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          Anatole Barenkov suffered a few seconds of paralysis when the door 
  to his private office was thrust open without warning by his wide-eyed aide, 
  who pronounced in tones of awe and doom.
          "Georgi Malenski - " 
        He had no further opportunity to say who or what applied to Georgi 
  Malenski. Standing just beyond his shoulder, was the man himself. Anatole 
  met his eyes in shock, it was quite visible in his expression. Georgi looked 
  slightly amused and said nothing. Anatole made a valiant effort to recover his 
  mental balance and forced a smile.
          "Hearty welcome, brother Georgi - this is a most pleasant surprise."
          Malenski stepped around the gaping aide and advanced into the room. 
  Anatole nodded to his secretary, who fled the room, closing the door on the 
  visitor and his host. Georgi extended his hand in greeting.
          "Thank   you   for   your   welcome,   brother   Anatole.   It   isn't   always   a 
  pleasant surprise when one has an unexpected guest."
          There was a further hint of amusement. Anatole nodded and led him to 
  a pair of chairs set in the window recess. Malenski stood for a moment and 
  admired the view.
          "You inhabit a beautiful part of the world - even if it is suffering under 
  the same conditions as elsewhere. I sometimes wonder where the winds from 
  the north originate, we are quite powerless to stop them."
          Anatole swallowed - it was a reminder that not only the winds from the 
  north were unstoppable! What did the man want!?
        "I am sure refreshments would be acceptable after your long journey."
          Malenski smiled again.
        "It so happens that my journey was long, and the Pod was not well 
  equipped - it was one of Grigor Suskov's fleet - which he has kindly provided 
  for my use."
        It   was   a   better   description   than   -   commandeered!   Georgi   was 
  becoming expansive.
        "Not well  equipped, perhaps - but better than trudging  thousands of 
  kilometres over frozen ground."
          Anatole groped for something to say.
        "A terrible experience, brother Georgi."
        The humour was gone, his guest nodded agreement.
          "Terrible   and  educational,   brother   Anatole.   One   learns  a   great   deal 
  about our fellow man in such circumstances. We see his resilience - and we 
  see his selfishness!"
          Anatole thumbed the call control with unnecessary violence - his aide 
  appeared   in   the   doorway,   looking   as   if   he   expected   to   view   a   scene   of 
  slaughter. Anatole  managed to request something hot and substantial  in  a 
  near   normal   voice.   He   turned   back   to   Georgi   and   found   him   eyeing   him 
  steadily.
        "I am very  happy to  see  how peacefully  our displaced  brethren  are 
  being   assimilated   into   the   local   community.   There   has   hardly   been   an 



  instance   reported   to   me   of   resistance   or   bad   feeling   -   you   are   to   be 
  commended, Anatole."
        His host stammered a reply.
        "I   think   it   lies   in   the   nature   of   our   people.   We   are   noted   for   our 
  hospitality in this region and we also realise how terribly these people have 
  suffered." 
        Once more there was a steady appraisal.
        "I can only wish that all shared in your co-operative approach - I have 
  just returned from a venture which quite frankly, has sickened me. Our people 
  were   met   by   an   army   determined   to   keep   their   hands   on   what   they  
  considered to be their private resources. The result was a terrible loss of life, 
  the destruction of crops and storage facilities - and all to no avail. They could 
  have been spared the suffering and loss, if we had met with co-operation in 
  the first place." 
        The   refreshments   arrived   and   were   set   on   a   small   table.   The   aide 
  scuttled away as quickly as possible. Malenski looked after him.
        "That man seems very nervous - perhaps he has a guilty conscience!"
          "Possibly."
        The visitor sampled the hot soup and nodded in appreciation.
          "Very good - I'm glad I surrendered to an impulse and diverted to come 
  and see you - it WAS high time that we renewed our acquaintanceship. If I 
  remember correctly, the last time we met was at one of the conferences held 
  by our dear Father Alexei on the Yenesei - It would have been at the time 
  when Marcus Steinbecker was there I think."
        It was too good an opportunity to miss. Anatole asked carefully.
        "How is dear Father Alexei?"
          Georgi set down his cup slowly and shook his head.
