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        In an earlier age, the action taken by Micah Perga, would have been 
  called a pre-emptive strike.Michael   ben   Levi   was   not   alone   when   it 
  came to monitoring the movements of Georgi Malenski and his people. The 
    Administrator of the North African Area kept himself very well informed. He 
  had a network of agents scattered throughout the Barenkov stewardships, on 
  the surface, they were busy fostering trade relationships between Africa and 
  southern   Europe.   They   served   a   secondary   purpose,   by   ensuring   that   a 
  steady flow of information was received at Micah Perga's headquarters on the 
  Nile.   Some   would   have   said   that   he   was   even   better   informed   than   his 
  Central Administration counterpart - and he was certainly better prepared to 
  take decisive action when he considered the time to the right.
        With   growing   concern   and   rising   impatience,   he   had   watched   the 
  steady infiltration of the Malenski force into Anatole Barenkov's stewardship 
  and then the swing to the south bringing  Pik Sedova's army within  striking 
  distant of the rich and numerous food storage facilities stretching down the 
  length   of   the   Adriatic   polders   and   the   spine   of   Italy.   His   impatience   was 
  magnified by the failure of the Barenkovs to do anything about stemming the 
  flood of refugees and the apparent reluctance of Michael  ben Levi  to take 
  action.
          Micah Perga was not a patient man and there came the moment when 
  he decided to take unilateral steps to secure the threatened storage facilities. 
  He was quite aware that he had no legitimate grounds upon which to take 
  such action, he was also aware that he would receive little more than a few 
  bleats of indignation from his neighbour to the north.
        He was one of those Administrators who had dispensed with talking 
  during the time of the Kingdom of Peace and had decided to act upon the 
  suggestion of Joel and Asher. On the surface, he had demonstrated a neutral 
  position. Behind the scenes, he had accumulated materials for the fashioning 
  of weapons and he had secretly trained what he had euphemistically termed, 
  'a defensive militia'. The end result was that he was adequately prepared to 
  take on the might of the Sedova army with trained and armed men.
        He   had   already   taken   the   precaution   of   moving   his   units   to   the 
  extremity of his area of responsibility, the polders of the reclaimed sea bed 
  which   formed   the   southern   end   of   the   land   bridge   between   the   two   great 
  basins of the old Mediterranean. Beyond the mountains of Tunisia was the 
  start of Joshua Aristides's Administrative Area. Micah was quite certain that 
  his troop movements had been duly noted by his wily neighbour, but there 
  had been no hint of objections.
        He had also moved a fleet of sea transporters to the area. He waited 
  for Pik Sedova to make his move. It wasn't long in coming. One of his agents 
  reported the arrival of Georgi Malenski at the Sedova camp and soon after, 
  they   were   on   the   move,   continuing   southward   into   the   fertile   lands   of   the 
  Adriatic basin. Micah Perga ordered his army to embark and joined them for 
  the sea crossing along the north-western   coast of the Eastern Basin. They 
  disembarked at the mouth of the old Adriatic, where a line of polders marked 



  the  limit of  reclamation.  Six hundred  kilometres  separated  the  two  armies. 
  Inevitably, they would meet somewhere along the length of the ancient sea 
  and the first direct conflict of the Time of the End, would ensue.
        The  news was brought to  Michael  ben  Levi  at the  beginning  of the 
  second day. At first, it was no more than the report of a large fleet moving to 
  the north-west along the ancient, extended and contiguous coastline of Sicily 
  and Calabria. Another communiqué told him that Pik Sedova was also on the 
  move,   down   from   his   Alpine   encampment,   into   the   rich   lands   off   the 
  Dalmatian coast. 
          Luke   Belin   was   almost   dancing   with   impatience,   waiting   for   his 
  employer   to   absorb   the   information   and   then   take   some   sort   of   decisive 
  action. Michael  put down the report, leaned back in his chair, steepled his 
  fingers   in   his   usual   irritating   way,   and   closed   his   eyes.   Luke   found   it 
  impossible to keep silent. He demanded.
