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          Michael stared at him.
        "I wonder if you really believe that, Georgi. I wonder how you explain 
  to yourself the wonderful teaching and Godly benevolence which we enjoyed 
  for a thousand years. How do you explain away the Firstlings - how do you 
  explain away the relationship God has had with man for over seven thousand 
  years?"
        "I don't seek to do so, Michael - any more than I can explain away the 
  death of a woman in childbirth - a woman who was guiltless, who bore a child 
  who was most certainly guiltless - and yet they lay here, dead! Was she and 
  the child punished because of the sin of Gog!?"
          Michael trod carefully.
        "We   are   talking   about   weighty   matters,   my  friend.   Perhaps   this   is 
  neither the time nor the place for this discussion.
        "On   the   contrary,   Michael.   What   better   place   for   such   a   discussion 
  than   at   the   side   of   a   grave   -   into   which   one   has   placed   loved   ones? 
  According to your way of thinking, their existence continues and they are still 
  with  us,   hovering   and  listening   to   what   we  have   to   say  -  and  they  are   in 
  possession of the answers which we mere mortals strive to find all the days of 
  our lives. They must be listening with interest - and perhaps, even with a little 
  amusement!"
          "Perhaps they are, Georgi - but that contradicts your argument that we 
  are  nothing  but  a special  form of  animal  which  returns  to  the  ground  and 
  knows nothing. I say once more, this is not the right place or time for such 
  discussions."
          "Perhaps,   this   is   the   ONLY   time   and   place   we   have   left,   Michael. 
  Whilst I am still Georgi Malenski, I must attend to some last matters - please 
  listen and do not interrupt! We both know our destinies, Michael. We can no 
  longer bluff ourselves that we can somehow change them. You have already 
  become the great Prince who will stand up for your people and I have already 
  become Gog, who will oppose you! The final phase is about to commence. 
          When I return to my camp, the third excursion against the 'king of the 
  south' will be launched. Eventually, we will face each other again on the Plain 
  of Esdraelon. It is now, in these last precious moments, whilst  we are still 
  Michael and Georgi, that I want to remind you of a story from the books of 
  Samuel."
          Michael nodded and gestured to a low wall. They took their seats, with 
  Piotr between them.
          "Between us, we have tried to make a comparison of ourselves with 
  David and Jonathan. I am well aware that it was a ploy on your part to try to 
  win me away from my destined course. I don't criticise you for that, my friend, 
  it was a good try! You must realise that our courses cannot be changed! 
          However, let us keep up the pretence for a few moments longer. Let us 
  imagine that we are still David and Jonathan - but we must already set our 
  story a little further forward in time - Jonathan is already dead on the field of 
  battle. David has mourned for him. A little later, he asks: 'Is any member of 



  Saul's family still left, to who I can show true kindness for Jonathan's sake?' 
  To cut a long story short, he was told that one son still remained: 'There is a 
  son   of  Jonathan   still   alive,  he   is   a  cripple,   lame  in  both  feet.'   The   son  of 
  Jonathan was named Mephibosheth.
        I have also son - I want you to show him the same kindness as did 
  David in that old story. I want him to have a place at your table and in your 
  home. Piotr does not belong with Gog. Elena could see it, and she took him 
  away. I want him to stay with you  and Leah - and to visit the grave of his 
  mother and brother in my name. Especially when Gog has served his destiny 
  and no longer is a menace to the Camp of the Saints!"  
          Michael looked at him in wonderment.
          "And you try to pretend to me that you have no God!"
          Georgi's answer was brittle.
          "Remember your prophesies - my god is the god of the citadel and the 
  fortress - the god of Conquest. Your God no longer has thoughts of loving 
  kindness   towards   me  -   for   me  He   has   only   hooks   in   the   jaw!   I   ask   you, 
  Michael ben Levi - will you care for my son - or must he die with Gog in the 
  firestorm from Heaven!?" 
          Michael whispered.
        "It will be my honour to care for your son, Georgi!"
        "Then, so be it!"
