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        Dinner   was   a   much   different   event   to   that   of   the   reception   of   the 
  previous   evening.   It   was   to   be   served   on   the   broad   terrace   adjoining   a 
  lounge.   Marcus   came  down   early,   beating   the   electronic   toner   which   was 
  supposed to summons them. He was restless and couldn't stand waiting in 
  his room and staring at the four walls. He prowled around the lounge and the 
  terrace and found that the table had been set for four.
          There had been no sign of Leah or Miriam when they had returned two 
  hours earlier. Joshua had excused himself to attend to outstanding business 
  and Marcus had taken a leisurely bath and had tried to dawdle away the time. 
  He hadn't been very successful. After the long hours of listening to Joshua's 
  arguments, he was totally  unsettled.  He chided  himself, he shouldn't  have 
  allowed the conversation to have such an effect on him. The problem was, 
  that   Joshua   was   totally   committed   to   his   point   of   view   and   sincerely 
  persuasive   with   his   arguments.   Marcus   was   convinced   that   it   wasn't   a 
  question   of   him   being   a   clever   talker   with   the   objective   of   corrupting   his 
  listener. Joshua genuinely believed what he was saying. He was as genuine 
  and sincere in his arguments, as was Asher and Joel.
          Marcus   found   himself   leaning   in   two   opposing   directions,   it   was  an 
  uncomfortable feeling. He added the situation with Leah to the scales and it 
  didn't help. He was so deeply engrossed in thought, that he didn't hear her 
  approach   behind   him,   until   she   touched   him   on   the   shoulder.   He   swung 
  around as if stung. She stepped back.
        "I'm sorry, Marcus. I didn't intend to startle you."
          Marcus brushed his forehead.
        "I apologise, Leah. I didn't hear you - I was thinking."
        "Troubled thoughts, I would think - if your reaction is anything to go  by."
          "You might say that - troubled thoughts!"
        "What has Joshua done to you?"
        She sounded  like  a mother with  a fractious child.  Marcus felt  mildly 
  irritated.
        "He hasn't done anything to me - we had a very interesting day and 
  saw a number of fascinating things."
        Her response was tightly controlled.
        "I had a very enjoyable day with Miriam - she's a very sweet old lady."
        "I'm sorry that Joshua seemed to prefer my company."
        "Don't you like him?"
        "Of course I like him! He is a very pleasant person to be with."
        "Then, why the regrets about being with him?"
        "I didn't say that! I was trying to make the point that I would have liked 
  you to have been included on the trip." 
        "It wouldn't have been practical, after all, the Pod was a two seater."
          Marcus opened his mouth and shut it again. It was an argument he 
  couldn't win. Miriam appeared and he was spared from getting deeper into 
  trouble.
          "Marcus! I see that Joshua has brought you back safely!"



          "You sound almost surprised, Miriam."
        The old lady shrugged.
          "Joshua   never   gives   me   any   surprises,   Marcus.   He's   the   most 
  predictable - and boring - person I know! Don't look so shocked! A mother is 
  entitled to be brutally frank about her only son."  
        "It   sounds   as   if   we   are   about   to   have   an   interesting   dinner   party, 
  especially if Maman is in one of her brutally frank moods."
          Joshua   was   smiling,   Marcus   had   no   idea   how   long   he   had   been 
  listening. 
        "I hope I'm not the only one who has been brutally frank to you today."
        "On the contrary, Marcus and I have had a most convivial time. We've 
  found that we have many common interests. We have corresponding views 
  on most things."
          Miriam searched her son's face.
        "But not on all things, I think. The most important subject still finds you 
  divided."
          "You are right, Maman! You've found us out! We still disagree about 
  the necessity of making preparations for Gog! But - we're not at war over it! 
  Isn't that right, my friend?"
          Marcus summoned up a smile and nodded.
        "We'll  leave warfare for another evening, Joshua! What did the wise 
  man once say? Make love and not war?"
          Miriam made a firm announcement.