        "Well, Michael! What are you going to do?"
          Michael rocked too and fro and then murmured.
        "I think I'll go and visit, Leah!"
        He   opened   his   eyes   suddenly   and   smiled   into   Luke's   thunderous 
  expression.
        "It's not our battle, my friend - study your scriptures and you will find 
  that we will not be directly involved! Incidentally, having read the scriptures, 
  you will find that you will have to arrange some sort of conference with the 
  warring parties!"
        He hadn't visited Leah for over three weeks. It was more than time that 
  he did so and the news of the impending battle was as good an excuse as 
  any. He presented himself at the door of her small house and was ushered by 
  a startled servant, into a little room overlooking a garden. He stared out into 
  the small plot whilst he waited. There was evidence that someone had been 
  busy trying to bring order to the overgrown tangle. He heard her come in and 
  didn't turn.
          "One of the least attractive results of the release of Satan, is the return 
  of briars and thorns."
        "They've always been with us, Michael, perhaps we notice them more 
  now."
        He turned and found her standing just behind him. He took her hand 
  and she didn't resist when he kissed her on the cheek.
        "I'm surprised to see you, Michael."
        "I deserve that - I'm afraid I've neglected you since you moved here."
        "I didn't expect you to act as my nursemaid!"
        Still the prickly independence!
        "Do you and the children have everything you need, Leah?"
        She nodded slightly and didn't lower her eyes.
          "You didn't come to ask me that."

          "Surely, I don't need to find an excuse to come to see you, my darling, 
  Leah - I still want you to be my wife!"
        Her hand raised defensively.
          "You agreed not to rush me, Michael!"
        "I   did,   but   my  stupid   heart   doesn't   listen   to   what   comes  out   of   my 



  mouth!"
        She shook her head.
          "Poor Michael! I'm not being very fair to you, am I?"
        "No! You are not! But, when has love ever been fair?
        They walked together back to the window. He held her hand and she 
  didn't try to draw it away.
        "I see you've been busy."
        "It passes the  time between taking  the  children  around  the  city and 
  looking after the house."
        "It sounds like a waste of your considerable talents."
        She glanced at him quickly.
          "And just what are my 'considerable talents'?"
        "It must be quite a switch from administering a stewardship of a billion 
  people, to sightseeing and gardening."
          "Perhaps - but don't offer me another job at the Secretariat, Michael. 
  I'm not sure I'm ready for that."
        "The job I had in mind would be more of a personal nature, my darling. 
  To console and soothe the overworked Administrator."
        She laughed and pulled away. It sounded more like the old Leah. He 
  grinned at her.
          "You can't blame a man for trying!"
        "Why did you really come, Michael."
        The smile faded.
        "I thought you might like to hear the latest news."
          "Something has happened?"
          "We've   just   moved   beyond   the   phase   where   Gog   -   'overruns   the 
  richest districts of the province, distributing spoil, booty, and property to his 
  followers and laying his plans against the fortresses , but only for a time.'"
        She looked puzzled.
        "I don't understand."
        "Micah Perga is on the move! Use your considerable talents to call up 
  the Book of Daniel."
        He watched her enter co-ordinates into the computer pad. It was like 
  old times. She had a flush of interest. She looked at him.
        "What passage?"
        "Try Daniel 11: 25-28."
        She completed the entry. On the display screen on one wall, the text 
  started to scroll.

        'He will rouse himself in all his strength and courage and lead a great 
  army against the king of the south, but the king of the south will press the 
  campaign against him with a very great and numerous army; yet the king of 
  the south will not persist, for traitors will lay their plots. Those who eat at his 
  board will be his undoing; his army will be swept away, and many will fall on 
  the field of battle. The two kings will be bent on mischief and sitting at the 
  same table, they will lie to each other with advantage to neither. Yet there will  
  be   an   end   to   the   appointed   time.   Then   one   will   return   home   with   a   long 
  baggage-train, and with anger in his heart against the Holy Covenant; he will 
  work his will and return to his own land.'



