
 
  11.

        At   the   end   of   six   hours,   the   meeting   was   called   to   a   close.   The 
  discussion had ebbed and flowed between the twelve Administrators. Marcus 
  pinched   his   eyes   in   weariness.   Joel   and   Asher   had   done   their   best   to 
  persuade   their   brother   Administrators   to   take   the   wise   course   of   making 
  provision of resources for the time when the Kingdom would be confronted 
  with the threat of Gog.
        Each argument had  been countered  and skilfully  blunted  by Joshua 
  Aristides   and   those   who   supported   his   viewpoint.   Put   simply,   Joshua   had 
  argued that the twelve men who had been entrusted with the management of 
  the resources of the Kingdom, had no brief to divert some of those resources 
  for the purpose urged by Joel and Asher. The Administrators had remained 
  divided  into  two  camps. Five  supported  the  views  of Joel  and  Asher,  four 
  sided with Joshua Aristides. The division  was without animosity, but it was 
  still a division.
          Marcus looked anxiously towards Joel. He looked tired but nowhere 
  near as exhausted as he had done two days earlier. He also looked grim and 
    determined. The old man wouldn't let the matter rest. Marcus switched his 
  gaze   to   Asher   and   Leah.   They   were   huddled   in   a   whispered   conference, 
  which seemed a pointless exercise, since there were to be no more meetings. 
  The twelve Administrators would return to their centres and the management 
  of the Kingdom would continue as if the meeting had never taken place.
        Leah   had   carefully   avoided   eye   contact   with   Joshua   Aristides 
  throughout   the   long  session.  Marcus  had   watched  them,  particularly   when 
  Joshua had addressed the meeting, or had countered some point raised by 
  Joel  or Asher. Leah had looked  down as if studying  the documentation  in 
  front of her. Marcus sighed. Why the secrecy and the deception? - Was it 
  really so necessary?
        He felt eyes on him and switched his gaze to stare straight into the 
  eyes   of   Joshua.   Marcus   wondered   how   long   he   had   been   the   subject   of 
    assessment.   Joshua   smiled   slightly,   it   was   a   friendly   overture.   Marcus 
  relaxed his face and nodded in return. On an impulse, he got up and walked 
  around the table and sat down beside the opposition. If Joshua was surprised 
  at the move, he didn't show it.
          "Brother Marcus, I was a little disappointed that we heard nothing from 
  you, today".
        "I'm sure  you  would  agree  that  all  that  had  to  be  said  was said  by 
  Father Joel."
        "Of course - we were very well informed about his point of view."
        The   smile   broadened,   it   was   almost   mischievous.   Marcus   found 
  himself beginning to like the man.
          "And we were very well informed about yours."
          "That's good! These meetings are always a success when views are 
  aired and shared - even when they contradict each other."



          Marcus was aware of an increasing interest from the other side of the 
  table, he felt Joel and Asher watching them. They had been speaking softly 
  but the conversation could be overheard.
        "I'm sure each one present has a great deal to think about on their way 
  homeward - and no doubt, will take a course of action for the well-being of the 
  community."
        "No doubt they will, Brother Marcus - and talking of our homeward way 
  - I would be honoured if you would accept an invitation to send a little time at 
  my home in Iberia. Of course, you will have to gain release from your duties 
  with Father Joel."
          Marcus hesitated.
          "Maybe that could be arranged - after the next harvest cycle, perhaps."
        "I look forward to your visit, Marcus."
          "Thank you for your invitation, Joshua."
        They   shook   hands   and   Joshua   left   the   conference   room.   Marcus 
  looked across the table at the trio watching him. Leah's eyes were shining 
  with suppressed excitement. Asher looked a little watchful. Joel's expression 
  was hard to read.
        They were a silent group on the return journey to Asher's villa. It was 
  clear that the failure of the conference weighed heavily on the minds of the 
  older men. Leah and Marcus shared the front seat as usual. Marcus held his 
  tongue, it was obviously not the time or place for intimate conversations. As 
  soon as they arrived, Joel elected to take a nap. He was brusque, almost 
  rude in his rejection of Marcus's offer of assistance.
        "I'm still quite capable of undressing myself and putting myself to bed, 
  thank you Marcus!"
          Marcus shrugged and turned to Asher.
        "My   brother   Joel   is   very   disappointed   with   the   outcome   of   the 
  conference, Marcus."
        He led the way into the huge reception room. Marcus had the feeling 
  that   he   was   expected   to   follow.   Asher   fiddled   with   one   of   the   expensive 
  ornaments.
        "I   think   we   were   both   a   little   surprised   that   you   decided   to   talk   to 
  Joshua Aristides."
        "I don't see him as an enemy, Asher."
          Asher turned and faced him.
        "He holds an opposing point of view on a subject which might mean life 
  and death in five short years!"
          Marcus stuck to his guns doggedly.
        "That   doesn't   mean   that   he   is   an   enemy,   Asher!   It   means   that   he 
  doesn't   share   the   same  interpretation   of   future   events.   I   have   to   say  that 
  some of his arguments seem to be very sound. Especially when it comes to 
  disturbing the peace of the Kingdom in these last days."
        "So,  you  share   the  opinion  that  we should  be  unprepared  for  this - 
  Gog, when he arises?"
        "I   share   the  opinion  expressed  recently   by  someone,  who   said   that 
  nothing   we   can   do   can   effect   the   outcome   of   the   battle   with   Gog   -   God 
  himself will intervene and pour out fire from heaven."
        "So, your argument is that we shall be defenceless?"    