          "Marcus will walk me to the table!"
        It   was   a   formality,   no   more   than   a   few   paces   -   and   really,   quite 
  unnecessary in the informal atmosphere. It had the effect of making Joshua 
  offer his arm to Leah. Miriam and Marcus walked a few paces ahead. She 
  whispered:
        "It looks as if I'll have to force the issue, otherwise, I'll never get any 
    grandchildren!"
          There   was   no   opportunity   to   respond,   they   had   reached   the   table. 
  Marcus sat opposite  Leah  and  was well  positioned  to see how tightly she 
  maintained her control. He was reminded of the sessions in Jerusalem, when 
  she had studied her notes and had avoided looking at Joshua whenever he 
  had risen to speak. It ought to have been a happy occasion for her, to be with 
  the man she loved, but she was far from being happy and Marcus could think 
  of no way of helping the situation.
          Joshua  was busy adroitly  thwarting  Miriam's attempts to  manoeuvre 
  the conversation in the direction of her son's love life - or lack of it. Marcus 
  had to admire his skills as a negotiator, he was called upon to use every one 
  of them to counter his determined mother.
          "Your father was a man of action - and the girls all loved him! They 
  always looked forward to the time when he came on his trips to Bethany."
          Joshua asked poker faced.
        "I suppose you waited on the dock for his ship to come, Maman? What 
  did you do with the other girls? Push them off the dock and then grab the 
  poor, defenceless man as he came off the boat?"
          Miriam's serene expression didn't waver.
        "It's clear you never met my mother and father, young man. We had 



  strict  rules in  our home. I never  met your  father until  he was invited  for a 
  business   discussion   -   even   then,   Spiros   had   to   prove   himself   before   my 
  mother and father would allow him to pay me any attention."
          Joshua raised his eyebrows.
        "I thought you  told me that my father was a pirate, a swashbuckling 
  type, who swept you off your feet and carried you off from under the nose of 
  your parents!  Now you say, he meekly allowed himself to be submit to the 
  approval of your mother and father? I wouldn't have stood for it!"
          Miriam eyed him speculatively.
        "What would you do, my son - if you saw a girl you wanted to marry 
  and there were obstacles in your way? Would you sweep her off her feet and 
  carry her off? I very much doubt if you have your father's fire!"
          Marcus  flicked   a  glance   at  Leah.   She  was  staring  at   her   plate  and 
  steadfastly masticating. Joshua laughed softly.
        "I think we might be embarrassing our guests, Maman."
        "Not at all, Joshua. I'm interested in the answer too. Are you a man to 
  sweep a girl off her feet?"
        Leah stared into his face. Joshua hesitated just a little  too long. He 
  tried a noncommittal answer.
          "Perhaps I am a person who is educated to weigh every option, my 
  dear Leah."
          "You cannot weigh the heart, Joshua, we are not living in the time of 
  the ancient Egyptians, who believed  that the heart was weighed against a 
  feather, after a person had died."     
          Joshua stared into her eyes for a long moment.
          "Perhaps   you   are   right,   Leah,   sometimes   the   scales   are   weighted 
  against us."
          "When   that   is  so,   Joshua,   we  must  add   all  we  have  to   make  them 
  balance."
          "Sometimes, what we have, is not enough!"
          Miriam carried them through the rest of the meal. Her chatter was on 
  every   conceivable   subject   and   she   mercilessly   enrolled   Marcus   in   the 
  discussion. He rallied to her support as best he could. He desperately wanted 
  to take Leah aside to try to find some way to console her. Joshua was affable, 
  it was almost as if the conversation had never taken place. 
          Eventually, he pleaded pressure of work and escaped. Miriam made a 
    determined effort to extract as much information from Marcus about Joel and 
  their  life  at Salem. He searched  around  desperately for anecdotes - some 
  humorous and managed to evoke a smile or two from Leah.