        She murmured.
        "Micah  Perga  - the  king  of the  south. That was what Marcus called 
  him!"
        "Micah has gathered some sort of army and embarked along the coast 
  from Africa to the Adriatic polders. I have no idea what he has in mind to do, 
  unless   he   intends   to   try   to   defend   the   storage   facilities   in   Italy   and   the 
  reclaimed area. Pik Sedova is moving down from the Alps, he's already on 
  the flat lands. The two armies will meet somewhere - and then watch what 
  happens!"
          "When did Micah form his army?"
          "About the same time that Asher formed the Central Area Militia! They 
  both decided to go ahead with Joel's plan. We couldn't get a consensus of 
  opinion in the Council of Administrators, so they decided to act unilaterally."
          "And Joel, who initiated the idea - didn't."
          "One   of   the   ironies   of   life,   Leah.   Joel   was   always   a   stickler   for 
  following correct procedure. The Administrators couldn't agree, therefore he 
  didn't proceed!"
          "What's going to happen in the Adriatic?"
          "According to the prophecy, Micah is going to be defeated! All reports 
  tell   us   that   Pik   Sedova   leads   a   force   of   battle-hardened   men,   who   have 
  learned to survive against the Scandians and even subdue them. I suspect 
  that he's coerced some of them into joining him. They're a tough and rough 
  lot and Micah has untried men, who have been trained by theorists from the 
  Time of Peace. I doubt if they have  a ruthless bone in  their  bodies - and 
  certainly, there wouldn't be one who has used his weapon to draw blood, let 
  alone   kill   another   man.   Again,   if   we   follow   the   prophecy,   Micah   will   find 
  himself defeated by his own supporters. When it comes to a bloody battle, I 
  think they will say - enough is enough!"
        The opposing armies met amidst a cluster of peaks rising out of the 
  polders,   it   was   close   to   the   Dalmatian   coast.   There   were   many   storage 
  facilities in the area and an obvious objective for both forces. At first, there 
  was a stand off - a wary assessment of what each faced. It was Pik Sedova 
  who   initiated   the   attack   and   the   untried   men   of   Micah's   army   found 
  themselves  in  mortal  combat with  ferocious warriors  who neither  gave  nor 
  expected   any  quarter.   Michael   was  proved   to   be   correct.   Pik   Sedova   had 
  seen the value of the rapacious men he had fought and beaten on the Baltic 
  Sea and had bought their allegiance with plentiful rations and the pick of the 
  booty they could pillage along the way. 
        The sizeable detachment which Micah had sent to secure the storage 
  depots,   was   almost   wiped   out.   The   survivors   fell   back   and   immediately 
  provided their leader with a major problem. There was consternation amongst 
  his advisors and he had to engage in a great deal of straight talking before he 
  could be sure he had quelled thoughts of rebellion. 
        With the coming of night, there was a lull in the warfare. Micah would 
  not have been so complacent had he known that Pik Sedova didn't usually let 
  the coming of darkness interrupt a battle. It was a tactical move, he sensed 
  the defenders were demoralised already and giving them the opportunity to  
  talk over their sorrows could win the battle for him. 



        The so-called King of the South called his captains to a conference. 
  Most of them looked as if they had barely escaped with their lives from the 
  day's proceedings. One held forth at great length and concluded:
        "I tell you, Micah, we are no match for these people. They'll wipe us 
  out!"
          There was a swell of agreement from his fellow captains. Micah glared 
  from one to the next.
        "Do   I   have   to   remind   you   that   this   was   our   first   encounter   with   an 
  unknown enemy?"
        He was interrupted.
