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        The memory of the burning house stayed with Michael for the duration 
  of the long journey into the Gazera Province. He had instructed Simon to set 
  a route which bypassed Salem. He knew that the city would be buzzing with 
  the news of the disaster at the Steinbecker estate and he had no desire to 
  ward   off   droves   of   Steinbecker   cousins   who   would   be   besieging   the 
  Administration Headquarters. It had to be faced that the Steinbecker clan was 
  now   split   down   the   middle.   With   the   discovery   of   Leah   in   the   hands   of 
  Deborah and her co-conspirators and with the explosion and fire which had 
  almost   certainly   killed   Rebecca,   there   would   be   a   rapid   coalescence   of 
  support for or against. Michael was well aware that they were not out of the 
  woods yet.
        The children eventually fell asleep. He looked at them curled up in the 
  arms of their new uncle, Luke. They were the innocent motive for so much 
  mayhem.   There   could   be   little   doubt   that   Rebecca   had   been   mentally 
  unbalanced, but she had purported to love those children. He couldn't get it 
  out of his mind that if he hadn't suspected the baggage to have been planted 
  with a bomb, these very children would have been included in the destruction 
  Rebecca   had   planned   for   the   Pod.   It   was   clear   that   she   had   wanted   to 
  actually see it destroyed. The explosion had been timed so that it would have 
  been in full view from the house.
        They spent the remainder of the day negotiating the farmlands which 
  stretched northward along the coast to Gazera. He kept a Communications 
  silence, he had no idea of the extent of the conspiracy, or what its purpose 
  might have been. Much would depend on what Deborah Steinbecker chose to 
  tell them - and upon what Leah already knew.
        It  was almost sundown when  they crossed  a low  range  of hills  and 
  entered  an isolated  valley.  The  house, to  which  Deborah  had  taken Leah, 
  came into view. It was in an attractive setting and even the cold winter sun 
  couldn't negate the beauty of the place. They came to rest in the centre of a 
  dozen craft which had carried his security men on their mission to release 
  Leah.
        A squad of them snapped  to attention  as he stepped from the Pod. 
  Simon and Luke followed with the children. They were led into the house and 
  into a ground floor room in which one person sat near to the window. The 
  children ran forward and Leah was smothered in a flurry of kisses and excited 
  chatter. Michael  stood still  a few paces distant and watched them. His two 
  companions   retreated   from  the   room  and   left   them  alone.   Eventually,   she 
  looked up.
          "Michael - "
        He knelt by the chair. She looked exhausted and very pale. He took 
  her hand.
          "Thank you so much - "
        "I was worried sick about you - "
        He kissed her cheek, it was very cold.



        "How did you find me?"
          "That's a long story - and now isn't the time."
        He looked at the children.
        "I think we have two very hungry and tired little people here."
        "I'll look after them and put them to bed - "
        "We'll look after them and put them to bed!"
          There was a trace of her old fire.
        "I've never known a confirmed bachelor so determined to be a doting 
  father!"
        "You'd better believe it, Leah Steinbecker - you had better believe it!"
          Luke appeared in the doorway with a large tray of steaming dishes.
          "Who's going to help me to find the fishes swimming in my soup?"
        Two small figures followed him from the room. Michael grinned.
        "He is showing quite a few unsuspected talents."
        "Who is he, Michael? I don't think I've ever seen him before."
        "His name is Luke Belin. He attached himself to me when I arrived in 
  Salem - apart from the fact that he seems to know a good deal more about 
  the Steinbecker clan than some of the Steinbeckers - he is a bit of a mystery. 
  You   can   thank   him  for   pointing   me  in   the   right   direction   to   find   you.   The 
  children seem to have taken quite a shine to him." 
        "Can you trust him, Michael?"
        "He   hasn't   given   me   any   reason   to   do   otherwise.   After   what's 
  happened to you, I can understand your caution."
        "Yes - after what happened to me - I hardly know what did happen to 
  me."
        "Do you want to talk about it?"
        She nodded and leaned back in the chair.
        "I suppose I'm stupid, I didn't suspect anything. There must have been 
  warning  signs but I was blind  to  them. Lately,  Rebecca had established  a 
  pattern. You know this silly fetish about 'taking tea'? Well, she would arrive 
  every afternoon at about the same hour with her tray of goodies. We would 
  sit   together   and   sip   and   nibble   and   make   small   talk   -   mostly   about   the 
  children. It was because of them that I made the point of being home early 
  whenever I could manage it. Rebecca was gaining far to much influence with 
  then  and  I was beginning  to  feel  shut out - so I decided  to do something 
  about it and make a point of being home in time to put them to bed.
