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        He stayed a little longer at his Command Post above the smoke filled 
  valley. There was one task which still remained and that was to identify the 
  body of Gog. It was something he wanted to do for himself, although Luke 
  was strenuous in his objections.
          "You won't stop me this time, Luke! This is something I have to do - 
  and we are faced with the task of burying the dead. I won't have it said of me 
  that Michael ben Levi shrank from walking through the corpses, but was quite 
  ready to ask others to remove them to their place of burial. From a personal 
  viewpoint, I want to find Georgi Malenski - I won't be looking for Gog, I will be 
  looking for a man who was friend enough to entrust me with his son - and if 
  one day, Piotr was to ask me about his father, I want to be able to tell him 
  everything - even how he looked in death!"
          Luke shook his head.
        "I think you won't find words to describe it - not to a man's son. There 
  are some things best left alone - and this is one of them, Michael! - Damn it, 
  man!  You  have  a wife  and  child  who are  worried  sick about you.  We  still 
  haven't got a link to Jerusalem. Aren't you - ?"
        His   voice   trailed   away   in   embarrassment.   Michael   nodded 
    encouragement.
        "Go on! You were about to ask me if I was concerned about them - or if 
  I'm more concerned about a dead man, who represented the forces of evil!"
          Luke held his gaze.
          "Don't put words in my mouth, Michael! Since you pose the question - 
  might I say that someone else might ask it?"
          Michael brushed past him and began the descent into the haze of the 
  valley.   He   nearly   retched   from  the   stench   of   burnt   flesh.   It   overlaid   other 
  odours, but the foul smell of overflowing latrines permeated through. It was 
  not long  before  his movements disturbed  the  large  birds  who had  already 
  settled on the corpses. He turned his eyes away from some of the sights, but 
  the memory would stay with him for the rest of his days.
        He knew roughly where he would find the corpse of Georgi Malenski. 
  He steeled himself for what he would find - perhaps it would be very little. 
  From his vantage point, he had seen the approach of the flaming meteorite, it 
  had appeared to collect the man who had stood in its path and to carry him 
  forward   -   to   where,   Michael   could   not   be   sure.   Some   of   the   corpses   he 
  passed   were   still   locked   in   postures   of   combat,   their   swords   clenched   in 
  stiffened   fingers.   Their   features   were   permanently   set   in   ferocious   snarls, 
  they reminded him of the history tapes of the gargoyles superstitious builders 
  had   once   placed   on   prominent   buildings   to   frighten   away   the   devils.   The 
  devils these men could not frighten away, had been within their own souls.
        The words of the prophet Zechariah echoed in his mind: 

        'And the plague shall be like this: their flesh shall rot while they stand 
  on their feet, their eyes shall rot in their sockets, and their tongues shall rot in 



  their mouths.'  