        They stood  and  then  embraced silently.  Georgi  took his son's hand 
  and placed it into that of his friend. He knelt down in front of the boy and took 
  his face between his hands. He kissed him on the mouth.
        "I want you to stay with Michael and Leah, Piotr, my son! I want you to 
  stay with them, because I have always loved you - and because you are all 
  that is left of the love I still  have for your mother. I can't help what I have 
  become, but I want to be sure that I can think of you in safety, with people 
  who will care for you as I have tried to care for you. I want you to remember 
  me  as  your  father   -  and  not   as  some conqueror  who  tramples  across  the 
  hearts of those who oppose him."
        His   voice   faltered   at   the   end   and   then   he   held   Piotr   close   before 
  kissing  him again.  The  boy sobbed  into  his  shoulder  and  it  took a mighty 
  effort   of   will   for   Malenski   to   stand   and   walk   away   without   looking   back. 
  Michael saw Luke join him further along the path, to provide the escort back 
  to his Shuttle. 
          Michael held Piotr close to him and wondered what further burden of 
  grief could be laid on the shoulders of a child who was barely more than ten 
  years   old.   He   led   him  towards   Leah.   Malenski   was   gone,   he   felt   his   own 
  sense of loss and grief, the fantasy of David and Jonathan was at an end, 
  Michael knew he would never meet Georgi in peace again.
        True   to   his   word,   the   man  who   now  called   himself   Gog,   began   his 
  hostilities against the Administration of North Africa, within four days of his 
  departure   from  Jerusalem.  It   was   soon   after   dawn   on   the   fourth   morning, 
  when Luke roused Michael and Leah with the news.
        "Our agents got the message to us that a fleet of ships was on the 
  move from the Grecian ports. There had been reports of a mass movement of 
  men   and   materials   over   the   previous   twenty   hours.   Together   with   the 
  seaborne   movement,   there   has   been   an   airborne   invasion   of   the   North 



  African coast, somewhere on the western side of the old Gulf of Sirte. The 
  fleet  is heading  in  that direction.  So far, they haven't  met any large  scale 
  resistance  from  Micah   Perga's  forces,   but  that   is   probably  because  Micah 
  couldn't be sure where the strike would come and he's spread his defences in 
  a very thin line along the entire coast."
          "Which   means   that   Gog   will   obtain   a   foothold   and   he   won't   be 
  dislodged easily!"
          Luke looked at him sharply.
        "Am I to assume that we are no longer to refer to them as the 'Sedova 
  army', or the 'Malenski force'. Are we going to call them what they are 'Gog's 
  Horde"!?
        "What does it matter, Luke?" 
        "I   would   think   it   matters   a   great   deal,   Michael.   It's   a   question   of 
    psychology and of morale. I think our militia would prefer to know who it is 
  that they are fighting."
        "Our militia will not be involved, Luke - We will keep out of it."
          "Very well, Michael, but if I were you, I would reread the scriptures - 
  especially if we ARE dealing with Gog's Horde on its third excursion against 
  the King of the South!" 
          Luke made his exit, leaving Leah and Michael alone. She took his arm.
          "Luke's right,  you  know. Scripture  tells  us very clearly  that  Gog  will 
  overrun land after land, sweeping over them like a flood, amongst them the 
  fairest of all lands and tens of thousands will fall victims."
        "Yet all  these  lands will  survive,  including  Edom and Moab and  the 
  remnant of the Ammonites. Egypt won't escape, it will be pillaged - and he'll 
  gain many recruits from the Libyans and the Cushites."
        "It sounds very much as if Micah Perga will be swept away - and you 
  have no intention of helping him?"
          Michael shook his head.
        "We will only use the militia when we are threatened - and then, only 
  as a last line of defence. I am not destined to make war against Gog!"
        Leah sighed and turned away to the window. The light was flooding 
  the deep valley below the ancient house. It was a picture of utter tranquillity. 
  The sky was clear and very blue.
        "It's hard to believe that only a few hundred kilometres away, there is a 
  scene of carnage  and death  - Oh!  Michael,  it mustn't be allowed  to come 
  here! You must do something!"