        "Not good. In the last three years, he had weakened visibly.  We  all 
  know   how   frail   he   was   and   I   am   sure   that   it   was   only   the   benevolent 
  conditions of the Kingdom which allowed him to travel around and conduct 
  the affairs of the Administration. All of this has changed of course. He is now 
  so frail that he isn't able to get up from his bed until well into the day, and 
  then, only for a few hours. He tires very quickly. Of late, Pirakov and Demetri, 
  the two remaining stewards in the provinces to the south of his headquarters, 
  are constantly there, trying to help him. I would have liked to stay with them 
  but it wasn't to be, I had to travel with my people - it was father Alexei's wish - 
  and   poor,   dear   Kazym,   who   looked   after   the   neighbouring   stewardship   to 
  mine, at the mouth of the Yenesei, was killed in an ice fall a year ago. So, you 
  see, my dear Anatole, things are not good with our dear Alexei and out of the 
  his eight stewards, two are trying to support him, one in dead, I am travelling - 
  which leaves Grigor Suskov, Feodor Chernienko, your brother Alexander and 
  yourself - and three of you have deserted Alexei and attached yourselves to 
  the Central Administration. I find it hard to understand."
          Anatole stared at him and his larynx wobbled in an attempt to swallow 
  from   a   dry   mouth.   Georgi's   tone   was   as   sweet   as   honey.   He   sounded 
  sorrowful that some of Alexei's beloved 'sons' had deserted him when they 
  were needed most. Anatole stammered.
        "We felt we had no option - because of the worsening conditions - and 
  then, we had not been able to contact the Yenesei for some time before the 



  decision was made."
          Malenski's tone was sweetness itself.
        "If only you had waited for a few more days - or had consulted with 
  Grigor Suskov, who knew that I was coming and that I carried news of our 
  dear Father Alexei - Never mind! What is done is done. I have explained my 
  reservations about your decision to our dear brother, Michael ben Levi. He 
  understands my views - and he has agreed that we should cooperate in the 
  assimilation  of the refugees and provide  all  that is needed so that no one 
  goes hungry. With good will and co-operation, we will be successful."
        "I'm sure we will, brother Georgi."
          Malenski nodded and drank the last of his soup and set the cup down. 
  He   seemed   in   no   hurry   to   depart.   Anatole   remembered   the   customs   of  
  hospitality.
        "If there is no urgency for you to continue your journey immediately, it 
  would be my pleasure if you shared our evening meal and stayed with us."
          Malenski smiled a little.
        "What   do   we  read   in   the   scriptures?   'Be   hospitable   to   one   another 
  without complaining. Whatever gift each of you may have received, use it in 
  service one to another, like good stewards dispensing the grace of God in its 
  varied   forms.'   As   we   do   it   for   our   displaced   brethren,   so   we   do   it   as 
  individuals. Then again, we can read: 'Remember to show hospitality. There 
  are some, who by so doing, have entertained angels without knowing it'! - I 
  gladly accept your offer, my dear brother Anatole!"
          Georgi was escorted to a guest room and Anatole was left to lick his 
  wounds and try to make some sense out of what was spinning around in his 
  head. 
        As soon as the visitor was alone, he slumped down into a chair. In the 
  days   when   everything   was   at   peace   and   he   administered   the   lush 
  stewardship entrusted to him around the delta and lower reaches of the Lena, 
  it had been second nature to parley and to bargain with fine words and clever 
  phrases. The art of diplomacy and of clever talking came harder now, they 
  belonged to the era which would never return. On the other hand, he was 
  coming to the realisation that very little could be stabilised by force of arms - 
  that was Sedova's way - it was also Gog's way - and he was not yet ready to 
  surrender to Gog!
        The bed was soft, it yielded to his body, but his body would not yield to 
  it. He was as tense and as stiff as a board. It was small wonder that Elena 
  shrank away from him. He clasped his hands behind his head and glared up 
  at the ornate carving of the ceiling. They used a great deal of wood in this 
  part of the world. It was an ancient craft - and he supposed this to be an 
  ancient house which would have stood for most of the last thousand years. 