        He found a broad, scorched track and turned into the valley, following 
  the seared earth and rock, knowing that this was the path of the fiery hammer 
  which had taken Malenski's life. Quite suddenly, he found him. He had been 
  thrown to one side. He was hideously injured in his lower parts, but his face 
  was intact. It was completely without disfigurement and his facial expression 
  was steady and cool. The expression had set into a grim smile, as if he had 
  found the whole experience a macabre joke. Michael had a profound desire 
  to vomit. He fought it down. Someone was blundering along behind him - it 
  was Luke, who glanced down at the corpse before grabbing Michael by the 
  arm.
        "For the love of God, Michael - come away! You've found him - you've 
  proved your point - no one doubts your willingness to walk through the dead! 
  Now, go home to your wife and let those with stronger stomachs clean out 
  this mess!"
          Michael didn't resist, allowing himself to be led back to the Command 
  Post. A shuttle had landed close by, Eli Benjamin was waiting. 
        "Leah   and   the   children   are   well,   Michael.   Naturally,   they're   very 
  anxious to see you. I did my best, but I think your wife wants to see for herself 
  that you're in one piece! I wasn't able to restore the communication links. By 
  the look of them, it will be some time, if ever, before they work again. The 
  earthquake was very severe - the Mount of Olives is split wide open - a huge 
  valley. The way to the Salt Sea Terminal is cut. The Pod System is totally 
  defunct. I flew over the coastal strip - a similar scene of devastation to here - 
  Jerusalem   and   the   areas   under   our   control,   were   hardly   touched   by   the 
  meteor storm - it was very selective - quite incredible."
        The flood came to a halt, Michael made no sign that he had heard. Eli 
  looked quickly at Luke, who shook his head.
        "Eli is going to take you back to Jerusalem, Michael. You are needed 
  there."
          Michael seemed to hear him, he nodded. He gave the impression that 
  he was completely sapped. Eli took his arm and led him to the Shuttle, there 
  was no resistance, no arguments. There was no conversation on the journey 
  back to Jerusalem. Eli covered in a very short space of time. He landed close 
  to Leah's home and led the unresisting Michael to the outer door. Leah was 
  waiting.   Her   eyes   widened   in   an   unspoken   question   when   she   saw   her 
  husband. Eli offered a lame explanation.
          "This man hasn't slept in forty-eight hours - put him straight to bed!"
        Leah took control and left Eli to his own devices. She returned after a 
  while.
          "What's happened to him, Eli? I couldn't get him to say more than a 
  word or two!"
        "I wish I knew - I'm sure it's nothing physical. I had a quick word with 
  Luke before we left. Michael was all right before he insisted on taking a walk 
  amongst   the   dead   -   in   particular,   he   was   determined   to   find   the   body   of 
  Georgi Malenski!"
          "And he did find him?"
        Eli nodded.



          "Luke tells me that it was very badly - damaged."
        Leah shuddered.
        "I   never   understood   the   relationship   between   Michael   and   Georgi. 
  They met no more than a half dozen times - they never really got to know 
  each other as friends - but there was a strange connection between them. 
  Feodor told me that the first time they met, it was as if they forged an invisible 
  bond. He had expected antagonism, even hatred, but this was a union of like 
  minded   men.   Under   different   circumstances,   they   could   have   been 
  inseparable. Feodor laughed when he told me, he said they reminded him of 
  spiritual twins!" 
          "Perhaps   he   wasn't   so   far   wrong.   They   were   linked   by   the   fact   of 
  Ezekiel's   prophesy.   They   were   destined   to   take   their   respective   places   at 
  Armageddon - "
        Leah murmured.
          "Hooks in their jaws, Eli - Hooks in their jaws. They couldn't do other 
  than what was expected of them - and now it is over. I believe Michael didn't 
  really think Gog had died - that's why he wanted to see the corpse - and 
  when he saw it, quite suddenly, he realised that his own part had come to an 
  end. He was no longer the focal point against the evil that Gog represented. 
  Perhaps Michael has lost his direction!"
        "What will you do?"
        "What can I do? I will be there for him and try to show him that life has 
  some meaning after Armageddon!"
        Eli left her and returned to Megiddo. His capable lieutenant could be 
  relied upon to hold the fort, but the circumstances demanded that the captain 
  was in control. Leah felt a sense of desertion. Certainly,  she wasn't alone, 
  there were reliable house servants, who would take care of the children. She 
  had  a  nurse  to   watch  over   the   baby  -  but   she   needed   her  husband.   She 
  walked softly to the door of the bedroom and peered in. He looked as if he 
  was sleeping, but she couldn't be sure if it was a pretence. 
        In the hallway outside the room, she fell to her knees and pleaded to 
  her God that he would give her the strength and the wisdom to combat the 
  condition   into   which   Michael   had   fallen.   The   Administration   needed   him! 
  Everything was in disarray - concise directions were imperative. There was 
  so   much  to   handle   -   and   even   Luke   was   absent   and   she   had   no   way  of 
  reaching him. She got to her feet again and took another look. Michael hadn't 
  moved. She returned softly to the communal room. 
        The nurse brought her the baby, it was time to feed him. She put him 
  to the breast and looked down at the urgent activity of him suckling. She tried 
  to   relax.  To   become  too   tense  would  have   possible   repercussions   for   her 
  ability  to  continue  to  nourish  him. She had  barely  finished  before  the  first 
  visitors started to arrive for urgent discussions with the Administrator. Word 
  had  circulated   that   he   had  returned,   it   had   been  accompanied   by  graphic 
  details  of the outcome of the battle.  The  visitors were excited, a little  awe 
  stricken that their Administrator would have been involved in such a decisive 
  exhibition of Godly power, and they were also quite sure that he would have 
  the answer for all their ills. Leah met them and led them into the communal 
  room - it was the only one large enough to take the number. She looked into 
  their anxious faces and her heart sank.