        "I can only promise you, my darling, that this will not be the time when 
  Michael will face Gog on the Plain of Esdraelon!"
          Gideon Steinbecker, his sister, Deborah, his cousin, David and Kurt 
  Weber, had been escorted to Elat on the Gulf of Aqaba and had been placed 
  on a small  transporter bound for one of the smaller ports on the Egyptian 
  coast  of  the  Gulf   of  Sinai.  Gideon   was  an   astute  man  and   his   anger  had 
  cooled   very   quickly   after   the   encounter   with   Michael   ben   Levi,   which   had 
  resulted in their expulsion from the joint Administration. He had been the first 
  to realise that there was little which could be done in the short term to recover 
  from the  situation  in  which  they found  themselves.  Deborah  had  been  the 
  hardest to quieten down - but then, his experience of his sister had always 
  been that she was a very nasty piece of work when she was roused - and 



  indeed, she was very roused!
        Kurt Weber puzzled him, the man's attitude was almost one of gaiety, 
  as if the outcome of their interview with ben Levi had been anticipated and 
  even accepted. It didn't accord with his assessment of Weber, whom he had 
  always held in grudging respect and had believed to be a man of iron will and 
  determination. It had been for this reason that he had been accepted as a 
  suitor for Deborah and included in their schemes to take over the Far Eastern 
  Administration.
          David   Steinbecker   was   a   nonentity,   a   willing,   if   witless   accomplice, 
  with whose presence they would soon dispense. For the time being, it was 
  essential   to   stay   together.   The   short   journey   from   Jerusalem   to   Elat   had 
  proved it. At every turn, they had been confronted by a system whose use 
  they had taken for granted for centuries. Now, it acted against them. Warning 
  sirens  had   sounded  at  every  access  and   exit.   It  was impossible   to  obtain  
  food, drink, accommodation, transport, or any of a hundred different services 
  to   which   they   were   accustomed.   Even   on   the   transporter,   they   were 
  dependent upon the presence of personal who had to provide for their every 
  need.   Michael   ben   Levi   had   contrived   a   diabolically   clever   retaliation   - 
  Gideon refused to honour it with the term, punishment. 
        Their progress down the Gulf of Aqaba had been painfully slow. It was 
  even slower than one could justify for even the slowest of cargo transporters 
  on the shortest of trips. Gideon assumed it to be a part of the salutary lessen 
  Michael ben Levi was trying to impose. He had mentioned something about 
  the looming mass of the Sinai ranges which commanded the skyline on the 
  right   side   of   the   ship,   as   it   progressed   down   the   Gulf.   The   impact   of   its 
  presence   was   lost   upon   Gideon,   but   David   had   been   reduced   to   an 
  inarticulate and snivelling wreck. He was a man to be avoided - not so, Kurt 
  Weber, whom Gideon found standing at the rail, admiring the view. 
        "I   see   you   are   taking   in   the   view   which   ben   Levi   so   graciously 
  provided."
        Weber didn't turn.
        "He must have toyed with the idea of imposing the Mosaic Law on us. 
  An 'eye for an eye' a 'tooth for a tooth'"
          Gideon grunted in contempt.
        "Not ben Levi - I doubt if he would have the guts! I pointed out to him 
  once that he would have to find a judge and an executioner if he wanted to go 
  along that particular path. I think he found the option too hot to handle."
        "So, instead, he's given us a slow sea voyage during which we can 
  admire the Sinai Massif and contemplate upon our sins."
        "Or spend the time more profitably and come up with a plan to recover 
  the situation as soon as possible."
        Weber turned and smiled.
        "I suggest we take one step at a time. I think a courtesy visit to Micah 
  Perga is in order - I understand you know him."
          Gideon nodded.
        "I've   had   dealings   with   him.   He   likes   people   who   have   power   and 
  whom he thinks he can manipulate. Our reception will depend on how much 
  he's been told about our expulsion. My guess is - nothing! A further factor in 
  the   equation   will   be   the   pressure   he's   under   from   the   north.   My   latest 



  information   is   that   Malenski   and   Sedova   have   overrun   Greece   and   are 
  casting   hungry   eyes   towards   Egypt   -   enough   to   give   our   friend   Perga 
  indigestion - "
          "And to look for valuable new friends."