  He thought of Elena again and felt a surge of longing which he had thought 
  had been frozen out of him during the long trek across Siberia. Only once 
  during that time, had the tension eased. It had been when their goal was in 
  sight.   Contact   had   been   made   with   Grigor   Suskov   -   it   had   been   another 
  session of diplomacy and he had returned from it and in the hours of that 
  night he had surrendered to the need he had suppressed for so long. 
        He thought again of the last time he had been at home in Gorki with 
  Elena and Piotr and how he had reacted to the news that she carried another 



  child. He wasn't proud of his response, or of the fact that he had slipped away 
  without so much as saying farewell. This night, he was committed to staying 
  in   the   house   of   Anatole   Barenkov   -   and   he   wasn't   quite   finished   with   the 
  flustered   steward   of   the   province   north   of   the   Carpathians.   He   had   a 
  message for him - and through him, to his brother Alexander in the Balkans - 
  and   perhaps,   even   to   the   upstart   Cossack,   Feodor   Chernienko.   After   his 
  messages were delivered, it would be time to return to Gorki and repair the 
  rift which had developed with his wife and renew his relationship with his son.
        He bathed but made a point of dressing in the simple peasant's style 
  he had adopted across the Siberian plains. Fine clothes were for other times 
  and   the   severity   of   his   garments   might   tend   to   reinforce   the   message   he 
  intended to bring home to the Barenkovs. When he joined his host and an 
  assembly of hastily summoned senior administration officials, he found them 
  in their festive best. He was pleased to stand out amongst them like a sore  
  thumb.
          Anatole made hard work of keeping the evening convivial. He avoided 
  contentious issues and Malenski was content to let him do so. It was only at 
  the end of the evening, when the wine had flowed a little and tongues were 
  beginning to loosen and there was a general atmosphere of relaxation, that 
  he manoeuvred the conversation round to the purpose of his visit. He turned 
  abruptly to Anatole.
        "It is good to be amongst kinsmen, my dear brother - although it might 
  be more correct to call you cousin. I seem to remember that there is a family 
  link some way back in our genetic history."
          Anatole actually blushed.
        "I wasn't aware of that, brother Georgi."
        "Yes - it probably dates from six or seven hundred years ago, when 
  one of my ancestors decided to seek his happiness on the banks of the Lena. 
  My family actually comes from a little further to the south and east than here - 
  somewhere around Kharkov where our other cousin Feodor has his base. I 
  seem to remember that the Barenkovs left that area also, at about the same 
  time. I always thought we were a little  like the sons of Noah who left their 
  father on Ararat and went in their separate directions."
          Anatole   nodded   a   couple   of   times  and   tried   to   form  an   appropriate 
  answer.
        "Our   ancestors   would   certainly   appear   to   be   adventurous   people, 
  brother Georgi."
          Malenski nodded encouragingly.
        "How strange our destinies are, brother. Now, because of the change 
  in the weather conditions, we find ourselves walking back over the route our 
  ancestors took. This time, we have death and starvation as company - and 
  what do we find? We find those we left behind so many centuries ago, ready 
  to  open  their  arms and  their  hearts to  we  who have  returned  in  poverty - 
  ready to share everything they have!  This evening I have been drawn into 
  your fellowship, I feel the strong bonds of kinship - it is as if we have known 
  each other all our lives. It makes our bond so much firmer, I will go further - 
  permanent!  We  share  family ties and those  ties cannot be undone  by the 
  politics of strangers. I raise my glass to you - all who are my kinsmen. I salute 
  you   and   I   make   a   solemn   oath   never   to   loosen   the   ties   which   bind   us 



  together!"
        He   stood   and   raised   his   glass.   One   after   the   other,   those   who   sat 
  around the table did the same.
        "To our insoluble kinship, brothers and cousins!"
        He drank the glass empty and watched as they all did the same.
        "Now, I hope you will excuse a weary man. I had little sleep last night 
  in   the   camp   of   Pik   Sedova.   His   men   are   a   rowdy   lot   and   have   a   rough 
  discipline. They were celebrating the victory their comrades had won over the 
  forces which tried to stand in the way of obtaining food for the hungry and I 
  was expected to have a part in the celebration. I had little sleep, so I bid you 
  all good night and peaceful dreams."