        "I hope you will understand - Michael isn't able to talk to you at the 
  moment.   He   is   totally   exhausted   and   must   be   given   time   to   recover   his 
  strength."
        They looked at her, one cleared his throat.
          "When might we expect him to be available, sister Leah? We have so 
  many pressing concerns, the entire infrastructure is wrecked."
        She nodded calmly.
        "I would expect nothing less - a great deal of effort will be required to 
  return things to normal." 
        One intoned gloomily.
        "I very much doubt if we will ever get back to where we were!"
        She leaned forward.
        "We must try to restore the basic services first - at a later stage, we 
  can worry about the rest."
        The original speaker recovered the initiative.
          "Sister Leah, many of us know you from the time of our dear Father 
  Asher - we would value your suggestions on where to start - of course, only 
  during the absence of your husband."
          There was a chorus of agreement. Leah eyed them warily.
          "Michael will be able to talk to you soon, brothers."
        "We have an immediate need, sister Leah!"
        Leah looked from one to the other, she had their undivided attention.
          "Very well - if the situation is so urgent. I must emphasise that I can 
  only make suggestions."
        "That is understood, sister Leah."
        She gathered her thoughts, it had been a long time since she had had 
  to exercise the skills which had served, Asher and then Marcus and finally, 
  Michael. In seemed an eternity since she had conducted similar meetings in 
  her office in Salem. She dismissed the thought of the Far East, it was totally 
  out of reach, both to assist her, or for her to render assistance if it should be 
  required.
        "It seems to  me that the first  priority is to establish  a status for the 
  essentials. I regard the essentials as the provision of food, water, power and 
  sanitation for Jerusalem in the first instance, and then for the smaller cities 
  and towns. The next level of priority is an assessment of every structure left 
  standing after the earthquake and the removal of citizens from those which 
  are   unsound.  The   next  level   is   to  re-establish   communications.  Determine 
  why   are   we   unable   to   contact   other   cities   within   Judaea   and   then,   those 
  which   are   further   afield.   Make   a   survey   of   the   Pod   Transit   System   and 
  determine   whether   it   is   possible   to   restore   it.   When   we   establish 
  communications, find out the status of the Salt Sea Terminal. In general, let 
  us evaluate the damage to facilities and crops and start planning how we will 
  care for the population in the longer term!"
        She paused.
        "I hope this provides a framework, brothers. Michael has always had 
  the   greatest   regard   for   your   capabilities   -   we   must  not   allow   the   extreme 
  circumstances to freeze our initiative. We have suffered serious damage and 
  disruption, but we have been left with our lives. All of you reported to Michael 
  on the specialist responsibilities he asked you to supervise. Make a thorough 



