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Marcus wondered where the previous year had gone. It was now

fifteen months since he had returned from his visit to Iberia. Much had

happened in that time. To begin with, Joel had copied the Pharaoh of the

Joseph story and had commissioned the messenger. In other words, just as

Joseph had found himself the custodian of gathering the rich harvests of the

seven years of plenty in old Egypt, so Marcus had found himself doing

something similar. He was instructed to gather about a fifth of each of the

monthly harvests and to construct vast storehouses at different strategic

points, to accommodate the huge yield.

He stood on the apex of a small hill and watched the gathering of the

harvest on the vast plain. The sea of wheat shimmered and rolled in the

gentle breeze. The wheatlands of East Asia were another miracle of the

Kingdom, another desert land transformed from a bleak, windswept scrubland

into rich wheat growing soil. He thought of the words in scripture where it said

that the harvester would tread on the heels of the sower. Already, where the

harvest had been reaped, the ground was being prepared for the next

sowing. The crops almost leapt out of the ground, their growth was almost

vibrantly visible.

Marcus drew in his breath, held it and then let it out in a long sigh. The

man standing at his side, glanced at him and smiled slightly.

"Brother Marcus, you do that every time you come here. You draw

breath and you sigh."

"Call it a measure of contentment, Brother Ambrose. We live under

wonderful conditions."

The man nodded. He was weathered from exposure to the mid-



Siberian climate, his features showed clearly his Mongolian origins.

"The average yield seems to be on the increase and has been for the

last twelve or so harvests."

"I think you'll find it is fifteen. We are living in fat years, with heavy

harvests."

He said no more, it had been agreed between the Administrators that

the reasons for the building of extra storehouses and the storage of a

percentage of the yield, would not be emphasised.

"I thought it was a local condition."

"It seems general - I suppose it goes to show that the Kingdom still has

a few surprises."

"And not a lot of time left to show them!"

Marcus trod carefully.

"Perhaps you are right, Brother Ambrose - we must wait to see what

the Lord and his Kingly-Priests have in mind."

"The new storehouses are getting full."

"Then, we shall build more. If the Lord, in His bounty, gives as such

abundant harvests, we must surely take care of the surplus - there are many

mouths to feed in the Kingdom."

They stared out over the golden plain. The harvester machines moved

like toys against its vastness. He wondered if there had been such probing

questions in the time of the Pharaoh. Had there been some who had

questioned why the storehouses had been built and why a fifth of the harvest

was being stored? There might even have been some who had questioned

why the Pharaoh had commissioned a foreigner to oversee the operation and

had given him such a position of importance.

He suddenly thought of Joshua Aristides. He had heard nothing from



him since the time of his visit and the twelve Administrators had not met

again, even to discuss the subject of storage. He supposed Joshua to be

doing much the same as himself, inspecting the vast lands of the Saharan

Basin, calculating the yield and building silos for the percentage to be stored. 

He turned to look to the south, to the distant peaks of the mountains

which separated this great plateau from the great bulge of ancient China. He

had newly come from there. In that region, the story was the same, except

that the crop was rice, not wheat, but the storage houses were already

bursting at the seams. He knew he would have to initiate a new building

program - and then another and another, to keep up with the expanding yield.

He looked toward the west and felt a surge of uneasiness. All the

latest reports indicated that Alexei Kharkov was being tardy in applying the

recommendation agreed to by his fellow Administrators. Here and there,

some effort was being made to store surpluses but it was not being done

generally. There was a building program but it appeared half-hearted. Marcus

briefly wondered what made the man tick and then dismissed the thought. It

was not his function to be judgmental.

"I will be honoured if you will eat with me at my Yurt."

Ambrose broke the long silence. Marcus smiled agreement. He had

visited Ambrose's so-called Yurt on previous occasions and a structure more

unlike the traditional felt tent of the ancient nomads, could not be imagined.

"You honour me, Ambrose."

He knew the invitation extended to the provision of comfortable bed

and that this would be preceded by an evening of entertainment. Ambrose

liked to give the impression of being a simple herder, just as had been his

ancestors, but it was a pretence. He was an astute man, a good overseer, a

man to be trusted - and not a man to be fobbed off with generalities. Marcus



felt sure he was in for an evening of subtle pumping for the real reasons for

the additional storage.