          There was a chorus of response and he slowly vacated the room. Long 
  before he reached his bed chamber, his face had eased into a grim smile. 
  There   was   no   doubt   that   it   would   be   some   time   before   his   host   and   his 
  advisers took to their  beds. First, there  would  be a thorough  evaluation  of 
  every word he had spoken and they would try to read into them his intentions  
  for the future.
        He tried to relax on the soft bed, it felt alien. He thought again of the 
  whispered discussions taking place around the table below. They would try to 
  determine the future he would dictate - How could they do that? He had no 
  idea himself of what the future would bring. He drifted into sleep, but he was 
  restless.   At   one   moment,   in   the   middle   hours   of   the   night,   he   was   wide 
  awake. Something had disturbed him, but he wasn't alarmed. He might have 
  come  without   companions   or   a   posse   of   guards,   but   he   was   safer   in   the 
  house of Anatole Barenkov than if he had been sleeping in the camp of Pik 
  Sedova. He doubted if anyone would have the courage to try to do him harm - 
  they knew what they could expect if they did. His restlessness was borne out 
  of his over active brain. He had dreamed once again - a recurring dream in 
  which there was always an accompaniment of wild, distant music, of drums 
  and   cymbals,   of   bells,   of   chanting,   carried   in   the   wind.   It   was   something 
  outlandish, without the culture of the Kingdom of Peace. It originated much 
  earlier   than   that,   it   was   primitive,   basic   and   touched   on   his   nerves   and 
  emotions.
        He drifted back into sleep again and his dream did not return. When 
  the dawn came, he was waiting for it. He rose quietly and dressed and then 
  wandered   out   through   the   open   windows   of   his   room   into   the   struggling 
  garden which bordered the house. Once, it had been a lush, almost tropical 
  place, but the cold arctic winds had ended that. In the clear light of the dawn, 
  he could see how the chill wind cut into the clusters of bushes. It bit into his 
  own  flesh   too.  He  wondered  if   it  was his   imagination,  or   was  it  becoming 
  colder? The crops which had been planted in the northern areas under his 
  control   and   where   many  of   the   Siberian   refugees   had   resettled   and   were 
  trying to scratch sustenance from the soil, would have a hard time coming to 
  maturity. Their yield would hardly be enough to feed a fraction of the numbers 
  who were relying on them.
        In the southern areas, there was still a passable yield. They were the 
  lands he had hesitated to enter. The Adriatic polders and the lands around 
  Vesuvius had opened his eyes. They were still much more productive and he 
  knew that further south still,  in those areas controlled  by Micah Perga, the 



  conditions were even better. It had only been a matter of a few days earlier 
  that   he   had   reluctantly   agreed   that   Sedova   should   lead   his   fighting   men 
  southward. He knew then, that there had been no alternative  - his destiny 
  was to move south and that had been the reason why he had fought against 
  such a decision. Regardless of his reluctance, it had been a productive move, 
  the stores which had been stripped out of the Adriatic polders were adequate 
  evidence. 
        He shared breakfast with his host. Anatole still lived well, the feast of 
  the previous evening and the substantial meal placed before him now, proved 
  it. He said suddenly.
        "What  we have  here  on this  table,  brother Anatole,  would  have  fed 
  twenty men for a week during our flight across the steppes!"
        His host stopped munching and then swallowed hard.
        "I'm sorry if it offends you, brother Georgi!"
          Malenski eyed him with a hint of mockery, it was the first time the timid 
  Anatole had dared to show a little spirit - it probably had something to do with 
  his guest's imminent departure. He answered softly.
        "It   doesn't   offend   me,   Anatole   -   I   merely   made   a   comment   -   a   
  comparison. I am overjoyed that there is enough in your storehouse, even 
  after the refugees have been fed. I could prove a point with those who accuse 
  us of stripping everything bare and leaving our hosts to starve!"
          Anatole was still defensive.
        "I can assure you, we have enough."
          "And I repeat - that is good. Now, before we part, let us think about 
  what the future holds."
