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          Michael found a room and slumped down on the bed fully clothed. He 
  listened intently for noises in the silent house. Once or twice, he thought he 
  heard Georgi moving around, but it was in a distant part of the premises. It 
  was nearly dawn and he resigned himself to the fact that he had lost another 
  night's sleep. He was haunted by the last outburst of the anguished man he 
  had left alone with his grief. When it was light, he returned to where he had 
  left   Georgi.   He   wasn't   there,   but   another   man   rose   to   his   feet   when   he 
  entered the room.
          "Greetings, Administrator ben Levi - I am Nicholai Gubkin."
          Michael nodded acknowledgement.
          "Greetings, brother Gubkin - what can I do for you?"
        "It is perhaps, a question of what I can do for you."
          Michael waited for more.
          "Brother Malenski has put me at your disposal."
        "I see - or rather, I don't see. Where is brother Malenski?"
        Gubkin shrugged.
        "He has left New Athens - no one knows where he is."
        "That was very sudden - I was talking  with  him no more than  three 
  hours ago!"
        Gubkin smiled a little.
          "Brother Malenski is known for his sudden movements, Administrator."
          Michael pressed for more information.
          "And you have no idea where he can be found?"
        Gubkin nodded.
        "He took his Shuttle towards the north-east - that is all we know."
        "We?"
        "My fellow captains."
        "So, you are an officer in Pik Sedova's army?"
        "I am an officer of the militia who accompany our displaced brethren, 
  under the orders of brother Malenski!"
          Michael looked at him sharply. Gubkin's Tartar face was inscrutable.
          "And brother Malenski has placed you at my disposal?"
        "To accompany you to the transit terminal and to ensure that you are - 
  processed - in an orderly fashion - these are troubled times."
          Michael   nodded.   His   work   was   done   in   the   domain   of   Gog,   but   he 
  would   have   liked   another   opportunity   to   talk   with   Georgi   Malenski.   There 
  were many unresolved  matters, more particularly,  the Committal of Elena - 
  and   what   was   to   happen   with   Piotr.   He   realised   with   a   sudden   pang   of 
    conscience,   that   he   had   left   the   task   of   explaining   the   death   of   the   boy's 
  mother, to Leah.
          "Very well, thank you, I suppose I had best place myself in your hands 
  and return to Jerusalem as soon as possible."
        Gubkin nodded and moved to the door. Michael took one last look at 
  the room where he had broken the news of Elena's death. It was modestly 
  furnished, there was no sign of the opulence one might have expected of a 



  conqueror. Malenski lived modestly, it was almost as if he realised the futility 
  of   amassing   treasures.   His   time   was   short   and   he   knew   it.   His   sudden 
  departure had been unexpected - but then, Georgi had always displayed the 
  will-o-the-wisp   attitude   of   darting   from   one   theatre   of   his   operations   to 
  another. It was almost as if he was so driven by his demons, so that he found 
  it impossible to stay in one place for any length of time.
        Gubkin maintained his silence for the short ride to the terminal. They 
  were   not   challenged,   even   by   the   squads   of   militia   lounging   at   makeshift 
  barricades, which had been pulled aside to let them pass. Michael wondered 
  if Georgi  had suspected a move from Sedova. Some display of histrionics, 
  which   would   have   involved   the   visitor's   capture   or   death.   If   so,   he   had 
  provided one man to safeguard him. Unless Gubkin commanded much more 
  clout than was obvious, it seemed hardly enough. They arrived at the terminal 
  without incident. Gubkin escorted him to his Shuttle and extended his hand in 
  farewell.
        "Until we meet again, Administrator ben Levi."
         Michael nodded. 
        "I hope we will meet again, brother Gubkin, thank you for escorting me. 
  If you should meet with brother Malenski soon, give him my greetings and tell 
  him   that   the   Committal   of   his   wife   will   take   place   in   two   days   time   in 
  Jerusalem and that he can be assured of safe passage, should he choose to 
  attend!"  
        The look of shock which registered on Gubkin's face, told him that the 
  death   of   Elena   was   news   to   him.   It   was   replaced   by   an   expression   of 
  commiseration for his absent master and then, the blank, polite mask he had 
  worn until that time.
        "I will be sure to give him your message."
          Michael nodded.
        "I'm quite sure you will, brother Gubkin - once more, farewell."
          Michael entered his Shuttle and took his time to ensure that he was 
  completely alone. There were few places where anyone could hide on such a 
  craft,   but   there   was   always   the   chance   that   Sedova   might   have   tried   to 
  secrete an agent on board, so that any mischief would be done well out over 
  the Eastern Basin. There was no way he could check that there wasn't some 
  sort of explosive device, it could be lodged where he couldn't check - or for  
  that   matter,   that   the   power   drive   itself   hadn't   been   sabotaged.   Michael 
  reminded himself that it was not yet his time. Sedova's treachery - if there 
  was any - would not, could not succeed.
        He lifted the Shuttle clear of the Terminal and pointed directly towards 
  Jerusalem. The coast of Greece fell away rapidly behind him. He watched the 
  scanners for signs of accompanying craft, but there were none. He looked 
  below, he was flying  over an armada of transporters and smaller craft. He 
  hadn't seen them when he had arrived, but they had been there, hidden in 
  the darkness. Now, Sedova wanted him to see the extent of the force which 
  would be pitted against the luckless Micah Perga. Perhaps, he even wanted 
  him to report the extent of the fleet to his fellow Administrator, knowing that it 
  would, at least, strike  anxiety,  if not fear, into his heart. Michael  made the 
  resolution - he would not do so. He had no intention of trying  to warn and 
  counsel.   The  prophesy had  to  be allowed  to  come to  actuality  without his 