They returned to the Pod and Ambrose lifted it to skim over the portion

of the crop yet to be harvested. He steered clear of the great machines and

then set a course for an outcrop of rocks, at the base of which had been

constructed his home. Marcus was the recipient of a flurry of welcome.

Ambrose Suolun was blessed with a wife and a bewildering array of offspring.

It was a happy house - and a noisy house. Ambrose firmly led his guest

through the clamour and entered his private sanctum. It was understood that

this room was inviolate. Marcus looked at Ambrose and laughed.

"The Suolun clan grows larger every time I visit!"

Ambrose looked delighted.

"I do my part - and so do my sons and daughters - and their sons and

daughters. There are some who say we are the size of a small town!"

"How do you remember their names, Brother Ambrose?"

"If you want the truth, Brother Marcus - I do not!"

The evening gathering proved his point. It was much more than a

communal feast in honour of a guest. Marcus was reminded of an old term

from the New Testament - Agape - a love feast - a gathering together of those

who were of one mind and heart, to share in the common bounty. Ambrose

led them like a patriarch. Before there was any suggestion of food, he spoke

to them about the imminent end of the Kingdom and reminded them that the

release of the Evil One would bring changes and that above all other things,

they should beware of the Second Death.

It was only after this and the prayer of supplication which followed, that

the tables were loaded with food. Marcus was a little surprised that Ambrose

hadn't used the occasion to press him to give answers to questions which



were clearly on their minds. It was only after, when the feasting was over, and

they had withdrawn to the private room, that the subject was raised. Ambrose

stared at him without wavering.

"You must understand, Brother Marcus, I am being asked a lot of

questions. Some doubt me when I say to them that I can't give them the

answers. You must understand, I am not trying to satisfy my curiosity. If you

choose not to confide in me, I shall know that it is for a good reason."

Marcus held his gaze.

"You spoke of the end of the Kingdom this evening. What do you think

this will bring?"

Ambrose leaned back in his seat and nodded his head slowly.

"So, our extra storage is to do with the Kingdom coming to an end!"

"Perhaps it is part of the answer - I ask you again, what do you expect

to happen?"

Ambrose looked at the floor in concentration.

"We have been taught that the Kingdom will last for a thousand years

and that the power of evil will be released from bondage - it will take the form

of Satan."

"And then?"

"After the release, there will be a time of temptation for all mankind."

"In what form will man be tempted?"

"I don't think I can answer that, Brother Marcus!"

"You must have some opinions. Surely, you've thought about it?"

"We have all thought about it - I have thought that I might begin to feel

unrest within myself. Anger and impatience - and lust will stir."

"And envy and malice and strife - yes, you are right. We must expect

that - What about the Kingdom?"



"The Kingdom? - We are told that the Kingdom will last for a thousand

years."

"What will be the conditions at the end of the first year after the

Kingdom has ended?"

Ambrose shook his head.

"Who knows?"

"Records from the first year of the Kingdom tell us that a dramatic

change took place. The climatic conditions changed very quickly, the ground

became fertile and started to produce the promised monthly harvests. Infertile

areas became fertile and so on - This was a result of the establishment of the

Kingdom - and the binding of Satan.

I ask again - what will conditions be like at the end of one year after

Satan has been released? Remember the story of Adam and Eve. When they

were ejected from paradise, they had to toil for their bread by the sweat of

their brow amidst thistles and thorns and stony ground!"

Ambrose lifted his eyes.

"We are storing against that time!"

"Exactly! We are storing against the possibility that things will change."

Marcus felt he had already said enough and was glad when he was

allowed to escape to his bed. He lay in the darkness and watched the

blackness of the night suddenly flood with light as the moon rose. It wasn't a

full moon, it was only in the first quarter, but it flooded the plain with a

brilliant, silver light. He walked to the window and looked out across its

apparently limitless expanse.

In the distance, from where the moon had come, were the barrier

mountains which, fifteen hundred years previously, had prevented the pursuit

of his ancestors by the wandering tribesmen of this area. Then, it had been a



windswept, barren desert bordered by the mountains. The icy peaks and

glaciers had caused terrible suffering and privations for the band of

Europeans who had been compelled to attempt a crossing. The same frozen

peaks had created terror in the hearts of the simple nomads and they had

turned away, afraid of the devils who inhabited the icy wastelands.

