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          Elena   Malenski   stood   ramrod   straight,   she   faced   Michael   with   an 
  unnerving, steady stare. She had ignored his request that she should take a 
  seat. To one side of the room, their joint host Feodor, eyed the confrontation 
  with apprehension. Elena had asked a straight question.
        "Is   it   really   necessary   for   you   to   come   and   hold   the   hand   of   your 
  steward, Administrator ben Levi? I have asked for refuge for a few days. If my 
  request   is   creating   a   diplomatic   incident,   I   will   gladly   make   other 
    arrangements!"
          Michael smiled.
        "I think we both realise that you are not simply a traveller looking for 
  refuge, sister Elena - and yes, you may well be creating a diplomatic incident 
  - BUT, it isn't the reason why I have come to - hold Feodor's hand."
        "Then why have you come, brother ben Levi?"
        "I have come to make quite sure that you understand that I am pleased 
  to  meet with  the  wife  of a man whom I admire and  whom I have   had the 
  pleasure   of   meeting   as  a   friend,   in   recent   days.   I   have   come  to   offer   my 
  services as a conciliator, if they should be needed."
        She stared at him without blinking for a few seconds.
        "What leads you to assume that conciliation might be necessary?"
        "Won't you sit down, sister Elena? Unless you do, I can't - and I am  
  feeling a little weak in the knees."
        She eased silently on to the edge of a chair. The ramrod stance wasn't 
  affected. Michael smiled and took the opposite chair.
        "To answer your question, sister Elena, I don't know if the question of 
  conciliation   arises  -   if   you   say it  does   not,   then   please   forget   I  made the 
  suggestion."
        She was silent again.
        "I need some time to think - I needed to get away from - from Gorki."
        "I'm sure Feodor is flattered that you thought of his house as a refuge."
          Michael wasn't sure whether she heard him.
        "I   wanted   to   get   Piotr   away   from   talk   of   war   and   Pik   Sedova   - 
  especially Pik Sedova!"
          Michael caught Feodor's eyes across the room. He said softly.
        "I can understand that, Elena - talk of war is not a good diet for a child 
  of Piotr's years."
          Elena went on.
          "Georgi has changed so much - "
        "I'm sorry to hear that."
        "He isn't a father to Piotr - nor is he a husband to me. The man I once 
  knew is slipping away. I don't know the stranger who has taken his place!"
          Michael kept his mouth shut, the trickle was becoming a flood.
        "I had to get away - I couldn't face him again. Every time he comes 
  back from Sedova's camp, he seems brutalised. He is beginning to believe 
  that nothing can turn back the change in him. He knows he is changing and 
  even though he doesn't call himself by the name which everyone whispers, 



  he believes he is becoming Gog and that there is nothing he can do to make 
  it otherwise!"
        The flow stopped. She looked up and met his gaze without blinking.
        "I can't stay with a man who believes he is destined to be Gog. Neither 
  can I allow my son to become the Son of Gog - neither can I allow another 
  child to be born into the House of Gog!"
        Feodor moved in from the side of the room and knelt by her, he took 
  her hand.
        "My dear, sister, you are more than welcome to my hospitality for as 
  long as you desire."
          Michael suppressed a sigh and a surge of irritation. He wondered what 
  had been the point of his journey, if Feodor had already made up his mind to 
  open   his   heart   and   his   home.   Michael   could   have   saved   himself   the 
  expenditure of energy. He intervened.
        "I think the suggestion has a great deal of merit. You will have the time 
  to think over your future plans, sister. The fact remains, however, that your 
  husband should be told that you and your son are safe. I am sure, that by this 
  time, he will be more than concerned."
          There was more than a touch of bitterness in the response.
          "Only if he can spare the time from his other responsibilities!"
          Michael rose.
        "It would be a good idea if we all were to get some rest. Before we do, 
  Feodor will send a communiqué to Gorki."
        She looked at his sharply.
          "Make quite sure that he understands that I will not return - and neither 
  will Piotr!" 
