovered the book, its mysteries have always eluded us. But, I learnt. You see, the
Order in Nepal were not as unwilling to share as your South African brethren were. And
the control of my astral body was only the first....”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Mars has no life, no resources to harvest. Earth’s own destruction began a long time ago,
and it’s only a matter of time before its resources are gone. This new world, however,

will be our salvation.”
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“All you want is Caiy’n’s resources?”

“Is that its name? Well, never mind. I’'m sure it will be given an appropriate numerical
designation.”

“You’re mad. You don’t know anything about it. What if it doesn’t have everything you
need?”

“We don’t. But that’s why /'m here, as a, | suppose you could say, surveyor. And now |
think it’s time for you to take a fall.”

Michael glanced over the side, but saw only indeterminate words as a page flapped
against the grey man’s will. He thought about jumping, but just as he made up his mind
to do so, he heard a crackling as the voltage gun was charged.

“No, no, no. We’re not planning on going so soon, are we? I’m afraid your time in this
world, and even the next, is up.”

Michael swung his head around as the gun took up his vision. And from that moment,
everything slowed to a crawl.

The grey man’s finger touched the trigger like a delicate lover, calling on death to fulfil
its destiny. Energy formed within the tip of the weapon, coalescing into a deadly ball of
ruined lightning. The tension built to a peak, before exploding outwards in a deluge of
blue-white light.

Michael’s eyes widened as the lightning began to break up, separating into individual
arcs before those too began to break up, forming smaller and tighter lines. These soon
began to twist in on themselves, before falling into a pattern which finally stabilised.
Michael sucked in a breath as the pattern entered his subconscious, forming unbidden
connections with the knowledge already learnt. The pattern finally snapped into place.
With it came the recognition that what he was seeing was the runic symbol for lightning.
He didn’t even have to recall where he had seen that particular effect before, as Lialh’s
brilliant display within his dream had all but cemented itself within conscious memory.
The word ‘Hagalaz’ seeped through his mind to his lips and he knew how he could stop
this screeching death.

Using the arced lightning as his drawn rune, Michael spoke aloud with the familiar force
which followed all of his runic attempts. “Hagalaz!” He pushed out with his hand to

focus the power, but just as the whisper of the runic shape escaped his own mouth to
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meet the arc in some attempt to control the flow, something struck Michael as odd. The
pattern of the voltage gun’s lightning was not exactly the same. It was different, but only
subtly so. There were the same number of lines, the same general shape; only, it seemed
off somehow; inverted. Shaking it off, Michael concentrated his power as his rune word
struck the arc. The lightning reared up in midair, straining against Michael’s power as
control of the arc was threatened. But Michael was not adept at controlling such a
massive creation of energy, and he faltered. The arc surged toward him, 