        "My   argument   is,   that   we   can   rely   upon   God   to   do   his   part   at   the 
  appropriate   time   and   that   we   cannot   hope   to   affect   the   outcome   by   our 
  readiness or unreadiness to do battle."
          Asher swung around and glared out of the window.
        "It   would  seem, Marcus,   that  you   have   learned  very little  from  your 
  exposure to Father Joel!"
        "I'm   sorry   if   that   disappoints   you,   Asher,   but   there   is   no   single 
  argument which  is  necessarily  right.  We  are  looking  at  an event of titanic 
  implications. Scripture makes it look as if it is to be a battle for the land of 
  Israel and Jerusalem in particular - in fact, it could be a physical battle for 
  every city, town and community which has grown up during the years of the 
  Kingdom and a spiritual  battle for every soul who has ever lived and been 
  taught of God  during  these  years  - with  the  exception  of the  Firstlings,  of 
  course. 
        And that is another thing! No one has taken the trouble to consult with 
  them about this plan, neither have they made their views known to us!"
          Asher's voice was distant.
          "You must hold to your own view, Marcus - Now, if you will excuse me, 
  I will rest a while before dinner."
          Marcus was left alone with Leah. He turned and looked at her.
          "You are very quiet - "
          "You were doing very well by yourself, I think."
        "I'm afraid  that I'm a sad disappointment to Asher - it looks as if he 
  thinks I've joined the ranks of the enemy."
        "As you keep saying - there are no enemies! Now, can you see how 
  impossible it is for me to talk to Asher objectively about Joshua? You talked 
  to him for just a few minutes and they have you branded as going over to the 
  opposition. If I tell  Asher that I'm in love with the man, especially after the 
  meeting today, I'd be the next best thing to the whore of Babylon!"
          Marcus laughed softly.
        "Not even Asher and Joel could be so short-sighted!"
        "What am I to do, Marcus? Now, Joshua is going back to Iberia and I 
  might not see him again for years!"
          "You really love this man, don't you? I hope he realises how much he's 
  been blessed."
        "Yes, I do love him - but it really is hopeless!"
          Marcus wandered to the window and stared out into the garden. He 
  turned round and faced her after a moment.
        "I intend to take up his invitation - Why not come with me?!"
        Her mouth gaped open a little. She closed it resolutely.
          "You must be joking!"
        "I'm serious! Come with me! We can make it official business on behalf 
  of Joel and Asher!"
          "And, just how do you intend to manage that?"
        "Leave it to me!"
          "This - I will watch with great interest - You might not have noticed but 
  you're  hardly Joel's favourite  nephew at the moment and you've  just upset 
  Asher to the point of being an unfavoured guest."
        "Just leave Joel to me - If he agrees, Asher will follow!"



