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Alexei Kharkov was a patriarch. It was the only description Marcus

could attribute to him. He had watched him throughout the afternoon and

evening of the day spent in the company of Feodor and his household. The

old man was treated like a precious ornament, carefully escorted and

assisted in everything he wanted to do and everywhere he wanted to go.

Marcus had been invited to observe the council which had been called

for the afternoon. He had firmly declined the invitation to address the

meeting, insisting that he was honoured more than enough to be allowed to

listen to their deliberations. They didn't press the point and he was content to

listen to the discussions, there was nothing earth shattering in their content.

For the most part, they were matters which could have been dealt with by a

holo-link. The more important issues, which Joel would have handled on a

face to face basis, simply did not get an airing. Alexei appeared to be content

to act the benign father-figure and leave tedious details to his subordinates.

The old man permitted himself to be cosseted and tended to and

succumbed to the insistence of his host that he should rest and conserve his

energy for the evening reception. Marcus watched him being almost carried

to his quarters by an attentive throng and accepted a polite invitation that he

and Leah should also gather strength for the same occasion. When they

were alone he looked at her and raised his eyebrows.

"They've almost convinced me that I'm exhausted!"

"Age catches up with us all!"

"That reminds me of the story of a young lady who made sure she



didn't run too fast, thereby making sure she was caught!"

"Three questions arise from that obscure observation. One, why is it

always the woman who's pursued? Two, was she being chased by a

grandfather? Three, what are you trying to prove with the story?"

A slow smile spread to his eyes from his lips.

"I'll give you three answers. One, the woman who always pretends

she's trying to escape and makes sure she doesn't, is like Alexei. He tries to

pretend he doesn't like being fussed over but he loves every moment of the

attention and would be worried if it wasn't forthcoming. Two, There wasn't any

question of the pursuer being a grandfather - I can only assume that you

have something else on your mind! Three, I'm only making an observation,

I'm not trying to prove anything! Satisfied?"

"Perfectly, thank you!"

He moved towards and she stood her ground. He kissed her on the

forehead.

"Now go, daughter - this old grandfather has to get some rest."

"Yes, Father Marcus!"

She stared at him solemnly. He held her arms and then, very slowly,

kissed her on the lips. They stared at each other.

"I've been expecting you to do that."

"That's good! An Administrator's assistant is supposed to anticipate his

every desire - or so I've been told. Are you offended?"

She stared at him for a moment, then:

"Offended? No - I'm not offended - cautious maybe and perhaps, a

little curious!"

"Curious? That's a strange reaction."

"I'm curious about your reasons, Marcus."



"My reason is very simple, Leah. I've wanted to kiss you for quite a

while."

He pushed her down in a chair and sat opposite her. He went on.

"Perhaps, this wasn't the right moment and perhaps, I should have

allowed a little more time."

"For what?"

"Time for you to do what you obviously found hard to do in Jerusalem -

settle your feelings and move on from painful events and memories. You said

you felt cautious - I understand that."

"Yes, I think you do, Marcus - you're a very understanding man. You

are right, I want time to settle down emotionally. I want to move on without

complications."

"And my kiss was a complication?"

"Frankly, yes - I'm very fond of you, Marcus, but I'm not sure whether

that fondness has room to grow - not now!"

Marcus held her gaze.

"We may not have much time left to us, Leah. I don't say that to hurry

you, but to remind you. I think you know well enough that Joel and Asher had

plans for us - old men's plans - We both resisted the idea - perhaps because

it wasn't our own. I can't help feeling that if they had allowed us to find our

own path, you, in particular, might have been spared a great deal of

heartache and I might have felt free to suggest our union! I want you to know,

Leah, it is a possibility which remains in my thoughts. I hope, in time, you will

feel free to make it a reality."

It wasn't the pretty speech he had so carefully rehearsed and he knew

that his dream that she would immediately accept, was not going to be

realised. He sat and tried to read an answer in her expression. She answered



softly.

"I am very flattered by your proposal, Marcus. I think you will

understand that I wouldn't be honest if I accepted at this time. It wouldn't be

fair to you - or to me."

She stared wide eyed and then went on.

"If you should feel there might be a strain between us now, it might be

better if I returned to Jerusalem - or somewhere else."

Marcus got to his feet quickly.