  interference.
        He made good time to the outer polders along the eastern shore of the 
  Basin. There had been no sign of hostility, but he was quite sure Sedova had 
  known of his departure and his lone flight across the sea. If there had been 
  any tampering done to his Shuttle, it would surely be   timed for disaster, so 
  that it was in full view of the citizens of Jerusalem. What better way to strike 
  fear in their hearts, than to blow apart their Administrator before their eyes.  
        He landed safely at the Salt Sea Terminal and evacuated the Shuttle 
  quickly.  Luke  was waiting  for him. His face  was taut with  strain,  it  relaxed 
  when he saw him. The relief in his voice was obvious.
          "Welcome home, Michael!
          Michael cut him short.
          "Luke,   organise   a   thorough   check   on   the   Shuttle   -   and   tell   the 
  technicians to be very careful - tell them to treat it as if it had been booby-
  trapped!  I can't be certain, but Sedova might be tempted to try to prove a 
  point and it could be that the Shuttle blows apart when it's having a standard 
  check."
        Luke eyed him sharply and hustled him away from the ship.
        "If you suspected that - why in hell's name did you fly the thing?"
        "Because I had no alternative - and because Sedova does do thing's in 
  hell's name - as you have so eloquently put it!"
        They   entered   a   Pod   and   Luke   issued   instructions   through   the 
    communication  system. He eased the Pod into  the traffic  stream and then 
  turned to his employer.
        "You look ready to drop."
        "I didn't go there to sleep."
        "I don't suppose you did - but did you succeed in meeting Malenski?"
          Michael nodded grimly.
        "I did - and I met his military commander."
        "Pik Sedova!"
        "He made a particular point of greeting me at the terminal."
          "What's your first impressions?"
          "One of an uncouth lout, who might have military genius - either that, 
  or he's been very lucky. Either way, he has an armada waiting to invade the 
  North African coast."
          "And Malenski?"
          "Georgi hasn't changed - a little thinner perhaps, but he still has this  
  fixation that he is Gog and nothing can shake it."
          "Then, Michael,  why fight it?  You  always  said  that you  wouldn't call 
  him Gog unless he called himself that - or started to act like Gog. I think he 
  has satisfied your conditions on all counts!"
          Michael changed the subject.
          "What's been happening here?"
        "War has come to your house!"
          Michael looked at him sharply.
          "Meaning?"
          "Meaning - that you had better put up a breastplate of righteousness 
  and   a   good   shield   before   you   go   through   the   door.   You   have   a   very 
  displeased spouse!"