        The old man was resting when Marcus returned to their suite. He went 
  out on to the balcony and watched the sun descend below the western hills. 
  Beyond the sunset lay the Great Sea - the Mediterranean - or what was left of 
  it after the massive engineering activities of the past nine hundred years. He 
  found his pulse quickening in anticipation. He would like the opportunity to 
  see what had been accomplished. It was one thing to have read the reports 
  over the centuries and another take a look for himself.
        The invitation from Joshua had taken him by surprise. It had been the 
  last thing he had expected and he began to wonder if there was some hidden 
  motive behind it. He started to have doubts about the wisdom of accepting, 
  knowing that he would be expected to justify his reasons - On top of that, he 
  had rather rashly raised Leah's hopes that he could win over any opposition 
  against her accompanying him. 
        The setting  sun had turned the western horizon into  a fiery red. He 
  shivered involuntarily, the sky looked almost ominous, like some latent threat 
  which would dispel the tranquillity of the Kingdom. Here, he was experiencing 
  the   sunset   but   beyond   that   fieriness,   the   Great   Sea   was   still   bathed   in 
  sunshine. Beyond that again, at its distant extremity and flanking one side of 
  its old junction with the Atlantic Ocean, lay the ancient peninsula of Iberia. 
          Joshua Aristides controlled a critical area of the earth's surface. The 
  southernmost tip of Iberia formed the northern anchor of the Gibralter Dam 
  connecting Iberia with the landmass of Africa. To the south of the dam was 
  the vast granary of the wheatlands reclaimed from the ancient deserts of the 
  Sahara.
          Marcus again  tried  to assess the enigmatic Joshua. Joel  and Asher 
  seemed to see him as an enemy, or at the very least, as a potential enemy. 
  He   had   countered   their   arguments   and   blunted   their   suggestions   for 
  preparation for that which was to come. He was persuasive and charming and 
  put his views with extreme courtesy. He smiled a lot, taking the sting out of 
  his words, but there was an aura of invincibility. It was no mean feat to win 
  the day against the vehemence of Joel and Asher. If Joel had a weakness, it 
  was   that   he   disliked   being   contradicted.   It   was   a   characteristic   that   had 
  developed with his advancing years.
          Marcus looked over the edge of the balcony. The garden was deserted 
  at this hour. Dinner was served early in the house of Asher ben Jacobi, no 
  doubt   the   residents   and   guests   were   preparing   for   it.   He   felt   a   twinge   of 
  regret, this would be the last time that they would share a meal together. On 
  the next day, they would catch the sub-orbital shuttle and return to Salem. If 
  anything was to be resolved about his projected visit to Iberia, it would have 
  to be in the next few hours. He heard the old man stirring and walked back 
  into their shared living room. He switched on a side light, settled in a chair 
  and picked up a sheaf of papers at random from the table. 
        Joel emerged from his bedroom. Marcus looked up expectantly.
        "I hope you had a good rest."
        "Not really. I was listening to you moving about on the balcony."
        "I stepped out for some air."
        "I'm not surprised - I didn't know you had any great interest in routine 
  reports on the yield of tomatoes from the Gazera district."
        "I don't - have a great interest, I mean."



        "That probably explains why you're holding the report upside down!"
          Marcus smiled.
        "I was a catalyst to concentrate my thoughts on how to handle my visit 
  to Joshua Aristides."
        "Ah!
        "I don't see  it  as a social  trip,  you  know - and  I  didn't  canvass the 
  invitation - I suspect there's an unstated motive."
        "I'm quite sure there is - I'm surprised that you didn't politely refuse."
        "I rather thought you were - but then, the idea struck me that we might 
  be able to turn this visit to our advantage."
        Joel sat down opposite him and stared at him thoughtfully.
        "Well, go on!"
          "After our session today, we would have to agree that we have made 
  no progress in persuading Joshua and his party to come round to our way of 
  thinking."
        Joel snorted.
        "That would be the understatement of the millennium! If anything, the 
  division is greater!"
          Marcus nodded.
          "Exactly my thoughts!  That's why I accepted his invitation!  We  need 
  more time to work on him. Perhaps the formal atmosphere of the conference 
  table doesn't allow either point of view to be relaxed. You won't yield and inch 
  and neither will  he. A discussion  between  friends,  in  a social  atmosphere, 
  might be more productive."
          Marcus found himself holding his breath whilst Joel chewed on it.
        "Do you describe yourself as a friend of this man?"
          "Hardly,   Father   Joel  -  but  he   hasn't  shown  himself   unfriendly   -  and 
  when   I   am   a   guest   in   his   house,   he   could   be   expected   to   be   at   least 
  courteous and ready to listen to my point of view."
        Joel snorted again.
        "You'd be like a lamb amongst wolves - I'll go with you!"
          "You haven't been invited!"
        Joel got up and paced the floor.
        " - And I'm not likely to be! You can't go alone - if you go!"
        "If I go, Father Joel - I will need someone to support me - someone 
  who will be just as acceptable to Joshua - someone whom he would not see 
  as a protagonist."
        The old man sat down again.
          "You could take Asher - "
        "I think we would be an unlikely combination - and we could hardly be 
  accepted as neutral - more like a delegation!"
        The old man was a picture of concentration.
          "Michael ben Levi!"
        "I couldn't imagine what excuse I could give for taking a doctor with 
  me."
        Joel glared at him.
        "Are you trying to be difficult? Luke accompanied Paul for some of his 
  journeys."
        "I am not Paul - and Michael ben Levi is not Luke - and unlike Paul, I 