        He   almost   slumped   with   exhaustion   when   they   broke   up   for   the 
  evening and he was able to relax in privacy. It was a privacy destined not to 
  last long. The door chime announced a visitor and he didn't have to second 
  guess who it was. He opened the door and allowed Leah to enter. She came 
  straight to the point.
        "I'm returning to Jerusalem."
        "I thought you might - when?"
        "In the morning - there's no point in staying longer."
        "We haven't finished our discussions with Joshua."
        "You surely mean, your discussions. I haven't been included."



        "I can assure you that it wasn't my idea."
        "I'm aware of that, Marcus."
        "I need your support, Leah."
        "I thought you and Joshua were getting along just fine."
        "We are - on a personal basis. What concerns me is the presentation 
  of our arguments. I'm not making any impression."
          "You always knew it would be hard to change his mind."
        "It was for this reason that Asher and Joel thought you should come 
  with me."
        "I can do nothing if the man freezes me out of every conversation on 
  the subject."
        "I need your moral support, Leah."
        "I'm not very good at moral support - not at the moment. I think back on 
  Jerusalem six moths ago and I think of the other times I've been with Joshua. 
  I can only assume that he was trying to get as much information out of me as 
  possible. I've probably betrayed Asher and Joel without even knowing I did 
  so."
        "I think you're being too hard on yourself - and perhaps, being too hard 
  on Joshua."
        "Still  defending  him, Marcus? He must have made quite a conquest 
  with you! I can't explain his behaviour in any other way. I warn you, watch out 
  for him! He'll be your bosom friend for as long as it suits him - and when it 
  doesn't, he'll suck you dry and spit you out!"
          "You have a colourful turn of phrase."
        "It fits the situation - and I have a good teacher in Asher ben Jacobi. I 
  go back to Jerusalem tomorrow. I will  make a full  report and confession to 
  Asher."
        "Do you intend to wear sackcloth and ashes or a hair shirt!"
          "Don't be smart, Marcus - it doesn't suit you!  Watch  out for Joshua 
  Aristides. Good night!"
        She made a swift exit. Marcus eyed  the closing  door and rolled  his 
  eyes   heavenward.   What   a   mess!   What   a   unholy   mess!   If   it   was   like   this 
  before Satan was released, when man only had to contend with the evil of his 
  own heart, what would it be like when he had to contend with the influence of 
  the evil spirits as well? He went to his bed and stretched himself out on it, 
  fully clothed. Through the window, he could see the flaming crescent of the 
  rising  moon. It was a thin  slither  of light,  like  a flaming scimitar waiting  to 
  descend on the earth. Soon, the night would be as bright as it had been at full 
  moon, before the establishment of the Kingdom. 
        He got up and undressed and then went back to bed. He had no idea 
  of what tomorrow would bring, except that Leah would leave him. It was quite 
  likely that he was the only one in the household who knew of her plans. He 
  wondered what the reaction would be from Miriam and Joshua - especially 
  Joshua.   He   couldn't   bring   himself   to   feel   any   emotion   about   the   division 
  between the two. Perhaps, he ought to have been glad that he now had the 
  way open to pursue Leah himself, but then, there was also Michael Ben Levi. 
  He was much nearer her age. Leah might think that one experience with a 
  man old enough to be her grandfather was more than enough.
        He was awake far into the night, listening to the noises from the fields. 



  There was a restlessness, it was always the same when the moon was at this 
  intensity. Of course, when it was full, it was as bright as the day. This was 
  different, a silvery light bathed the landscape, revealing enough but not all. 
  Joshua was like that, revealing what he felt was necessary, but keeping much 
  to himself. Perhaps Leah was correct, he was pumping for information - but to 
  what end? Was he serving himself, or was there someone else behind the 
  scenes - waiting. Waiting for the summons to reveal himself - as Gog!
          Marcus shook himself mentally. He was reading much more than was 
  warranted into a love story which had gone wrong. It wasn't the first time that 
  one in a partnership had read more into the other's intentions than was there. 