Marcus watched the moon rise for a while and then returned to his

bed. If his supposition was correct, the climatic conditions of old, would return

in a few short years. The monthly harvest would be a thing of the past and icy

storms would sweep down on these lands, as once they had done a thousand

years before. If that happened, all that would live on the icy plateau would be

herds of wild animals trying to browse on stunted growth. The great family of

Ambrose and his descendants might once again be forced to wander the

steppes of Mongolia and live in the felt Yurts of their ancestors.

It was quite early when he was awakened. The moon was still bright

and the sun hadn't yet risen. He had been woken by a persistent signal on

the door chime. Ambrose stood outside the door. He looked solemn.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, Brother Marcus. There is an urgent message

for you - from Salem."

Marcus nodded - in all likelihood, it was from Joel, a notorious early

riser, who gave no thought to the difference in the time zones. No doubt, he

was impatiently demanding a progress report.

The message wasn't from Father Joel, in fact, because of its nature, it

was unsigned and was displayed on a computer outlet.

"Marcus Steinbecker is requested to return immediately to Salem.

Code 9."

Marcus stared at the message and particularly the appendage of

'Code 9'. 'Code 9' meant a number of things. Firstly, there was to be no



further communication concerning the subject. Secondly, it implied extreme

urgency. Thirdly, 'Code 9' wasn't used carelessly. Marcus kept his face

impassive whilst his mind raced through the possibilities.

According the assumed timetable, Satan's release was not due for

another three years and some months.

Perhaps, the remaining time was in reality three and a half years!

Perhaps, the citizens of the Kingdom had started their calendar with a

miscalculation of the beginning of the thousand years!

Perhaps, the thousand years had really begun from the moment of the

First Resurrection!

If that was the case, it might already be time for Satan to have been

released!

Marcus felt an icy chill go up his spine. His brain refused to function

properly.

Ambrose awaited his instructions. He sensed that his guest was

gravely disturbed. He was intelligent enough to keep his thoughts to himself.

"As you are aware my recall to Salem is effective immediately."

"A Shuttle is already prepared, Brother Marcus."

Marcus shook his hand silently.

"Until we meet again, Brother Ambrose, thank you for your hospitality -

and thank you for a quiet tongue."

"To speak is silver - to be silent is gold." 

Marcus had the shuttle to himself. It was large enough for him to

retreat to the cabin without conversation with the crew. He was quite certain

that Ambrose would have seen to it that they had been instructed not to

disturb him. The shuttle lifted high above the wheatlands, which were just

being touched by the dawn light. Once again, Joshua Aristides came to mind



and their long, silent traverse of the Saharan region. On that occasion, their

silence had been comfortable and this was not. He almost wished he could

chatter to someone, any subject would be better than confronting the

possibility that Satan had at last been released to trouble mankind once

more.

It was like waiting for a potential disaster, not knowing when the terror

would strike, or what form it would take. He tried to examine himself

objectively. He asked himself if there was already a subtle change in his

nature. Was his apprehension concerning Satan's release a first sign that

fear would soon attempt to rule his heart? He forced himself to keep calm. He

was jumping to conclusions, there could be many reasons why he was being

called back to Salem - the urgency would not go away - a Code 9!

He tried to remember when Code 9 had previously been used. He

couldn't recollect an instance during the time that he had been directly active

with Father Joel. He wasn't even sure what the origin of Code 9 was - he

thought it had something to do with the very early days of the Kingdom. It

might even have been a legacy of the time before it was established and

madness, death and destruction had ruled on the earth. It might have been

an ancient signal of that time, which had meant urgency. It had been carried

forward and still persisted.

The whole episode smacked of the hand of Father Joel. It might even

be a ponderous effort at humour from someone who remembered the old

signal and had decided to jolt his multi-grand nephew into a state of agitation!

Marcus began to quieten down. It was the sort of thing Father Joel would

have initiated. Marcus could imagine the old man rubbing his hands together

like a mischievous child and anticipating the effect his prank would have.