        "They might have been unknown this morning, but now we know them 
  - and another encounter will probably be our last!"
          Micah was scathing.
        "I take it that you're suggesting that we put our tails between our legs 
  and run for our lives? I thought I was dealing with men of courage - instead, I 
  find cowards playacting as soldiers!"
        One growled.
        "I'd sooner be a live  coward than a dead hero - Why are we here? 
  Answer that, Micah Perga - By what right are we here in this godforsaken sea 
  bed?"
          Micah ground out his answer.
        "We are here with more right than these - barbarians - who think they 
  have the privilege of pillaging everything in their path. We are here because 
  if we fail to hold them now, it won't be long before they overrun the Saharan 
  wheatlands, or are washing their bloody swords in the Nile! Does that answer 
  your question?"
          There was a heavy silence. Another asked.
        "So - You are telling us to fight them tomorrow? What will it take to 
  convince you that we're not equipped to stop them, let along turn them back - 
  the   deaths   of   another   ten   thousand   men?   I   remind   you,   we   lost   over   a 
  thousand men today and that wasn't against the main force. This Pik Sedova 
  played with us. Tomorrow he will show us he's finished with games!"
        The army Micah Perga had brought against Pik Sedova, was slowly 
  pushed to the south during the next few days. Their skills in the art of warfare 
  were   honed   by   bloody   hand   to   hand   fighting   around   the   coveted   storage 
  complexes.   One   after   the   other,   they   fell   into   the   hands   of   the   northern 
  invaders   and   eventually,   Micah   Perga   found   himself   with   his   back   to   the 
  inland   sea   of   the   Eastern   Basin,   across   which   he   had   sailed   with   such 
  confidence only a few days earlier. He had started with twenty thousand men, 
  when he fell back to the coast, he had less than two thousand. 
          There was one final, bitter briefing on the fifth evening. The men who 
  had led his army on the first day, were not present. They had been killed on 
  the second and third days. New men faced him, defeated men who had tried 
  everything   they   knew   and   had   come   to   the   realisation   that   they   had   not 
  known enough. They eyed each other in silence. Micah broke it.
        "What are the chances of an attack tonight?"
        "If I was Pik Sedova, I would take the opportunity to wipe us out!"
          Micah stared into the younger man's bloodshot eyes.
        "If you were Micah Perga, what would you do?"



          There was a slight hesitation. 
        "I'd get to hell out of here whilst I was still united with my breath!" 
          Micah   looked   hard   at   the   trio   who   faced   him.   At   the   start   of   the 
  disastrous venture, he had had a hundred captains, now, he had three - and 
  they had been field promotions because the men they had replaced had been 
  cut down by superior forces. Another one interjected softly.
        "It's better to run away to fight another day - whilst we still have legs!"
          Micah nodded wearily, he was a pragmatist. He was defeated and he 
  knew it. For some reason, an oblique statement by Michael ben Levi came to 
  mind.   He   had   said   something   to   the   effect   that   the   North   African 
    Administration would be threatened on three occasions. He felt the bitter bile 
  rise - Michael ben Levi had sat on his hands in comfort, whilst his army had 
  been wiped out by the hostile forces. It was something for which he would 
  eventually make Michael answer. He made up his mind.
          "Evacuate   the   men  to   the   ships   -   and   do   it   quietly.   Keep   the   fires 
  burning   and   hope   that   our   friend   Sedova   decides   to   resume  battle   in   the 
  morning and not mount a surprise attack."
        The last of his men were safely aboard the transporters long before 
  the dawn light touched the sky over Jerusalem. Micah Perga had not slept, 
  he had been busy rousing his agents from their comfortable beds in the major 
  cities  along  Alexander  Barenkov's   western  boundary.   There   was  no   doubt 
  that   the   pitched   battles   had   been   observed   and   that   the   outcome   -   the 
  disaster which had overtaken Micah Perga had been widely circulated.