"No! I don't think that would be a good idea! We are adults, we can

surely live with the situation - and I can't see why there should be a strain

between us. I promise you that I'll respect your wishes and, if you desire, the

subject won't be mentioned. Only remember this - I love you, Leah! - and I

want you near me!"

She stood also and moved close to him. She kissed him on the cheek

and whispered. 

"Remember your story of the girl, Marcus!"

She made her exit before he could think of a suitable answer. He

rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. Perhaps, he had been right all along - there

was no fool like an old fool! He hoped his confidence that they could still work

together without strain, would prove to be justified.

It was nearly sunset and the reception had been set for the early

evening, no doubt, in deference to the advanced years of their patriarch.

Marcus prepared for the occasion but his thoughts were quite honestly not

focused on the impending festivities.

Feodor presented a lavish table for the benefit of his esteemed

visitors. Alexei was given the place of honour at his right hand and Marcus to

the left. Leah occupied the seat next to Marcus and next to her, Alexander.



The young man soon made good use of the arrangement and had her

laughing at his stories. Marcus half listened as he ate. He was much more at

peace inwardly. The conversation with Leah had not been conclusive but it

had cleared the air and he felt it lessened potential competition. Leah also

knew the protocol. A man had declared his interest and she hadn't given a

firm answer one way or the other. Nevertheless, it created a certain

obligation.

Marcus allowed Feodor to pump him for information. He provided it

readily, especially about the harvest yields and the additional storage it had

required. Alexei sat opposite, listening and nodding, his eyes darting

excitedly from one to the other, like a benevolent father who had provided a

new toy for his son. Feodor listened intently until Marcus drew breath, then

he nodded and interjected.

"And, it is really your opinion, brother Marcus, that the extra harvesting

and storage is absolutely necessary? In all our experience of the Kingdom,

there has never been a time of need. Our Lord and his Kings have ensured

our prosperity, we have never been in want. My concern is that with all the

additional harvesting, there is hardly time for preparation and sowing - surely,

there's almost the reverse of the situation mentioned in scripture, where it is

said that the harvester treads on the heels of the sower - surely, we have the

sower treading on the heels of the harvester?"

He smiled enthusiastically at Alexei, who beamed encouragement.

Marcus leaned back in his seat.

"We work longer within the hours of the day - and we harvest by the

light of the moon when necessary. It comes down to a management of

resources, both manual and mechanical - and a careful maintenance

program. Perhaps you remember the passage in the book of Amos? It says:



'A time is coming, says the Lord, when the ploughman shall follow hard on

the vintager, and he who treads grapes after him who sows the seed. The

mountains shall run with fresh wine and every hill shall wave with corn'. The

Lord blesses our efforts, and we must remember, it was through one of His

Kings that He gave the instruction to be a Joseph!"

Feodor gazed into his eyes.

"Father Alexei has told us that it was you who received the

commission."

He sounded suitably impressed and looked sincere, Marcus wasn't

quite sure.

"Less a commission, perhaps, than a direction. Where the direction

has been put into practice, the yield has increased accordingly. At our recent

conference, I was interested to hear about the opposite situation. Where the

direction has not been put into effect, there has not been an increase in the

yield."

The conversation at the table had become muted. Feodor blinked and

looked away. Marcus sipped from his goblet and smiled across the table at

some of the other guests. Soon after, they were invited to take more

comfortable seats. The relative placing of the group was carefully observed.

There was an over cautious and determined effort to maintain protocol.

Feodor leaned across and murmured in his ear.

"I think you will enjoy our little offering, brother Marcus. You will hear

traditional instruments and songs from before the First Resurrection - and we

shall see a display from our famous Cossacks!"

It was an evening to be remembered. The setting was arranged to

complement the program of ancient folk songs and dances played on soft

stringed instruments from a bygone age. They took their seats around the



perimeter of a terrace and the scene was lit by blazing torches of resinous

wood, which spluttered and guttered in a warm breeze. There was no moon

but the sky was clear and clean and the stars hung down like heavy strands

of jewels on a richly embroidered dress.

The entertainment went on well into the late evening, the haunting,

plaintive tunes woven together with wild displays of kicking dancers, dressed

in the traditional costumes of another age. Clearly, Feodor believed in putting

on a good show. Marcus looked at him in the flickering light. He appeared to

be no more than three hundred years old, very young to have the

responsibility Alexei had given to him. He was young enough to have

retained a certain degree of impetuousness as well as his obvious

enthusiasm.