          "Precisely, Weber."
        They   turned   their   back   to   the   rail   and   leaned   on   it,   it   was   a 
  subconscious gesture that the reminder of the Law of Moses and the Sinai 
  Massif, were of no further interest to them.
        Their   arrival   in   Nile   City   coincided   with   the   invasion   of   the   Libyan 
  coast. Perga's capital was in a turmoil. It had become much easier for the 
  party of four, now that they were free of the jurisdiction of Michael ben Levi. 
  The   embargo   on   access   to   facilities   did   not   apply   in   the   North   African 
  Administration. It had been easy to obtain a Pod, which had taken them from 
  the   port   of   disembarkation,   to   the   door   of   Perga's   Secretariat.   Now,   they 
  stood on the threshold and were confronted by a ring of steel in the form of 
  grim faced militia who were under instructions to allow no one to pass on pain 
  of death. Gideon didn't hesitate, he marched up to the Captain of the Guard.
          "Gideon   Steinbecker   and   party,   with   special   communiqués   from 
  Michael ben Levi!"
        "My orders are to allow no one access."
          Gideon  stared  at him sardonically.  The  captain  was young  but very 
  resolute.
          "Very commendable, captain. Of course, you must obey your orders, 
  but   I   think   you   would   be   wise   to   consider   that   you   will   cause   a   major 
  diplomatic incident by refusing entry to myself and my party - and you may 
  well be depriving the Administrator Perga of valuable assistance in dealing 
  with the invasion of your territory. I would suggest that the very least you can 
  do   to   retrieve   the   situation,   is   to   send   one   of   your   men  for   one   of   Micah 
  Perga's aides and allow him to take the responsibility from your shoulders."
        The   young   captain   looked   uncertain   for   the   first   time.  There   was   a 
  moment of irresolution and then he gestured to one of the troopers.
        "Get Achor Zerah - tell him we're holding emissaries from Jerusalem!"
          Deborah purred.
        "Tell him - we have critical despatches for the Administrator."
        The trooper hastened up the steps and they were left facing the steady 
  gaze of the captain. Gideon turned away and looked around casually. There 
  was very little physical movement except for Pod traffic, but that didn't appear 
  to be out of the ordinary. There was the sense of tension, which was almost 
  physical.   Pedestrian   traffic   was   hurried,   with   none   of   the   casualness   one 
  usually associated with a sophisticated, cosmopolitan place such as Nile City. 
  There  was the   impression  of looking  over  the  shoulder  to  see  if  the  alien 
  hordes were sweeping through the streets and were about to overwhelm the 
  innocent citizens.
        The   trooper   returned,   he   was   accompanied   by   a   small   man   who 
  appeared to be in his seventh century. He moved slowly and didn't seem to 
  be very happy to interview unexpected guests. His peremptory tone conveyed 
  the message.
        "How can I be of service to you?"     
          "Greetings,   brother   Zerah!   Greetings   also,   from   our   Administrator, 



  Michael ben Levi."
        The small man nodded and his demeanour changed a little.
        "Of course, greetings to you all - how can I be of service to you?"
        "We   have   dispatches   from   our   Administrator   to   Micah   Perga   - 
  important dispatches."
        "I will ensure that he receives them."
          Gideon smiled.
          "You  will  please  understand, brother Zerah  - these dispatches were 
  considered so confidential that brother ben Levi entrusted them not to one of 
  us, but to all four - they are not in written form. We have memorised them - 
  each a portion. We have also been instructed to deliver them in person, to 
  your Administrator."
          Zerah eyed him steadily.
        "A very unusual method of correspondence - surely, the holo system 
  would have been more suitable for such critical communiqués?"
          Deborah laughed and the others smiled - even David.
        "I'm sure you are well aware that the holo system leaks like a sieve, 
  brother Zerah!  Who, in their right mind, would confide sensitive material to  
  that method?"    