          Michael   nodded   silently.   Feodor   played   the   solicitous   host   and 
  escorted   her   from   the   room.   Michael   watched   them   and   had   the   uneasy 
  feeling that the romantically inclined Feodor was getting carried away with his 
  role of playing the knight errant to a lady in distress. He waited until Feodor 
  returned.
          "She seems much more at ease, Michael."
        "I'm  happy   for   her   -   and   I   wish   I   could   share   her   feelings!   You   do 
  realise that we have a very delicate situation on our hands?"
        Feodor nodded. Michael continued.
          "Georgi is going to descend upon us like a visitation from the devil - "
          "You might not be far wrong - if Elena's description of his personality 
  change is correct."
        "I prefer to consider him in the role of an indignant husband and father, 
  whose wife has deserted him and taken his child with her."
        "Not to mention that she's pregnant!"
        "I'm glad to see that the delicacy of the situation isn't lost on you."
        "I wonder what he'll do."
        "He'll do what you and I would do. As soon as he knows where to find 
  her, he will be on the doorstep demanding that she goes back to him."
          "She won't go - "
        "That is between them. I suggest we avoid taking sides. The best we 
  can  get  out of  this  situation  is  to  try to  act  as a strictly  neutral  party and 
  attempt to broker a reconciliation."



        Feodor wandered to the window and looked out.
        "What do you think Georgi will do if she refuses to go home?"
        "In the short term, I don't know. In the long term, there's always the 
  chance   that   he'll   move   south   into   your   territory,   using   the   situation   as   a 
  legitimate  excuse!  I'm afraid  that  Elena  has put you  in  a no  win  situation. 
  Georgi is always going to hold you responsible for providing a refuge for a 
  runaway wife." 
        "That is grossly unfair! What was I supposed to do - turn her away and 
  tell her to camp under the stars?"
        "In my experience, a deserted husband is rarely inclined to measure 
  events in terms of being fair, Feodor!"
        A carefully worded message was despatched to Gorki. It was couched 
  in  the  best diplomatic  terms, it  was to  the  effect that Elena  and  Piotr  had 
  travelled  to Kharkov and intended to stay for an undefined period and that 
  she requested total solitude for the duration of her visit. 
          Michael snatched as much sleep as he could, reasoning that the next 
  few hours   promised  to   be   turbulent.   He  was  mistaken,  when  he   awoke,  a 
  response was waiting. In essence it was a polite acknowledgement, coupled 
  with   the   almost   casual   greetings   of   Georgi   Malenski   to   his   wife   and   son. 
  There seemed little reason for Michael to remain in Kharkov. The potential 
  lightning strike of a vengeful husband appeared to be a non-event. 
          Michael  returned home to Jerusalem and for the next few days was 
  poised   to   deal   with   any   developments   -   but   there   were   none.   Georgi 
  appeared to have tamely submitted to the loss of his wife, son and unborn 
  child. Michael would have given a great deal to have been able to look into 
  the   man's   mind.   He   toyed   with   the   idea   of   a   surprise   visit   to   Gorki,   but 
  eventually decided against it. It might have been construed as a provocation - 
  on the other hand, Malenski was like a will-o-the-wisp. He was reported in a 
  dozen different places within a few hours, always after he had left for some 
  other   destination.   If   this   jumping   around   from  place   to   place   reflected   his 
  inner turmoil, it showed that Georgi Malenski was a very troubled man.
          Some of the reports showed that he visited the encampment occupied 
  by Pik Sedova on a number of occasions during the following few weeks. It 
  was surely no coincidence that when he did so, he made a point of stopping 
  over   at   Anatole   Barenkov's   base   on   the   Vistula.   The   weaker   of   the   two 
  Barenkov brothers was being courted with a display of friendship which went 
  beyond  the  joint  administration   of  the   lands   occupied  by  the   Siberian  and 
  Scandian   refugees.   Michael   watched   the   developments,   fully   aware   that 
  Anatole   was  the  most  likely   to   crack  under  pressure,   but  powerless  to   do 
  anything   to   retrieve   the   situation.   During   this   time,   there   was   no 
    communication   between   Gorki   and   Feodor's   estate.   Elena   remained   in 
  residence and in good health - there was no indication that she intended to 
  move on.