  It   didn't   make either   party  a  villain   -  or  a  potential  Gog.   Nevertheless,  he 
  resolved not to let down his guard and allow himself to be absorbed into the 
  seductive arguments his host was presenting. He would have given a great 
  deal to talk to Joel, but that wasn't possible, he was on his own.
        No   plans   had   been   made   for   the   next   day.   A   breakfast   tray   was 
  brought to his suite. He decided not to wander around the house, instead, he 
  would   wait   until   someone   remembered   him.   Half   the   morning   was   gone 
  before   the   door   chime  sounded.   He   opened   it   and   found   Miriam  standing 
  outside. He gestured an invitation to a seat. The old lady remained standing. 
  She looked bewildered.
        "Are you aware that Leah has gone?"
          Marcus nodded.
          "She told me her intentions last evening."
        "But why, Marcus? Is she offended?"
        "I'm surprised  she  didn't  speak to  you,  Miriam - on  the  other  hand, 
  perhaps I'm not."
          "That's quite contradictory."
        "The reason for her departure was very personal  and she is deeply 
  hurt."
          Miriam eyed him without blinking.
        "What did Joshua do to her? - Please tell me!" 
          Marcus walked to the window and looked out, after a moment, he said:
        "He ignored her, Miriam. You are probably not aware that they spent a 
  great deal of time together in Jerusalem -  and on other occasions. It seems 
  that she misread his intentions."
        "Ah! - and what do you suppose his intentions were?"
        "It   doesn't   matter   what   I   supposed,   Miriam   -   Leah   thought   Joshua 
  loved her enough to marry her."
          Miriam stood rock still. She sighed.
          "Sometimes, I wonder about my son, Marcus. In so many ways, he is 
  decisive - some say incisive  - with his course of action. At other times, he 
  seem incapable of making up his mind and usually, it concerns his personal 
  life."
        "So, this isn't the first time something like this has happened?"
          Miriam shrugged.
          "Usually,  I do  not get to  hear about it.  Joshua  can be very reticent 
  when he chooses. What a disaster, “
          Marcus turned from the window.

     	 “in the short time I knew her, I grew very fond of your cousin, Marcus. Joshua needs 



someone like that in his life - the silly man doesn't recognise it!"

        After Miriam had left him, Marcus walked out on to the parapet and 
  looked down into the garden. It was deserted below his window, bathed in the 
  intense light of the near noon. The sky was clear except for the peaks of the 
  Sierras where cloud billowed and swirled in constantly changing shapes. He 
  supposed that there would be turbulent winds in the high passes between the 
  peaks. The valleys were deceptively calm, hardly a breath stirred.
        He   looked   eastward   along   the   valley   in   which   Joshua's   home   lay. 
    Somewhere,   far   along   the   ancient   trough   of   the   Mediterranean,   a   shuttle 
  carried Leah towards Jerusalem. He wondered to what sort of greeting. Asher 
  would hardly be happy with Leah, or with Marcus and the part he played in 
  the deception which had enabled Leah to make the trip. Like so many events 
  being played out around him, he felt powerless. There was nothing he could 
  do   to   protect   Leah   from   Asher's   reaction,   or   to   protect   himself   from   the 
  unfavourable opinion the old man would form.
          There   had   been   no   sign   of   Joshua   for   the   entire   morning.   It   was 
  becoming tedious to remain in his self imposed imprisonment within his suite. 
  He decided to explore the house - after all, he was supposed to be a guest 
  and there had been no stipulation about restricted areas.
        On  the  ground  floor,  there   were   many rooms  which   he  hadn't   seen 
  earlier.   They   were   gracefully   dressed   with   many   pieces   of   art   which 
  instinctively,  he knew to be priceless. It was an impressive display,  but he 
  had the feeling that he was walking through the halls of a museum. He felt 
  like proceeding on tip toe and was scared that somehow, he might become 
  guilty of an act of vandalism by his very presence. It was like walking through 
  the chambers of the dead. This was not an area of the house given to the 
  living. It was a place of display, a reminder of how wealthy the Aristides clan 
  was. He couldn't dismiss the thought that the blatant display was ostentatious 
  - even gaudy.