          Michael groaned.
        "How did she find out so quickly - I haven't been gone more than eight 
  hours? I suppose you told her!"
          Luke eyed him calmly.
        "What was I supposed to do? If I'm asked a direct question, I have to 
  give a direct answer. I'm sorry, Michael, you don't pay me enough to lie for 
  you!"
        "I don't pay you at all!  - You're right, Luke - you don't have to lie for 
  me."
        They were climbing the escarpment of the Judaean Hills, behind them, 
  the white salt plain glared in the morning sunlight. It was good to nose into 
  the wide valleys, still green with the richness of a triple harvest in every year. 
  It   was   likely   to   be   the   last   peace   and   quiet   he   would   enjoy   until   Leah 
  quietened   down   once   more. The   anticipated  explosion  of   wrath   raised   his 
  anxiety level several notches.
        The house came into view and he drank in its beauty. He had emerged 
  from the ravine which led to it countless times during his three hundred plus 
  years of life. It had always looked the same, a place of tranquillity,  almost 
  timeless - as if it existed in its own time and space and was separated from 
  the turmoil which flowed around it. There was no one to greet him at the door 
  when he stepped out of the Pod. That in itself, told him that he was in for a 
  stormy reception. He entered the house and walked through into his office. 
  Leah was waiting for him, sitting in his place behind the broad desk. He eyed 
  her warily.
        "You look tired."
        "I am - very tired."
        If he had expected to be showered in sympathy, it was a forlorn hope. 
        "Are you surprised?"
        "No - I'm not surprised - I haven't slept."
        "Did you enjoy your trip?"
        "Not much - it served its purpose - even expanded my knowledge - but 
  I wouldn't call it enjoyable when you have to tell a man his wife has died!"
        Her lip quivered slightly.
        "I wouldn't  like  someone to  come and tell  me that my husband  had 
  died - not a second time!"
        He   moved   round   the   desk   quickly   and   took   her   into   his   arms.  She 
  pushed him away.
          "You didn't give any thought about that did you, Michael? No thought 
  about how I would feel for these past few hours, not knowing if you were alive  
  or dead!  Not knowing if you were captive, or worse, being tortured by that 
  bestial Sedova! You didn't think of me waiting for Luke to come through the 
  door to tell me that you had been blown out of the sky! No, you didn't think of 
  any of these things - because you had to act the hero, charging off to a man 
  you claim to be your friend, but who will meet you one day on a battlefield!"
        She sobbed against him. He whispered into her ear.
        "I'm so sorry, Leah - I couldn't think of anything else to do - Georgi had 
  to be told about Elena - and I wanted to tell him to his face - I would want 
  even my worse enemy to come to tell me if ever anything happened to you!"
        She pulled back so that she could see his face.



        "I imagined so many different ways you could have died, during those 
  hours - and I think I died with you - "
        He cradled her and told her all that had happened. She listened quietly 
  and when he had finished, pulled away.
          "This man, Gubkin - he told you that Georgi went towards the north-
  east?"
          Michael nodded.
        "If you're thinking what I am, that means an attempted visit to Feodor."
        "Or a return to Gorki - "
          "Perhaps - You do realise that Feodor doesn't know - about Elena, I 
  mean."
          "You said - an attempted visit to Feodor."
          "Feodor   isn't  at  his  base.   Kharkov is  under   threat   - he   would  more 
  likely be to the south - near the Crimea."
          "Malenski would know that - his spies would tell him."
          "Perhaps, I can't quite work out why he would want to meet Feodor - 
  he must know the danger he would run, walking into the camp of the enemy."
          "You would know all  about that, Michael!  As to why he's looking for 
  him - Elena left Georgi to go to Feodor - his spies would have told him that 
  Feodor   was   paying   far   too   much   attention   to   her.   Perhaps,   Georgi   is   so 
  devastated by her death that he thinks Feodor encouraged her to leave him - 
  and now, he wants to level the score!"
          Michael touched the desk control. Luke appeared after a few moments, 
  he   looked   a   little   relieved   to   see   that   a   state   of   truce   had   been   declared 
  between the combatants. Michael explained the theories for Malenski's flight.
        "So, you see, Luke, I must talk with Feodor immediately. Malenski has 
  a head start on me - I can only hope that he's having trouble tracking Feodor 
  down."
          "Feodor's with Alexander, Michael. I had a communiqué a few hours 
  ago. They're at one of the advance bases in the Carpathians. I'll request an 
  immediate holo-link."
        The Committal was set for two days later. It was only a small group 
  who gathered to pay their last earthly respects to Elena  Malenski  and her 
  child. Apart from Michael and Leah and their children, there was Luke and a 
  dozen   or   more   senior   advisors,   together   with   an   ashen-faced   Feodor 
  Chernienko. He held Piotr by the hand. 
          Michael  and Leah together had broken the news to Elena's son. He 
  was a grave little  boy and Leah's thin veneer of control had nearly broken 
  when she saw his determined effort to be courageous. Michael drew him into 
  his arms, the boy's grim determination to suppress his emotions, made him 
  look the image of his father. He had surrendered and had wept and it had 
  been some time before he could be comforted. When Feodor had arrived, he 
  had gone to him. Michael  wondered if the child had sensed the embryonic 
  relationship between the Cossack and his mother. Feodor was a picture of 
  pale faced misery. It was very clear that he had taken the news of Elena's 
  death very hard.
          Now they stood together in a tight circle around the bier which carried 
  Elena's   body.   Her   child   had   been   placed   in   her   arms.   It   was   a   beautiful 
  picture of peace. Leah felt an unbearable tightness in her throat, she fought 