        Other developments were more pertinent  to the  security of the land 
  bridge into Africa. Michael was quite certain that eventually, with or without 
  Georgi's   acquiescence,   Pik   Sedova   would   renew   his   advance   down   the 
  Adriatic  and  as far  south  as he  dared  to  go. Michael  managed to  plant  a 
  series of agents in his camp. They were soon discovered, of course, and they 
  were dealt with quite ruthlessly. The reports they submitted before they were 



  discovered, revealed  that Sedova was building  up his forces. New recruits 
  were flocking to his side. It appeared that nothing succeeded like success. 
  The   word   of   the   rout   of   Micah   Perga's   southern   army,   spurred   on   the 
  undecided to throw in their lot with the new strong man. Sedova drilled them 
  ruthlessly, sending them on forays into the lands held by Alexander Barenkov 
  and the Italian lands held by Gela Licarte in the name of Joshua Aristides.
        The   severe   weather   conditions   had   given   way   to   warmth   and   a 
    resurgence of growth. It was much easier for the fighting men to move about. 
  Michael   watched   the   situation   and   knew   that   Sedova's   men   would   strike 
  before the severe weather conditions returned. He judged the critical moment 
  would be when the harvest of the Adriatic Polders was gathered and could be 
  expected to be in the makeshift store houses which had been built to replace 
  those destroyed on the earlier invasion. 
          Michael arranged a rare holo-conference with Micah Perga. They had 
  had   little   to   say   to   each   other   since   the   conference   in   the   shadow   of 
  Vesuvius.   The   'King   of   the   South'   eyed   his   fellow   Administrator   with   an 
  expression which was a mixture of wariness and barely disguised hostility.
        "I am surprised to receive your request for a conference, brother ben 
  Levi."
        It was an uncompromising introduction. Michael nodded and displayed 
  a pleasant smile.
        "We  are  both  busy men, brother  Perga  -  and  we  are  both  watchful 
  men. I have no doubt you have been informed of the build up of Pik Sedova's 
  army?"
          Micah stared at him without blinking.
        "I am aware of the build up - however, I will not confront them, if that is 
  the purpose of this discussion!"
          Michael nodded again.
        "I respect your decision, brother Perga - but tell me, will that be your 
  attitude if they cross between the Eastern and Western Basins into Africa?"
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          Perga stirred a little, but he didn't drop his gaze.
        "I   will   meet   that   situation   if   and   when   it   arises.   I   do   not   deal   in 
  conjectures, brother ben Levi."
          Michael  eased back in his chair, which had the effect of placing his 
  features in the shadow, he was well aware that his technicians were probably 
  tearing out their hair - he was supposed to sit in the full glare of the overhead 
  lights but his manoeuvre was deliberate.
        "It is my assessment that there will be another thrust down the Adriatic 
  Polders and then further, perhaps along the southern coast of Italy and Sicily 
  and then on to the land bridge."
        "On what do you base that - assessment? I suggest it is no more than 
  conjecture. Such a move would extend Sedova's supply lines to a foolhardy 
  length - and one thing I have learned about Gog's general - he is no fool!"



        "He is building up his army - and my reports suggest that he has the 
  infrastructure to support such a move."
          Perga eyed him without blinking.
        "I repeat, I will re-evaluate the situation if and when he decided to put 
  his nose on the African side of the land-bridge. Now, I have a suggestion for 
  you   -   call   it   my  assessment   -   or   even   a   conjecture,   if   that   pleases   you. 