  assessment and report back here for an evening briefing, by that time, I hope 
  Michael will have recovered."
        They left the house looking slightly more happy than when they had 
  entered. One lingered, it was an advisor Michael had inherited from Asher. 
  Malachi Judah was well into his seventh century. Leah had known him all her 
  life, and held him in high regard. He was assessing her gently.
        "I haven't had the opportunity to congratulate you on the birth of your 
  son - what have you named him, by the way?"
        Leah blushed a little.
        "We haven't had the opportunity as yet."
          Malachi's smile widened and then faded again. 
        "I have known you since you were no bigger than a grasshopper! Now, 
  you are a mother for the third time."
        Leah forced a smile.
        "Even grasshoppers grow up, brother Malachi."
        "So   they   do   -   so   they   do   -   but   this   particular   grasshopper   hasn't 
  learned to pull the wool over old Malachi's eyes. Tell me, what is really wrong 
  with Michael?"
        She   had   expected   the   question,   but   it   was   still   produced   with   the 
  speed of a rapier. She evaded the thrust.
        "He is exhausted - when he came home, he could hardly put two words 
  together. I'm sure you would be the first to understand that he has expended 
  a great deal of nervous energy trying to assess where and when Gog would 
  make his next move. In colloquial terms, he's out on his feet."
          Malachi nodded.
          "Asher trained you well, my dear - but he also trained old Malachi! I'll 
  take your explanation for now - but remember, if you find yourself in need of 
  help, I will always be at hand."
        She thanked him and felt the prick of tears in her eyes as she did so. It 
  was hard to say why she felt it necessary to hide  Michael's true condition 
  from   such   an   old   and   faithful   assistant.   She   led   him  to   the   door   and   he 
  walked away from her small house without a backward glance. It was time to 
  return to Michael. She responded to a sudden impulse and took her son with 
  her.
        Her husband had turned on his side and was facing the wall when she 
  entered. She felt a surge of anxiety. For some reason, she was reminded of 
  Israel's king, who had been told that he was to die. He also had turned his 
  face to the wall  and had wept, the end of the story was that he had been 
  given   another   fifteen   years   of   life.   She   pulled   herself   together   and 
  approached   the   bed   in   a   businesslike   manner.   She   walked   around   it   and 
  faced Michael, whose eyes widened a little.
        "I'm glad to see you're awake! I brought your son to see you."
        Michael stared at her without moving. Leah went on.
        "I thought we could exchange roles. I'm doing your work - so you can 
  do mine!"
        She laid the child next to him and stepped back.
          "When   he   needs   feeding,   he   will   let   you   know!   Unless   you   have 
  unsuspected   talents,   you   can   ask   one   of   the   servants   to   find   me.  In   the 
  meantime, I'm going to try to sort out the urgent needs of your Administration 



  - and one other thing! Perhaps the presence of your son will stimulate you to 
  think of a name for him - He can't go through life being called Junior!"
        She didn't wait for an answer, instead, she turned and stalked out of 
  the room, closing the door panel manually. She leaned against the wall and 
  closed her eyes. Tears trickled down her cheeks. She pulled herself together 
  and marched resolutely to Michael's office. Luke was waiting for her. She fell 
  against his chest and wept openly.
          "What's happened to him, Luke - where has he gone!?"
        "It's   early   days   yet,   Leah   -   have   patience.   Michael   has   lived   and 
  breathed   Gog   and   his   Horde   for   over   twenty   years.   It   became   the   prime 
  motive   for   his   existence   -   that's   part   of   it.   The   other   part   is   the   strange 
  relationship which existed between them. I can't understand that, and I doubt 
  if anyone ever will - I'm not even sure that Michael did." 
        Leah drew back from him.
        "What can we do for him, Luke? I've had his advisors here. They all 
  want answers. They need his guiding hand and firm direction. In a few hours 
  they will come back. I suggested a complete assessment of the damage and 
  tried to establish priorities - but it's Michael they need."
          "Where   is   he?   Perhaps   I   can   talk   some   sense   into   his   thick   head 
  before I leave!"
        She stared at him hard.
          "Where are you going?"
          Luke turned to the window and stared out.
        "He dismissed me!"
          "What!"
        "We had an argument - he gave me the sack!"
        "Rubbish! What happened - it can't be that serious."
        "I shouldn't be here at all - I hit him - and he gave me my marching 
  orders."
          "You HIT him?"
          Luke nodded.
        "It was for his own good - he was knocked out for a few minutes - but 
  I'm quite sure it has nothing to do with his present state of health."
        Leah eyed him sternly.
        "I don't care whether he dismissed you or not - I'm reappointing you! 
  I've   never   heard   of   such   nonsense,   two   grown   men  coming   to   blows   like 
  schoolboys!"
        "I don't think Michael will see it that way."
        "Michael  doesn't  see it  any way,  at the  moment!  He's laying  on the 
  bed, staring at the wall - and I hope, looking after our son!"
        Luke looked a little shocked.
        "Is that wise?"
        Leah shook her head.
        "I have no concerns that he'll hurt the baby, if that's what you mean - 
  and our son has his own methods for demanding  attention  and they don't 
  recognise a parent who wants to ignore the world and stare at the wall!"
          Luke grinned slowly.
        "I   think   it   might   be   a   good   time   to   see   whether   your   therapy   has 
  worked."