Marcus tried to dismiss his mental picture of a wild young man, a

warrior riding across the steppes of Rosh, gathering his followers. Marcus

suddenly found himself eyeball to eyeball. Feodor had turned, no doubt

conscious of the penetrating stare. Marcus smiled.

"You have provided us with a wonderful entertainment, brother

Feodor."

His host nodded and then smiled.

"It does us all good to play sometimes, brother Marcus. Receiving

visitors gives us a rare opportunity."

After another hour, the entertainment came to a close. The ritual of

escorting Alexei to his quarters was played out and the remainder of the

guests made their own way to their beds. Marcus lost no time getting into his.

He was very tired. He wondered if it was a sign of advancing years. Thinking

over the events of the day, a great deal had been crowded into very few

hours. He had risen early. He had travelled several hundreds of kilometres.



He had listened to hours of trivial discussion. He had proposed a marital

alliance with his assistant. He had wined and dined and had been

entertained. Perhaps, after all, he was entitled to feel a little weary.

He slept very soundly and woke early. Something had roused him. The

noise was distant but had carried on the still, clear air. He slipped out of bed

and walked to the window. On the uncultivated ground beyond the gardens, a

groups of about twenty riders were wheeling and urging horses into a gallop.

It was their shouts which had disturbed him. He watched for a moment before

realising that it was some sort of exercise for the horses and the men rather

than a military display.

Further afield on the plain, others were engaged in a similar activity.

They were much more distant and their shouted commands were remote. On

a much smaller scale, he had seen Ambrose and his clan doing something

similar. Ambrose had never forgotten his ancestry, the wild Mongol strain

which had once swept across the open steppes of Siberia. Ambrose took

pride in his horses and their breeding, no doubt, Feodor and his Cossacks

had a similar love for their herds.

It went some way towards explaining the great open areas which had

been left uncultivated around Feodor's estate. Ambrose had reserved a few

hectares for a similar reason, but it was unproductive ground. Marcus

dismissed the comparison from his thoughts, but he couldn't get rid of the

uneasiness the sight of the wheeling horsemen had created and their

association with the land of Rosh.

On the previous day, there had been no discussion about their

departure. Alexei had mentioned a one day stopover. It was perhaps,

fortuitous that Marcus rose early and packed his bag, for when he joined him

for breakfast, the old man was already poised for the next stage of their



journey. Marcus had seen nothing of Leah and so, he was relieved when he

saw that she was also packed.

The farewells to Feodor and his household were warm and sincere.

They were hugged and enthusiastically kissed before they were allowed to

climb up the ramp to the Shuttle. It was almost a relief to relax as the craft

lifted from the Pad and pointed its nose to the north east. Alexei was moist

about the eyes.

"They are such lovely young people! What did you think of them,

Brother Marcus - and you Leah - what did you think of Feodor and his

cousins?"

"I hadn't realised that Alexander and Anatole were his cousins, Father

Alexei."

"They are my cousins too, daughter - of course, a very tangled

relationship, given the generation gap - but cousins, nevertheless."

Marcus interposed.

"And cousins to Joshua Aristides too, I presume."

Alexei nodded agreement.

"Joshua is also a cousin. His father and mine were brothers! Spiros

was the elder and born before the Kingdom was established - he died a few

centuries ago."

Marcus made sure he didn't exchange glances with Leah.

"I thought Feodor and his family truly wonderful hosts, brother Alexei! I

was so happy to have the opportunity to meet them and accept their

generous hospitality."

Alexei beamed.

"I sometimes forget they are my cousins, they are more like my sons!"

"They are certainly devoted to you - and so caring."



"They are good boys!"

"You have given them a mighty responsibility."

"I have every confidence in them! I know they will never let me down!"

Alexei mopped his eyes and Marcus glanced at the ground over which

they were flying. There was a monotonous sameness of featureless plain

interspersed with occasional watercourses, they were too high to see much

detail. It was hard to tell how much was under intensive cultivation, but

certainly, there was no yellow expanse which could have been accepted as

ripening wheat. He remembered something from history. Before the First

Resurrection, this had been the granary of the old land of Rosh.