  down   the   surge   of   emotion   which   threatened   to   choke   her.   Michael   was 
  waiting, she wondered why - it would serve no useful purpose to prolong the 
  proceedings, one could almost touch the atmosphere of grief. She followed 
  Michael's gaze to the door. He had made a slight gesture and the two militia 
  guards stepped back from the man who had tried to enter.
          Georgi Malenski moved slowly into the room and the circle parted to 
  allow him through  to the bier. Piotr broke free  from Feodor and ran to his 
  father. Automatically, Georgi placed his arm around the child's shoulders and 
  together, they looked down at Elena's serene features and those of her child. 
  Leah placed her hand over her mouth, it was as much as she could do to 
  prevent   from   sobbing   out   loud.   Luke   gripped   her   arm,   the   shock   of   the 
  contact helped her to recover her poise. Michael's voice sounded loud in the 
  silent room, although it was barely a murmur.
        "Is it your wish to make the committal, brother Malenski?"
        At first, Leah though that Malenski hadn't heard and then, he shook his 
  head briefly. Michael stepped forward and took his place at the head of the 
  bier. He began the well known formula.
        "It has pleased our Father to call home the soul of this woman and her 
  child. If it had been left to our will, we would have rather that they would have 
  stayed with us - but we have surrendered our will into His - "
          Michael continued and Leah looked into Georgi's face. It was a mask 
  of suppressed emotion, frozen, expressionless. He was listening to the words 
  Michael   was   speaking,   but   Leah   had   the   peculiar   feeling   that   he   wasn't 
  accepting a word that was being said. Georgi Malenski was going through the 
  motions of the Committal Rite, he was with them physically, but that was all. 
  The   words   of   comfort   Michael   tried   to   convey   couldn't   penetrate   the   thick 
  armour  he  had   built  around  himself.   Nothing  was  touching  the  inner   man. 
  Leah   wondered   if   the   inner   man  still   existed   -   the   man  whom  Elena   had 
  longed to come to her and who had failed  her when she had needed him 
  most.
        The   ceremony   had   taken   place   in   the   garden   of   the   house   in   the 
  Judaean Hills. Elena and her son were laid to rest near to the grave of Asher. 
  The   rest   of   the   assembly  drifted   away  and   left   Georgi   and   Piotr   standing 
  alone at the burial place. Michael stood a few paces away. After a moment's 
  hesitation, Leah followed the others towards the house. She was startled to 
  witness what appeared to be a wrestling match between Luke and Feodor. 
  The Cossack was white-faced with fury and Luke held him in a painful grip. 
  She heard the tail-end of the argument. Luke was making a point quietly.
        "I warn you, Feodor - I'll  break your arm unless you cooperate!  You 
  WILL   NOT   approach   Georgi   Malenski   for   any   reason   -   is   that   clearly 
  understood? Michael has given express orders that you are to be kept away 
  from him - and I intend to see that those orders are carried out. Michael has 
  guaranteed   him  safe   passage   -  and   I   am  here   to   ensure   that   you   do   not 
  breech that guarantee!"
          Feodor's answer was a little louder.
          "Guarantee!   What   guarantee   of   safety   have   those   who   have   been 
  hustled out of their homes and have had to abandon their possessions on the 
  Russian   plains?   What   guarantee   did   they   have   when   they   were   made 
  homeless by the orders of that vulture!? What guarantee did he give to Elena 



  and Piotr that they wouldn't be caught up in his madness to conquer every 
  town and village he chooses? What guarantee did he make when he gave 
  her another child and then drove her away because of his attitude towards 
  her? She died because of him! She loved him and he killed her love - and 
  then he killed her with his neglect! Michael says, I am to do nothing because 
  he has given a guarantee. That being the case, I won't stay under his roof - or 
  under his Administration! I will do what I have to do and Michael ben Levi will 
  learn how much I think of his precious guarantees to a wife murderer!"
        He wrenched himself free and stalked towards the house. Leah caught 
  up with Luke, who was staring after Feodor's retreating back. Michael's aide 
  shook his head.
        "That is one very headstrong man, whose temper will be the death of 
  him, one day."
          "Feodor has always been impetuous, Luke."
          "This time, I think he means it. He will no longer take Michael's orders. 
  He'll try to stand against Gog alone - and that can only end in disaster!"
        They looked back at the burial  site. Malenski  had turned aside from 
  the grave of his wife and child. He stared at Michael.
        "I thank you for the words of Committal, Michael."
        "Our God will give you comfort, if you will allow Him, Georgi."
          Malenski shook his head slowly.
        "I think not, Michael. I have abandoned your God - he is no longer my 
  god. I have had many long evenings to come to the way of thinking that man, 
  because he believes he is a species which is special in the scheme of things, 
  cannot bear to think that he is like any other animal. His reasoning is based 
  on his own pride. He thinks that because he believes himself to be special, 
  he   must   have   been   the   product   of   some   specific   creative   act   -   and   if   a 
  specific creative act, then, there must be a personal Creator. His reasoning 
  continues: If there is a Creator, this Being must be God, who must be so far 
  higher in the scheme of things, that he is omnipotent. Man's final vanity is that 
  he believes he was created in the image of that supreme being.
        In the end, we all  come to this - returned  to the ground  to moulder 
  away - and nothing remains!"

 