        They returned to the bedroom and opened the door cautiously. A wail 
  disturbed   the   tranquillity.   Michael   was   sitting   on   the   side   of   the   bed   and 
  nursing a protesting infant. Leah took the baby without a word and left Luke 
  with her husband. Luke looked down at his ex-employer.
          "Your boy has a lusty pair of lungs, Michael."
          Michael didn't raise his head, instead he nodded slowly and then he 
  whispered.
        "Why do I feel like this? What's happened to me?"   
          Luke eased down beside him.
        "If I knew what you feel, I might be able to answer."
          There was a long hesitation.
        "If feel - numb - I suppose that's the word. Everything seems to be a 
  vast   distance   away   from   me.   Everything   and   everyone   seems   beyond 
  touching.   I   hear   what   people   say   and   I   know  that   I   should   answer   -   and 
  sometimes I even  have  an answer ready,  but it  all  seems to be too  much  
  effort to form the words - or to reach out. I'm in a kind of mental fog. I can feel 
  nothing, no emotions. I had my son in my arms, but that was only a reaction 
  to   his   cry.   I  felt   nothing   for   him.  I  looked   down   and   wondered   why  I  was 
  holding this strange child. I knew he was mine, but it provoked no emotion."
          Luke took his time to answer. He groped for what he hoped were the 
  right words.
          "You were all right when you left the Command Post, this morning. I 
  watched you march down the hill. It was a different man that I helped back. 
  Something happened to you when you were in the valley. Tell me what you 
  saw and how you felt."
          Michael was so long in responding, that he wondered if  he had heard 
  him.
        "I remember the stench. I don't think I will ever forget that smell - and 
  then, there were the birds, tearing into the flesh of men with those savage 
  beaks and talons! That is a sight I will never forget. The slime and filth on the 
  ground  -  pieces   of men  where  they  had  been  torn   apart  by the   firestorm. 
  Then, I saw the gouge left by the rock which killed Georgi. It was really very 
  small, nothing more than a pebble. From the Command Post, I thought it was 
  so much bigger, but I suppose it was the white hot halo around it. I followed 
  its track along the ground and then I came to him. He was smiling at me, 
  Luke! How can a man die like that and still smile? The birds hadn't touched 
  him, his head and shoulders were whole  - but he had a smile around  his 
  mouth - how can that be possible?  I wonder if he thought it was all  some 
  ghastly,  cosmic practical  joke and he was the recipient? I will  never forget 
  that smile - or the stench - or the sight of those men and their punishment!"
          Luke cleared his throat, despite doing so, his voice trembled a little.
        "At   least,   you   can   see   that   it   was   a   punishment   -   a   righteous 
  punishment,   Michael!   Don't   ever   lose   sight   of   that.   You   told   us   about   the 
  prophesies  so often  and you  could  always  match them together  with  what 
  happened. Didn't you ever think about how it would be when the battle was 
  over? The description  was there. Gog could read it. Michael  could read it. 
  Gog knew the consequences - and so should you have known. What is left 
  on the Plain of Esdraelon, is as much a part of the overall picture as all the 
  rest. You must accept it. You must forget that Georgi  Malenski  died there. 



  You must remember that Gog met his end in the way which was predestined 
  for him!"