        On that particular afternoon - do you know, Michael, I don't even know 
  how long ago it was? On that afternoon, Rebecca arrived as usual and went 
  through   her   ritual.   She   was   a   little   more   talkative   than   usual   and   whilst   I 
  sipped   my  tea,   she   chattered   on   about   something   the   children   had   done 
  earlier in the day. I complained of feeling a little dizzy and she just sat and 
  watched me until everything went out of focus and I passed out.
          When  I regained  consciousness, I was in  a bedroom, laying  on the 
  bed. I have no idea of how I got there. It was a strange room and I soon found 
  that I was locked in. When I tried the windows, I found that they were locked 
  shut and that they looked out over countryside I didn't recognise. It was then 
  that I started to panic."
          Michael took her hand again and stroked it.
          "Then, what happened?"



        "I  was left  alone  until  it  grew quite  dark.  I  thought  of  all  manner of 
  things to get out of the room. I shouted at the door but no one answered. I 
  even thought of smashing the windows and climbing down the outside, but 
  then  I realised  that it wasn't the ground  floor and there  was no balcony.  I 
  didn't know where I was. I had no idea who was keeping me locked away - 
  except that Rebecca was somehow involved. I sat down and started to try to 
  piece things together. The best I could conclude was that someone had taken 
  the trouble to move me from the estate to another location, therefore, they 
  wanted to keep me alive. It was small comfort!"
        She paused once again.
          "Deborah opened the door about two hours later. David Steinbecker 
  stood behind her. I knew it was useless to try to fight my way out. David didn't 
  look all  that happy about the situation, but Deborah was her usual vitriolic 
  self. She was so self-assured and arrogant, I felt like clawing her eyes out!"
        "What did she have to say."
        "She said that my time was over. She made no attempt to hide the fact 
  that she and Rebecca were working together. She gloated over the fact that I 
  would never see my children again. Rebecca had them and she would control 
  them. Gideon would take his rightful  place as the head of the Steinbecker 
  Clan and Deborah would have her place of honour."
          "She actually involved Gideon?"
        "If we can take what she said as being accurate."
          "Which   raises   the   question   whether   Gideon   knew   what   was 
  happening."
        "I wouldn't doubt for a moment that he was involved. Both of them have 
  always hated me for 'entrapping' their father. They have always considered 
  Rebecca to be their second mother. When Judith died, it was Rebecca who 
  should have been Marcus's second wife - not some upstart girl cousin!"
          Michael drew her close to him. He asked carefully.
        "Do you think it possible that they would be involved in the death of 
  their own father?"
        She stared into his eyes.
        "What are you asking, Michael?"
          "Could Deborah and Gideon have had a hand in the explosion which 
  wrecked the suborbiter?"
        She shook her head slowly and whispered.
          "Surely   not,  Michael.   I don't   think   either   of them  could   be   that  cold 
  blooded."
        "I have something to tell you, Leah."
        He detailed the sequence of events which had led to her liberation. He 
  paused before he came to the hardest part.
        "So, you see, what you  told me about Rebecca lacing your tea with 
  something  and then  the involvement of Deborah, goes to confirm what we 
  deduced. We  even  saw the  connection  with  David  - but about Gideon  we 
  could not be sure. It must have been David who carried you away from the 
  estate and then stopped the Pod so that Rebecca could take your place. She 
  traveled   to   the   Terminal   and   then   to   the   city   centre   and   from  there,   she 
  returned to the estate. In the meantime, David and Deborah brought you here 
  to Gazera."



        She looked into his eyes.
          "There's something you haven't told me, Michael."
          "Rebecca is dead, Leah!"
        "Dead! How?"
          "She tried to kill us all - the children included, by planting a bomb in 
  our   luggage.   Simon   made   sure   that   it   was   left   behind   in   the   house.   It 
  exploded - and Rebecca must have been caught in the blast. Perhaps it was 
  for the best. It would only have been a matter of time before someone would 
  have arrested her. You must realise, Leah - if she could cold-bloodedly plant 
  a bomb in our luggage - with no thought of the consequences for the children 
  -   she   would   not  have  second   thoughts   about   placing   a  bomb  in  Marcus's 
  luggage, which exploded when the suborbiter reached its maximum height."
        The horror on her face was obvious, she started to sob and he cradled 
  her   in   his   arms.   The   release   of   grief   had   been   a   long   time   coming.   He 
  murmured.
        "I'm so sorry, Leah. Your lovely house has gone. It quickly became a 
  fireball. All the treasures, all the memories - they're all gone."
        Her voice was surprisingly steady when she answered.
        "I never want to go back there again, Michael. I never want to go back 
  to Salem - or to a family who never really accepted me. I want to go to my 
  home in Jerusalem with my children!"
          "And so you shall, Leah. You can depend on it."