        The   little   man  looked   in   some  difficulty   about   making   up   his   mind. 
  Gideon   could   almost   see   the   wheels   turning.   On   the   one   hand,   he   was 
  suspicious of their intent - and on the other, there was always the possibility 
  that he might cause a major diplomatic incident if he refused them entry. In 
  the end, he applied a good, old fashioned compromise.
        "I   think   you   had   better   accompany   me   -   and   I   will   enquire   if 
    Administrator Perga is agreeable to seeing you."
          Deborah purred.
        "I'm sure he will see the value in doing so."
        They were ushered into a small room and left in privacy. David sagged 
  against the wall and looked as if he was about to fall apart. Deborah hissed 
  angrily.
        "Pull yourself together, you fool!  I warn you, David - we'll  dump you 
  somewhere and you can manage on your own. I don't think you'll  last very 
  long if you get mistaken for one of Malenski's men!"
        The implications were clear. David made a mighty effort to sit upright 
  and appear calm.
        They were left alone for over one hour. Gideon maintained a placid, 
  resigned   expression   and   held   Deborah's   eye   when   she   showed   signs   of 
  becoming restless. Kurt Weber had closed his eyes and had leaned his head 
  against the wall. Of the four, he seemed the most relaxed. Gideon eyed him, 
  his   attitude   in   the   face   of   discovery   and   possible   execution,   was   one   of 
  casual indifference. 
          Achor Zerah returned eventually, his face revealed nothing.
          "Administrator   Perga   apologises   for   the   delay   in   receiving   the 
  delegates of his fellow Administrator. His time is at a premium at the moment, 
  as I expect you will  realise. He can spare you a few minutes, if you would 
  care to follow me."
        He had already moved to the door. The quartet got to their feet and 
  followed obediently. They were led through a series of passages towards a 



  plain door which was guarded by two militia troopers. Zerah waved his hand 
  over a door control and gestured for them to enter. They found themselves in 
  an anteroom and before the desk of another man. He rose and extended his 
  hand.
          "Greetings   brother   Gideon   Steinbecker   -   and   sister   Steinbecker, 
  brother   David   Steinbecker   and   brother   Weber.   Greetings   to   you   all.   The 
  Administrator Perga will be available in just a few moments. Can I offer you 
  refreshments? I understand  that you  have  had some difficulties  during  the 
  past few days - obtaining refreshments - and other essentials!"
          Gideon outstared him.
          "Difficulties?   I  think   you   must  have  been   wrongly  informed,  brother. 
  We have travelled secretly from Elat on a small cargo transporter - which was 
  considered   our   best   means   of   transport   to   Egypt   in   the   circumstances.   I 
  would hardly consider the limited facilities as being difficulties, exactly."
        The secretary smiled.
        "Then,  we must have  been badly advised, brother Steinbecker. The 
    Administrator will see you now."
        He led the way to a pair of inner doors, which slid across to give them 
  access to the large room beyond. Micah Perga sat at a broad desk, close to a 
  window. He rose slowly and  heavily and stood waiting for them to approach.  
  He looked as if he hadn't slept for several days, but his eyes were sharp and 
  watchful.
        "I   greet   you   all   -   A   diplomatic   messenger   which   arrives   in 
  quadruplicate, sounds a little like a bureaucratic nightmare, but it is intriguing, 
  nevertheless.   I   understand   you   have   informed   my   staff   that   you   have   a 
  memorised message from Michael ben Levi, which you wish to recite to me - 
  one which could not be entrusted to the holo system because of its sensitivity 
  - and one which has caused you  to travel  secretly - by an extremely slow 
  method. I am intrigued by the contradiction in terms - on the one hand, you 
  have a secret message, which ben Levi wants me to have urgently - on the 
  other,  he  chooses a method which  will  cause  the  greatest  possible  delay! 
  Now, tell me the real reason for you wishing to gain entry. Let us dispense 
  with this cock and bull story, which wouldn't deceive a schoolboy!"