By the time the shuttle was rising to cross the great barrier range,



Marcus had cooled down considerably. He even managed a smile and

contemplated counter measures. He would show Father Joel that two could

play games! He looked through the shuttle window. Below, the topmost peaks

were still icebound and still a formidable barrier. The coming of the Kingdom

had not exempted them from snowstorms. The climate had been tempered so

that it could support the multiple harvests in those areas where crops were

sown. The mountain peaks, like the polar regions, were still a place where

the climatic balance was struck.

He squinted his eyes against the glare. The ultra brightness of the sun

bounced back off the pristine whiteness, to a blinding degree. There was no

doubt that this was a formidable range, an effective barrier against those who

had sought to exterminate the harassed refugees passing through their lands

in ancient times.

The long descent across familiar territory began. The ice peaks gave

way to the treeline, which in turn, ended abruptly at the margin of cultivation.

Once again, the obvious fecundity of the Kingdom was apparent. Kilometre

after hundreds of kilometres of lush crops stretched as far as he could see on

either side. In other times, it would have been a trigger for one of his long

sighs of contentment, but today, his thoughts were preoccupied. He couldn't

quite persuade himself that Joel would have been so irresponsible to utilise a

Code 9 as part of some elaborate hoax. It wasn't within the nature of Joel to

be irresponsible and the uneasy feeling returned.

The descent to the transit pad at Salem was rapid. For once, Marcus

was waiting to disembark as soon as the ship came to a halt. Father Joel

would be given no reason for comments about his reputed reluctance to

leave the ship. He walked through to the reception area and found himself in

magnificent isolation. He waited for a while but no one put in an appearance



to meet him. The feeling of uneasiness increased, now it was for another

reason. He wondered if his recall meant that he was in disfavour. If so, it was

not the way Father Joel would have handled it. To the best of his soul

searching, he could think of no reason why he would be out of favour.

He shook his head in frustration and made up his mind to make his

own way to the Administration Building and confront the old man. There was

a solitary Pod waiting in the rank which usually housed hundreds. He took it

without a second thought. Before he had the chance to set the co-ordinates, it

moved into action and set a moderate pace in the general direction of the

city. Marcus shrugged, no doubt, someone had started to use the machine

and had changed their mind. It was going in the general direction of his

intended destination and there would be time to do some fine tuning later.

The Administration Building had been constructed around a great

square in what had once been Pringle's Head. The site had historical

significance in that it was built over the ancient ruin which had once been the

original headquarters of the first Administrator, Kharkov. Carl Steinbecker

had been the second and he had chosen to remain at the site. The present

building had been built to replace the original. Marcus wondered what had

brought on that particular trip down memory lane. The only conclusion he

could draw was that this was proving to be a peculiar day in most respects

and that his train of thought fitted the rest.

It was time to make the fine adjustment. He entered the co-ordinates.

The computer addressed him.

"Final destination co-ordinates have already been processed."

Marcus stared at the console.

"I wish to amend the final co-ordinates. Give me access."

"Access is denied!"



Marcus stared hard before responding.

"Check my identification and rank."

"You are Marcus Steinbecker, you have the rank of special assistant to

the Administrator Joel Steinbecker. You have A1 clearance and priority."

"I repeat. I wish to change co-ordinates."

"Access is denied."

Marcus sighed slowly.

"On what grounds?"

"Insufficient priority to countermand the original setting."

The Pod was proceeding along the road linking the Old Capital to the

ancient suburb of Pringle's Head.

"I have A1 clearance and priority, it is equivalent to that of the

Administrator. How can I have insufficient priority? Give me access!"

"Priority and clearance is verified as being A1. It is equivalent to that of

the Administrator. You have insufficient priority. Access is denied!"

Marcus tried to assume manual control.

"Manual control is prohibited."

"Abort transport!"

"Abort sequence is unnecessary. Programmed destination has been

reached."

The Pod slowed down and pulled into the small parking area which

stood in front of the wall built across the old headland. The exit door of the

Pod opened and Marcus slowly alighted. There was one other Pod parked in

the area. The gate to the headland was closed. For no apparent reason,

Marcus felt his heart starting to pound. Joel Steinbecker was alone on the

headland and his multi-grand nephew had been brought to him for a meeting.

The gate to the headland slowly opened, it was an unmistakable



invitation to enter.