        Now,   he   had   the   man's   full   attention.   Malenski   took   his   time,   his 
  message was not something to be hurried.
          "Last night, we spoke of our kinship and before I slept, I thought over 
  what we said to each other. I told you that I am uneasy about your alliance 
  with Michael Ben Levi. Now, please, don't misunderstand me. I have a very 
  strong  affection  for Michael,  but that doesn't  disguise  the  fact  that  he  has 
  acted on the edge of legality by appropriating the stewardships of our dear 
  Father   Alexei.   These   lands   and   those   of   your   brother   and   of   Feodor 
  Chernienko,   have   been   administered   by  the   Asia   Heartland   from  the   very 
  beginning   of   the   Kingdom.  At   that   time,   it   was   the   bond   of   kinship   which 
  forged the Administration. It is on this basis that I have the gravest doubts 
  about the wisdom of your decision. I believe that your best interests are not 
  being  served.  Michael  Ben Levi  has enough  problems and  a  vast  area  to 
  control, stretching from the Far East to Jerusalem. He has capable stewards 
  but they are trying to combat fearful conditions in India and China and to the 
  east, across the Lena. Lands which I found necessary to evacuate.
        I put it to  you,  my dear brother,  would  it  not be  better  to associate 
  yourselves   with   your   kinsmen?   Michael   ben   Levi   is   nearly   four   thousand 
  kilometres   from   you.   His   attention   is   focused   on   his   troubled   provinces. 
  Would you not be better served by re-establishing your links with your fellow 
  stewards of the Asia Heartland - especially now that so many of your kinsmen 
  are coming home as refugees and looking for relocation? I leave you with this 
  question,   my  dear   cousin.   Perhaps,   you   will   talk   it   over   with   your   brother 
  Alexander - and even our cousin Feodor. Think about it and I believe you will 



  see the wisdom of what I suggest."
          Anatole watched the small Pod carrying Georgi Malenski dwindle into 
  a small dot in the eastern sky. It vanished and he let out a ragged sigh and 
  slumped his shoulders. He tried not to read an ultimatum in what had been 
  said - or in any of the comments and events of the visit of the man they were 
  calling   Gog.   He   had   to   admit   to   himself   that   Georgi   had   been   sweet 
    reasonableness, but then he remembered a passage in scripture about words 
  being sweeter than honey to the mouth, but being sour to the belly!
          Georgi  Malenski  was well  pleased  with  his detour. He took his time 
  covering the distance from the Vistula to Gorki and it was already late in the 
  day when he touched down at the transit terminal. He was confronted by a 
  troop of his advisors. They stood around the entrance to the transit lounge in 
  a   defensive   huddle.   For   the   first   time in   many  days,  Georgi's   spirits   were 
  high, he was more than  pleased with his visit  to Anatole  Barenkov. It was 
  more like the old Georgi Malenski who greeted them as friends.
        "Why the looks of gloom, my friends."
          Malenski looked beyond them and felt his good humour evaporating. 
  Elena and his son were not there. In itself, it meant very little but coupled with 
  the way in which they had parted, it was a rebuke. He felt the familiar knot 
  tightening in his stomach. 
        "Is everything well, Ruri?"
        He directed his question to his aide. Ruri had been his right hand man 
  on the Lena.
        "The situation is well under control, Georgi - Pik Sedova has reached 
  his main encampment - they'll be celebrating tonight!"
        "They   were   celebrating   two   nights   ago!   They'll   be   celebrating   sore 
  heads for the next few days!"
          There were a few grins. His next question was sharper.
        "So - what's wrong?"
        No one answered.
        "Ruri!"
          "Elena has gone, Georgi!"
          Malenski stared at him and felt his rage rising.
        "Gone! What do you mean - gone?"
        Ruri swallowed.
        "She's gone, Georgi."
          Malenski took his friend by the throat of his tunic. Ruri stared at him 
  with strangely calm eyes.
        "Killing me won't bring her back, Georgi!"
          Malenski relaxed his grip and stood nose to nose with him.
          "Where has she gone, Ruri?"
          "South - She took a Pod and went south."
          "And Piotr?"
          "She took him with her!"