  Sedova has much closer targets than the land-bridge and the Saharan wheat 
  storage. Your so-called ally, Alexander Barenkov might do well to watch his 
  front, rear and flanks, I think - and you might consider warning our dear fellow 
  Administrator,   Joshua   Aristides,   that   his   Italian   operation   if   the   most 
  vulnerable of all. Now, if that is all, I have other pressing appointments!"
          Michael nodded and said softly.   
        "Yes - that is all for the moment, Brother Perga."
        The big man faded from the holo-form abruptly. Michael stared at the 
  empty space for a moment. Luke Belin entered the room.
          "You heard what he had to say, Luke?"
        "His manners haven't improved."
        "Micah   Perga   will   remain   Micah   Perga   until   the   day   he   dies.   He's 
  always been a difficult man - but he's not a stupid man. He will meet Sedova 
  head on if he ventures over the land-bridge. I'm quite sure that Micah hasn't 
  been idle during the past few months."
          "Joshua Aristides should be coming on-view within a few minutes."
          Michael nodded and waited. Right on cue, Joshua emerged from the 
  initial mist of the holo-connection. As always, he displayed a radiant smile.
          "Greetings, Michael! How are things with you this fine morning?"
          "You sound in a remarkably good mood for this time of  the day."
          "You forget, it is early morning here, spring has returned, the sky is 
  blue,   the   trees   are   green,   the   grass   is   lush,   the   crops   are   in   excellent 
  condition, the birds are singing - "
        "Stop! I get the message!"
        "Why the forbidding expression and furrowed brow?"
        "I've just completed a holo-link with Micah Perga."
          "Ah!"
        "That was an eloquent response! What does 'Ah!' mean."
        "It means you have my heartfelt sympathy."
          Michael's face wrinkled into a smile. Joshua went on:
          "That's  better!  We  all  have  our  burdens to bear and  I've  had many 
  discussions with Micah over the years - but I must admit, he gets more and  
  more like a bear with a sore head these days."
          "Another one suffering from a personality change."
        "I take it that you're alluding to our friend Georgi? I read your private 
  communiqué with interest - incidentally, how if the fair Elena?"
          "Feodor reports her well and thriving - and very pregnant."
          Joshua shook his head.
        "My cousin Feodor was always recklessly romantic - especially when 
  he thinks he has a cause - this time, it's a lady in distress."
        "I said  much the  same  thing  to  him and his response  was: 'That  is 
  grossly unfair!  What was I supposed to do - turn her away and tell  her to 
  camp under the stars?'" 



        "It might have been wiser!"
          "You're older and more cynical!"
        "I would  prefer  to call  it  practical.  Malenski's  response  is, as  usual, 
  enigmatical - but I think he will show his hand before we are much older - and 
  when he does, we won't be left in any doubt about how he feels."
        "I think you are right, Joshua. I tried talking to Micah, but he puts on 
  his usual front of blustering. I have no doubt that Sedova will strike down the 
  valley of the Adriatic again. Firstly, it is the most logical thing for him to do - 
  unless he decides to invade your Italian Stewardship - or that of Alexander 
  Barenkov.   I   rather   think   Georgi   will   stop   him  from  doing   that   -   especially 
  where Alexander is concerned - I have the impression that he's trying to woo 
  the Barenkovs with fine words. To invade your stewardships would put him in 
  direct conflict with you and I don't think he's ready for that. No - Africa will be 
  his goal - not only is it logical but scripture tells us that he will attack the 'King 
  of the South' twice more - and that means the land-bridge!"
          Joshua eyed him steadily.
          "You are well aware of the plans I have laid, Michael - I don't think an 
  open line is the best medium for mentioning them."
        "I agree - but I have another suggestion - something additional - I will 
  send a message to you by one of my people. I thought I would forewarn you."
        "I look forward to the visit of your messenger."
        They   closed   the   link.   Michael   had   no   doubt   that   the   gist   of   his 
  conversations had been relayed to other interested parties. He wasn't quite 
  sure whether Malenski had the technical ability to break the security of the 
  holo-link, but it was more than possible. Micah Perga certainly could, and he 
  would   have   heard   some   home   truths   about   himself.   Michael   grinned   in 
  appreciation.