          "You asked me if I thought Gideon and Deborah had a hand in their 
  father's death - I honestly don't know - but I hope not. I wouldn't want anyone 
  to have such a crime on their conscience, or think that they would have to 
  account for it before the Throne of God." 
          Michael had Deborah brought to him before the evening was over. He 
  was   alone   when   she   was   escorted   into   the   room.  He   didn't   offer   her   the 
  courtesy   of   standing   when   she   entered,   nor   did   he   offer   her   a   seat.   He 
  lounged   back   and   stared   at   her   steadily   without   saying   anything.   She 
  returned his stare was surprising self-assurance. Her tone was loaded with 
  mockery when she broke the silence.
        "If the great Administrator has nothing better to do with his time than to 
  look me over, perhaps he will excuse me if I return to my - cell."
          "You will be returned to your - cell - when I have satisfied my curiosity. 
  Just at the moment, I am wondering whether it might be worthwhile to open 
  an investigation  into the death of your mother, thirty years ago!  After all, if 
  you could be part of a conspiracy to murder your own father - why not your 
  mother also?"
        "What an arrogant man you are, Michael ben Levi! You imagine that 
  you have enough power to do anything you please. You think you have won. 
  You have no more than fifty men guarding this villa and you imagine that you 
  are secure because they were strong enough to overwhelm a woman, half a 
  man and a couple of servants. I would watch your over confidence if I were 
  you. The situation could very quickly alter!"
          "Thank   you   for   the   warning   -   so,   you   are   expecting   reinforcements 
  from your allies? Who do you expect to rally to your assistance - your dear 
  brother Gideon, perhaps? I can assure you, he is under close surveillance. 
  Or perhaps your dear Rebecca?"



          "Neither,   it   so   happens!   I   suppose   you   have   arrested   Rebecca?   It 
  would be the least I would expect from our all powerful Administrator."
          "You are quite wrong - Rebecca escaped arrest."  
        Her face flushed in triumph.
          "Rebecca   was   always   a   step   ahead   of   you   all.   I   knew   she   would 
  escape - you will never catch her!"
          "You   are   quite   correct   -   we   will   never   arrest   Rebecca   and   she   will 
  never be brought to account for her crimes - that is, not here. I can see that 
  someone has neglected to tell you - Rebecca is dead, she blew herself apart 
  playing   with   one   of   those   devices   which   she   planted   on   the   suborbiter   in 
  which your father was travelling. She had hoped she could kill  me and the  
  children  - and those travelling  with  us - but she miscalculated. I think you 
  would agree, that was very careless of her."
          Deborah had gone deathly pale and she swayed slightly. He left her 
  standing in the centre of the floor.
        "So,   my  question   is   this   -   were   you   in   conspiracy   with   Rebecca   to 
  cause the death of your  father, just as you  were in conspiracy with her to 
  kidnap his wife? I'll add another - Did Rebecca engineer the death of Judith, 
  your mother, and were you also involved - you and your brother, Gideon?"
        His stare was relentless. She whispered.
        "I do not believe one word of what you have just said!"
        "It is of no interest to me whether you believe me or not - the facts will 
  speak for themselves. My interest is to find out the extent of your complicity in 
  these crimes - your's and your brother's."
        "I will tell you nothing! Absolutely nothing!"
        "I would hardly expect you  to do so - but you  will  remain under my 
  personal supervision until you decide to open your mouth."
          There was a return of the former fire.
        "I wouldn't be so sure, Michael ben Levi - I wouldn't be so sure!" 
        He summoned the guard to take her away. She stalked out of the room 
  as if she was a reigning monarch concluding a audience with an underling. 
  He began to wonder if there was a streak of insanity in  the genes of that 
  particular branch of the Steinbecker family and then he remembered - she 
  was   only   remotely   related   to   the   dead   Rebecca.   He   called   for   David 
  Steinbecker to be brought to him. Deborah's fellow conspirator was led into 
  the room. He looked as if he barely had control of his limbs. Michael eyed him 
  with something approaching compassion and gestured to a chair. The young 
  man sat on the edge and stared into the eyes of his interrogator.
        "I have  one question  I want you  to  answer, David.  Was  it  you  who 
  planted   the   bomb   on   Marcus's   suborbiter   -   or   did   Rebecca   put   it   in   his 
  luggage."
        His eyes widened.
        "I would never do that to Marcus - never. My aunt - it was my aunt."
        "I have to tell you that your aunt is dead, David - she planted a similar 
  device and it exploded in the wrong place."
        There was no particular reaction, Michael wondered if the information 
  had sunk in. The response was quite flat and unemotional.