Once again, a stirring of apprehension wouldn't go away. He began to

get a hint of future events. If there was a general neglect in making use of

this time of plenty and if little was being stored against the time when famine

would strike. What would be used to feed the teeming millions who inhabited

the Heartland of Asia? He gave himself one guess and at the same time,

provided the motive for the surging down of Gog and his Horde towards the

more productive lands to the south. Alexei interrupted his thoughts.

"Our destination for today, is the ancient boundary of the continents of

Europe and Asia - of course, those old arbitrary divisions mean nothing in our

time. We are going to visit some more of my governors who care for the lands

to each side of the Ural divide."

It was the first time he had used the term governors'. Marcus's lips

tightened, he might not know who Gog was going to be, but the conditions

were right for his emergence!

It was early afternoon before the ship started its downward glide

towards the distant barrier of the mountains. Marcus assumed their

destination to be on the European side of the range. Once again, the landing



field was well away from any urban area and once again, they were housed in

a complex of estate buildings.

Alexei's 'governors' turned out to be rather older than those at

Kharkov, but only by a hundred years or so. They were also far less effusive

with their welcome. Certainly, they treated Alexei with due deference and his

guests were afforded the respect their responsibilities invited, but there was

also a far more businesslike approach to their coming.

On this occasion, Marcus and Leah were not invited to attend the

afternoon meeting. It might have been an oversight, but Marcus gained the

impression that there were weighty matters to be addressed. He felt in no

way slighted, in fact, he was rather relieved - and it also gave him the

opportunity to enjoy the company of his administrative assistant without the

constant companionship of the old man.

The house in which they were housed was much less ornate than

Feodor's. It was squarely functional, with adequate facilities but gave the

impression that there was no latitude for excessive comforts. They had been

provided each with a barely furnished room, it was almost Spartan in

comparison to earlier accommodation. Each possessed an entrance to a

common balcony. It was hardly coincidence that both were induced to escape

to it at almost the same moment. Marcus grinned at Leah.

"There would be some who would say our meeting was arranged."

"If it was, Marcus - it wasn't by me!"

"Don't be defensive, my dear. You don't have to be on your guard with

me!"

"I'm sorry."

He leaned on the parapet and studied the view.

"At least, they seems to have every inch of land under crop close to



the house."

"This isn't the best farmland in Russia."

He looked at her in surprise.

"You've been doing your homework, it seems!"

"That's what you expect me to do - "

"Do I? I don't think we've ever discussed what I expect of you."

"To return to the subject of fertility. This doesn't compare well with the

Ukraine. Only at the southern end of the Urals, is there really a suitable

environment for crops. Further north, the timber industry produces an

excellent yield and that's mostly from the mountainous regions."

"And the Ukraine?"

"If Feodor's lands are any indication, they could be producing twenty

fold on the present yield!"

Marcus nodded.

"I wonder how much of Alexei's stewardship is under utilised?"

Leah stared out into the croplands.

"Is it our business to know?"

Marcus turned to her and leaned on the parapet.

"No - it isn't! The Kings and Priests are well aware of the status of all

the Stewardships - mine as well as Alexei's. We all have to answer to them -

not to each other. But, we can form certain conclusions and I can already see

the germ of what could provoke Gog to lead his Horde out of Rosh!

Starvation is a mighty spur! Let's take the story of Joseph a little further.

Scripture tells us that he stored up food in Egypt during the seven years of

plenty and that when the seven years of famine followed, he was able to open

the storehouses to feed the population.

We may also read that other nations suffered from the famine. In fact,



it was the instrument which drove Jacob to allow his sons to go to Egypt to

buy grain. We know how Joseph recognised them and then hid his cup in one

of the sacks of grain and sent guards to arrest his brothers on the way home.

It's a long story but the end result was that Jacob and his family were

reunited with Joseph and settled in Egypt and were given the land of Goshen.

What do you think will happen in the future when some areas find

themselves facing starvation and others have storehouses filled with

produce? At first, we can envisage them coming to those who have plenty

and pleading for relief and I would hope that they will receive what they need.

However, as soon as Satan is released, selfishness and greed will put in an

appearance and some will start to say: 'Why didn't you store grain like us -

starve for all I care!'

It will be then that Gog will assemble his hungry Horde and descend

upon those who have plenty - Starvation could well be the spur!"