          Within a few hours, he had despatched Luke Belin with his message to 
  Joshua. Not only was it in written form, but Luke was well qualified to enlarge 
  on the details. Michael relaxed in this chair, well satisfied with his days work. 
  He   sensed   that   there   was   little   time   before   Sedova   made   his   move.   The 
  summery weather would not last for long. Reports from the northern regions 
  indicated the return of colder weather. In a matter of weeks, they would be 
  plunged   once   again   into   the   conditions   which   had   driven   the   desperate 
  refugees   from   their   homes   along   the   Arctic   and   which   had   created   the 
  groundswell of displaced people who had flowed into Europe.
        The pressures on Feodor's frontier were building. With the coming of 
  the surge of refugees from the north, those who had farmed the lands in the 
  centre   of   Russia   were   finding   themselves   displaced.   They   in   turn,   were 
  becoming refugees. Mostly disgruntled with the confiscation of their lands by  
  stronger newcomers, they were turning to the south and some had already 
  flowed   over   the   invisible   dividing   line   which   separated   the   stewardship   of 
  Feodor Chernienko from that of Grigor Suskov. In the days of Peace, there 
  had never been a formal border, such a thing was unnecessary,  but there 
  had been a demarcation of responsibility and it was this demarcation which 
  was being breached. Michael's instruction to Feodor had been to allow entry 
  and this had not gone down well with his firebrand friend.
          Michael's stewards in the Far East had contained the flow of refugees 
  from the north and from the lands devastated by floods in China and India. 



  The situation had still not been repaired and now they faced another climatic 
  onslaught.   Michael   wondered   how   much   longer   it   could   last.   So   much 
  depended   upon   the   fulfilment   of   the   scriptural   timetable.   Even   with   the 
  prophetic knowledge, it was still  not possible to put these events in a hard 
  and   fast   time   frame.   It   was   a   replay   of   the   situation   prior   to   the   First 
    Resurrection, when no one could predict the hour when it would take place. 
          Michael came back from his reverie and decided it was high time to 
  pay  Leah   a   visit.   His   personal   relationship   with   her   was  on   hold.   It   could 
  never   improve   unless   he   made   a   determined   effort   to   allow   time   for   it   to 
  develop. He counted the days since he had last seen her and was appalled 
  at the answer. It was enough to galvanise him into activity. He slipped away 
  from his headquarters before anyone  had the opportunity to pin him down 
  with   a   fresh   crisis.   His   Pod   took   him   through   the   darkening   streets   of 
  Jerusalem towards her house. The recent clement conditions had brought the 
  people out and the ancient city had an air of prosperity about it which had 
  been sadly missing since the end of the Time of Peace. 
        The aura of prosperity did not raise his spirits, he knew too well, that it 
  was an illusion. The facilities they had once enjoyed were beginning to fail. 
  The provision of adequate power was tenuous and with the coming winter, 
  there would be an increasing tendency for the supply to fail. The world-wide 
  grid, which relied upon the gathering of solar energy, was interrupted here 
  and there and starved of the clear skies upon which it relied. The Pod system 
  lurched   from   one   disaster   to   the   next.   On   this   particular   evening,   it   was 
  working, but its users were usually surprised  to arrive  at their destinations 
  without at least one interruption to the service.
          Michael was one of the lucky ones, his journey was uninterrupted. He 
  arrived at Leah's small villa on the outskirts of the city and watched the Pod 
  scuttle on its way to the next user. He turned to the outer gate and interrupted 
  the recognition sensor beam which would announce his presence. The gate 
  slid  open and he entered  a small  courtyard.  It was well  tended, Leah had 
  been busy. She was waiting for him at the main door of the house. He felt his 
  pulse quicken.
          "Greetings, Michael - I was hoping you would come this evening."