          "She made me do everything. I was too afraid of her to refuse. I had 
  nothing to do with Marcus's death - I swear it! She made me carry Leah to the 



  Pod after she drugged her - and then I stopped along the way and Deborah 
  took her place. Later, I picked up Deborah and we brought Leah here. But - I 
  swear - I would never have let anyone hurt her! You must believe that!"
          Michael's response was almost gentle.
          "And just how do you think you could have stopped them, David?"
        The young man stared at him and then dropped his eyes.
        "I have one more question - Did you get your orders from Deborah, 
  Rebecca - or Gideon?"
          "Gideon? I never had any orders from Gideon. Rebecca and Deborah 
  worked together."
        "Are you quite sure that there was no one else involved?"
          David hesitated. Michael prompted him.
        "It will go better for you if you hold nothing back." 
        "I think there was someone else. Deborah had a few calls here - I don't 
  know who they were from."
          "When was the last of them?"
          "About ten minutes before your men arrived. Deborah got excited and 
  we were about to take Leah from her room - I don't know why - when the door 
  was kicked in and we were confronted by a mob of your security men."
          Michael kept his face impassive - it had been a near thing. Simon had 
  confirmed that Rebecca had made the call - it was the others which interested 
  him.
        "Tell me - did you overhear any of the other conversations?
        "No - Deborah always took them privately. I only ever heard her voice."
          "Perhaps they were calls from Gideon."
          There   was   a   tremor   of   animation   on   David's   face.   He   had   become 
  more relaxed, now that he found that he was not about to have his fingernails 
  torn out.
        "I don't think they would have been calls from Gideon."
          Michael stretched his legs, his next question was almost languid.
        "Why not?"
        David's lips twitched, it was almost a smile.
        "I told you  - I heard her voice - a sister doesn't talk like  that to her 
  brother!"
          Michael raised his eyebrows.
        "You're suggesting that she might have been talking to her lover?"
        David's expression clammed shut.
        "I'm not saying anything else!"
          Michael   nodded   and   touched   the   control.   The   guard   returned   and 
  escorted David from the room. Michael  contemplated his toes and then he 
  reached for his communicator. Simon answered the call.
          "Simon, we have to be ready for visitors and I don't know how long we 
  have before they arrive. I think reinforcements are called for - and the only 
  ones upon whom we can rely will  be from Jerusalem. I want them here by 
  every   available   suborbiter,   within   three   hours   -   and   Simon,   pray   that   our 
  visitors don't arrive before them!"
        During   the   next   two   hours,   he   worked   feverishly   to   prepare   for   the 
  landing of the cumbersome suborbitors. Theoretically, they were supposed to 
  be capable of landing at any reasonable point on the earth's surface - but that 



  was   theory   and   depended   on   the   definition   of   the   word   'reasonable'. 
  Deborah's estate was equipped to handle Pods and perhaps, small Shuttles. 
  Suborbitors were a different kettle of fish. He did all that he could and had to 
  admit that it might not be adequate.
        He   also   established   a   sensor   net   to   pick   up   any   incoming   traffic. 
  During  the two hours of preparation,  there  had been  repeated  attempts to 
  establish  contact  through  incoming  calls.  Various  channels  had  been  tried 
  before the attempts had ceased. Michael was well aware that the news of the 
  disaster  at the  Steinbecker  estate  had,  by that  time, travelled  all  over  the 
  Home Provinces and probably, to the more distant Provinces of the Far East 
  Administration Area. There could be no doubt that Deborah's allies would be 
  in  full  possession  of the  facts  and  would  have  realised  that their  well  laid 
  plans had gone seriously wrong. Now, would be the time for decisive action, 
  or all would be lost.
          Shortly after the two hours had elapsed, the sensors picked up a fleet  
  of Pods coming in low from several directions. They were quickly identified as 
  being those capable of carrying at least a six passengers and crew. Michael 
  looked at the sensor panel and it was painfully obvious that his group of fifty 
  security   guards   would   be   hopelessly   outnumbered   by   the   forces   being 
  directed   against   him.   He   watched   until   they   were   within   twenty-five 
  kilometres. It would be a matter of minutes before they descended around the 
  house.
        Leah was inclined to be argumentative when he ordered her and the 
  children to the cellars.
        "I have no time to argue, Leah! Do as I say, or I'll have you carried 
  there!"
        He waited  for  the  first  group  of  Pods to  land.  He ordered  the  main 
  entrance doors to be opened and fully illuminated. He positioned a few men 
  at strategical points and then prepared himself to bluff out the time remaining 
  until his reinforcements could arrive. He sat sprawled in the easy chair in the 
  main reception room, in front of a blazing fire. He looked up languidly when 
  his visitor marched into the room.
        "My dear, brother Weber!  How pleasant of you to pay me a surprise 
  visit!" 