  do not have a thorn in my side!"
        "I'm beginning to think you're a thorn in my side!"
          "Don't be uncharitable - let's get ready for dinner - perhaps we might 
  think of someone else."
          There was the inevitable  clash  for the use of the bathroom. Marcus 
  bowed to superior age and the old dictum that possession was nine points of 
  the law. Eventually they joined Leah and Asher at the meal table.
          Marcus was especially solicitous, ensuring that he held the chair for 
  Leah and lingering just that little too long for simple courtesy. Asher eyed him 
  speculatively but said nothing. It was half way through the first course, that 
  Joel became animated. He waved his knife in the air like a rapier.
          "Leah! Of course, Leah! I must be getting senile!"
          Asher waited for the explosion to subside.
        "My dear old friend, no one is suggesting that you're going senile - let 
  alone that Leah is in some way responsible!"
        Joel rose to his feet.
          "When Marcus goes to Iberia - Leah must go with him!"
          Marcus didn't dare to look in Leah's direction. Asher rose to his feet.
        "I wasn't aware that Marcus was going to take this ridiculous invitation 
  seriously - let alone that Leah was to be involved."
          Marcus interjected calmly.
        "I think that's my fault. I simply said to Father Joel that it might present 
  an opportunity to try to change his mind in a different atmosphere - "
          "And   I   said   that   he   would   be   like   a   lamb   among   wolves   -   that   he 
  needed someone level-headed to go with him."
        "We never suggested Leah, Father Joel - "
          "Because   I   was   too   stupid   to   see   the   solution   in   front   of   my  nose, 
  Marcus!"
        The rare admission seemed to render them speechless. Joel went on.
        "Leah is the perfect choice! She knows as much about our proposition 
  as anyone. She is the equivalent of you, Marcus, in Asher's secretariat. She's 
  got a logical mind. She's the ideal choice!"
          Marcus chimed in.
        "Leah is not some abstract idea, Father Joel. She sitting at the table 
  with us. On the other hand, I can't think of any good excuse as to why she 
  should accompany me. What is she going to do, wash my socks?"
          "You can wash your own socks, Marcus Steinbecker!"
        Leah spoke up for the first time. Her face was very flushed.
        "I think this is the most extraordinary suggestion I've ever heard - "
          "Then, you refuse?"
        Joel sounded desperate.
        "I didn't say that - I said it was an extraordinary suggestion to spring on 
  a woman in the middle of dinner!"
        "But you can see the merit in the idea, daughter? Marcus is still wet 
  behind the ears when it comes to dealing with people like Joshua Aristides."
          "Thank you, Father Joel."
        "Well, Marcus, it's true. You are inexperienced with negotiators of the 
  strength of Aristides."
          Asher interjected.



        "Can   I   say  something,   if   only   to   stabilise   my  sanity?   Joel,   you   are 
  suggesting   that   Marcus   accepts   the   Aristides   invitation   and   that   Leah 
  accompanies him. The  objective  is to try to  change  the  man's mind about 
  preparations for the end of the Kingdom. What then? Let us say that Leah 
  and   Marcus   are   successful.   What   do   we   do   then,   convene   another 
  conference and hope that Aristides doesn't change his mind back again as 
  soon as the magical presence of our two delegates is removed? I heard of 
  some harebrained schemes, but this caps them all!"
          "Don't you see, Asher? Getting the man apart from his supporters, in a 
  social  setting,  might be just the right framework for skilled  negotiators  like 
  Leah and Marcus to work on him. He has handed us an opportunity. Marcus 
  was shrewd enough to recognise it and accepted the invitation. Let us now 
  capitalise on it!"
          Asher drew a deep breath.
          "Joel!   Marcus   is   now   a   skilled   negotiator   and   shrewd   enough   to 
  recognise a golden opportunity - a moment ago, he was wet behind the ears 
  and ready to be a sacrificial lamb for someone like our dear brother Joshua! 
  Make up your mind, old friend!"
        "That   is   my  point,   Asher!   Without   Leah,   he   would   be   like   a   lamb 
  among wolves - with her by his side, I am sure they would become a highly 
  persuasive team."
        "I remain to be convinced!"
        They were  still  arguing  when they retired  to  Asher's  library,  leaving 
  Leah and Marcus alone at the table. For the first time, he dared to look in her 
  direction. She was shaking with silent laughter.
          "Marcus Steinbecker, you are a very devious man!"
        "I tend to grow on people."
          "You are also conceited and too smug for your own good!"
        "I know - "
        "I still don't understand how you managed it."
          "Understatement, my dear Leah - I understated my case. Joel did the 
  rest."
        "Shall we take a stroll in the garden?"
        "So long as we are in full view of the library window and you hold my 
  arm as tightly as you can."

 