        His agents were hardly surprised to be summoned, but they put on a 
  diplomatic   pretence   and   expressed   suitable   horror   and   consternation   that 
  such a reversal to the fortunes of their sponsor could have been allowed to 
  take place. Micah listened to it all with growing cynicism and waited for the 
  platitudes to run their course. He had one objective and by the time he had 
  explained himself, his agents were ducking for cover.
        "I want to contact Georgi Malenski and one of you is going to be my 
    messenger!"
        He   was   told   that   there   was   no   possible   way   that   contact   could   be 
  established. No one knew where the elusive Malenski was to be found. Micah 
  patiently reminded them that it was they who had reported that Malenski was 
  with   Pik   Sedova.   The   answer   was   swift.   It   had   not   been   a   hard   and   fast 
  sighting, merely a rumour and that, even if Malenski had been with Sedova 
  several days earlier, he would no doubt be thousands of kilometres distant by 
  that time.
          When it was nearly dawn and when it was already early in the working 
  day in Jerusalem, Micah Perga received a request for communication from 
  the Central Administration Secretariat. He hesitated before deciding to accept 
  the request. He hadn't slept for nearly thirty hours and even then, it had been 
  no more than a cat nap of one or two uncomfortable hours between battles. 
  He   was   unwashed,   stale   and   exhausted   and   certainly   no   match   for   the 
  smooth platitudes of a freshly manicured Michael ben Levi. 
        He   nodded   to   a   hovering   secretary   and   tried   to   recede   into   the 
  shadows of the holo-pad. He was a little  surprised to find himself facing a 
  stranger.
          "Greetings, Administrator Perga, I am Luke Belin,  I am Michael  ben 



  Levi's personal assistant. He has asked me to offer his assistance - should 
  you wish to contact Georgi Malenski!"
          Perga   blinked,   it   was   a   direct   approach   and   refreshingly   free   of  
  bureaucratic protocol.  He eyed  the image of Luke Belin  and found himself 
  being equally and directly assessed.
        "I   heard   that   ben   Levi   had   left   Simon   in   Salem   -   so,   you're   the 
  replacement. I see you haven't learned the art of diplomatic niceties."
        "I   thought   you   would   prefer   a   more   direct   approach   in   the   present 
    circumstances - I thought you would favour it."
          Micah stared at him again.
        "I do - So, Michael  ben Levi thinks he can arrange for me to talk to 
  Georgi Malenski when a half hundred of my agents find it impossible to find 
  him. How does he propose to pull off this miracle?"
        "Does   it   matter?   He   wouldn't   suggest   it   if   he   thought   it   was   an 
  impossibility."
          Micah nodded sardonically.
          "Loyalty too! You'll soon find that the sun doesn't rise and set because 
  ben Levi commands it! Very well - if you think you can arrange this meeting, 
  do so! I'll be interested to see how well you do."
          Luke   Belin   nodded   and   closed   the   circuit.   Micah   sagged   in   the 
  exhaustion he hadn't chosen to show ben Levi's representative. He went out 
  on deck and watched the sun touch the polders where so many of his men lay 
  butchered. He was quite sure that by this time, Sedova would know that his 
  would-be   opponents   were   sailing   away   in   defeat.   Perhaps   he   was   also 
  watching, as the flotilla of now mostly empty ships eased away from the shore 
  in the direction from which they had come.
          Micah looked at the deserted decks and remembered how they had 
  resounded with the excited chatter of the young men who were about to test 
  their mettle against the unknown enemy. He felt sick with frustration. He had 
  misjudged the strength of the army pitted against him. He had committed the 
  unpardonable error of sending infants into battle against merciless butchers 
  and now, he had nearly twenty thousand families with good reason to curse 
  his name and spit on his shadow when he passed. He made a silent vow - 
  their deaths would be avenged. The time would come when Sedova and his 
  men - and Malenski himself, would give account.