        He met no one during his wandering. He was alone with the ancient 
  things. He could have touched, even shattered them, and no one would have 
  been aware of the culprit. It was a disturbing thought and he wondered what 
  could   have   induced   him   to   entertain   it.   He   stopped   abruptly,   a   surge   of 
  adrenaline   struck   him.  Was   it   possible   that   the   thought   could   have   been 
  provoked   by   a   newly   released   Satan?   He   fought   down   the   rising   panic   - 
  Satan was not due to be released until the thousand years were over - it was 
  surely too early!
        He entered another room, this one was darker, lit  only by long  slits 
  from floor to ceiling along one wall. It was a place of books, ancient leather 
  bound   editions   which   must  have   been   rescued   from  the   ruins   of   libraries 
  which   had   somehow   survived   the   fire   storms   that   had   been   part   of   the 
  Destruction. He walked between the rows, palpably conscious of the weight 
  of knowledge and history they represented. He came to a cleared area in the 
  centre of the room and was shocked to find it occupied by another person. 
  The man appeared to be engrossed in one of the old works. 
          Marcus turned to leave, it didn't appear that he had been noticed. He 
  was wrong, the figure looked up and smiled at him and Marcus felt his heart 
  turn to water. He automatically fell  to his knees and couldn't take his eyes 
  away from the serene face which smiled at him.



        "I was waiting for you, Marcus Steinbecker. Sit here with me."
          Marcus got to his feet and took the gestured place. He was quite sure 
  that he had never before been in such close proximity to one of the Lord's 
  Chosen. The man sitting at the table looked like a young man, but Marcus 
  knew that was deceptive. He wore a form which suited the environment of the 
  earth.   Marcus   was   quite   certain   that   reality   was   beyond   his   ability   to 
  comprehend. The Firstling smiled.
        "Even after a thousand years, there are still  only very few who have 
  your understanding."
          Marcus stared at him, he was incapable of speech.
        "I know your thoughts and that should not surprise you. I know you are 
  troubled by events which happen around you. These are matters over which 
  you have no control, do not allow your vision to be clouded by them. Support 
  our brother Joshua, he has need of your friendship  and your stability.  Tell 
  Joel   Steinbecker   and   Asher   ben   Jacobi   to   remember   Joseph.   Above   all, 
  beware of the Second Death!"
          Marcus could not articulate, he sat motionless as the man rose, smiled 
  at   him  and   turned.   He   watched   as   he   disappeared   into   one   of   the   aisles 
  between the rows of shelves. It was only then, that Marcus was capable of 
  rising on trembling legs. He didn't try to follow the Firstling, instead, he looked 
  at the opened book on the desk. It was a large, pictorial edition of the bible. It 
  was open at a page which showed the picture of seven lean cattle eating up 
  seven fat cattle. 
          Marcus   fled   from   the   room   and   retraced   his   steps   towards   the 
  populated part of the house. He slowed down, his heart hammering and tried 
  to compose himself before he met anybody. It so happened that he was able 
  to get to his suite before that happened. He sat in a chair and found that he 
  was still shaking. He chided himself that contact with a Firstling should not 
  produce   that   sort   of   reaction.   They   were   personified   love,   they   ruled   a 
  Kingdom of Peace, certainly, with a rod of iron, but with a benevolence which 
  invoked a corresponding response of love.
        It was the unexpectedness of the encounter. He realised how closely 
  the   Kings   and   Priests     were   monitoring   the   situation.   He   felt   a   sudden 
  confidence, the feelings of isolation and indecision evaporated. He had been 
  reminded   that   the   Administrator's   and   their   assistants   were   only   entrusted 
  with   a   certain   degree.   He   had   also   been   reminded   of   the   most  important 
  factor: 'Beware of the Second Death.'


