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On the spur of the moment, Marcus decided not to accept Alexei's

offer to use his Shuttle and pilot for a direct ride back to Salem. Instead, he

opted to pay Ambrose another visit. On the surface, his decision was sound

and reasonable. He needed a man who was shrewd and experienced to lead

the negotiations in the joint working party for the Lena projects. Ambrose was

more than qualified on both accounts. Under the surface, there was another

reason. An overnight stop at the Yurt of Ambrose, delayed the moment of

truth he was to meet on his return to Salem. He assured Leah.

"One more day with Ambrose will be well spent. In the long run, it will

save time."

"If you say so, Marcus. I thought you were not too impressed with

Father Alexei's suggestions."

"I'm not! But I am impressed with the man he's put in charge - brother

Georgi! I want him evenly matched on the working party and Ambrose is the

man to hose down any wild suggestions."

"I hadn't realised that Georgi had made such an impression on you."

"Quite a few of Alexei's men have made an impression on me - and

Georgi comes from the far north - it is the area where we can expect any

climatic changes to hit first. It's an area which has received a huge influx of

population - a population which will quickly be on the move again when it

proves untenable."

Leah's eyes widened. She breathed.

"You really believe Georgi is Gog!"

"I didn't say that! - But he's a good candidate!"

Late in the afternoon, he walked along the brow of a hill with Ambrose.



Nothing had been said since he had explained what he wanted him to do.

After the long silence, the Mongolian stopped and turned and stared towards

the north. He pointed to the distant haze of mountainous plateau.

"Beyond that mountain range lies the lowlands which sweep down to

the Arctic Ocean. We also have a sizeable population in that area - they will

be on the move too, if the climate changes. At the moment, the ancient tundra

lands produce some of the richest produce in Asia. The coastline is free of

ice, the Northeast Passage is open all the year round and forms one of the

vital links between Europe and North America. It's a vital and bustling sealink.

Georgi has converted the swamplands of the Lena delta into an industrial and

port complex which is second to none. A great deal of our produce flows

through them, or down the Lena into the Heartland.

I've had many dealings with Georgi Malenski, he's an intelligent man

and a fair one, there's never been any suggestion of putting us to a

disadvantage."

"Which is no more than we should expect, Ambrose."

"Exactly my point, Brother Marcus. We have already had an ongoing

joint venture with them for centuries. I can't imagine that this working party is

going to produce any issues which we would find hard to resolve."

"And you are saying - without saying it - Why does Marcus want me to

but my weight into the discussions when everything is working so well?"

Ambrose nodded.

"That's about right."

"The short answer is that we are facing the end of the Kingdom, which

will mean the end of automatic co-operation between men, it will also mean

that men will seek their own advantage and will think nothing of favouring

their own interests at the expense of others. The so-called working parties



could well be a blessing in disguise, for they will provide an infrastructure for

the future and your presence on them as a delegate, will safeguard our

interests."

Ambrose's nose wrinkled in distaste.

"Is that how you think it will be? No one trusting the word of another

man any more?"

"A man's word will mean nothing, Ambrose - instead, you'd better be

on your guard for a knife in the back!"

It was almost impossible not to relax in the atmosphere of Ambrose's

home. It was like thawing out after freezing. Marcus realised just how tense

he had become during the recent days. He thought back to his conversation

with Ambrose. It was good that he didn't have to watch his back in this

household and it also became clear to him how watchful he had become in

the company of Alexei and his lieutenants.

Marcus and Leah started early on the next day for their flight to Salem.

Leah sat quietly next to him it wasn't a silence charged with tension, it felt

comfortable. Marcus closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat and drifted

between wakefulness and sleep. He was well content with the arrangements

he had made with Ambrose. If the expected timetable of the Kingdom was

correct, there would be approximately three years for Ambrose to establish

himself in the working parties, before the drastic changes he could foresee

would take effect.

He must have slept, for when he woke again, the Shuttle had already

begun its shallow glide down to Salem. Leah was moving around the cabin.

He looked at her steadily, hoping to read something in her expression, but it

wasn't possible and she dedicated her full attention to organising their hand

luggage. Almost before the Shuttle had come to a stop, she was at the door



leading to the outside. Marcus shrugged his shoulders, rose and followed

her. The lady was setting the pace, in more ways than one, all he could do

was follow behind and exercise patience.

The businesslike reserve was maintained in their journey back to the

city. She set the co-ordinates for the Pod and he watched her quietly and

didn't drop his eyes when she looked in his direction. Once again, her face

told him nothing. He looked away and stared out at the flanking buildings of

the outer suburbs. There was no doubt that Salem prospered, as did the rest

of East Asia. The citizens still favoured the ancient tradition of building their

houses around a central courtyard. It produced the effect of bland,

anonymous structures with no windows facing to the outside. It created an

aura of aloofness - and a monotony of white, featureless walls.

It had an almost hypnotic effect and Marcus was lulled into half-sleep

by the time they reached the connecting road between the Old Capital and

Pringle's head. He jerked awake as the Pod slowed and eased into the

parking lot in front of the wall across the headland. He turned in question to

Leah. She was already stepping down into the golden glare which bounced

off the paving. Marcus followed hastily.

"I had no idea we intended to stop here."

"I suppose you realise that you haven't been here since - since Father

Joel passed over."

"I've been too busy - and I had no reason - "

"You don't have to apologise. There's nothing in a book of rules which

says that you have to follow in the tradition of Joel and Carl!"

He looked sharply at her.

"But you think I should keep up the tradition of walking the headland

every day?"



"I didn't say that!"

"But you thought it!"

"How do you know what I think, Marcus?"

He began to feel irritated because he was already out of his depth.

"I can't know what you are thinking - unless you choose to open your

mouth and tell me, Leah!"

The entrance gate had opened automatically, they walked through and

it closed behind them. Marcus pressed on relentlessly.

"The headland doesn't have the same significance as it had for Carl

and Joel. My generation and those which followed, see this place as a piece

of good real estate going to waste!"

"What a pity! Isn't there any room for sentiment and history in your

generation - I thought better of you than that, Marcus!"

"I didn't say I shared in their view! The point I'm trying to make is that I

have no historical connections with this place - not the sort that drove Joel

and Carl."

They had marched the path leading to the site of the lighthouse.

Marcus came to a halt well short of the rock seat overlooking the ocean,

which had been Father Joel's favourite spot. He said unnecessarily.

"I don't like heights - this is far enough."

"Just as you wish - "

She sat on a patch of grass and left enough room for him to join her.

After a moment's hesitation, he did so, very aware of her nearness. She said

softly.

"I didn't bring you here to embarrass you, Marcus - or to make you feel

uncomfortable - or to criticise you."

He stared out over the ocean and after a moment's silence asked:



"Then, why did you bring me here, Leah?"

Her voice was even softer.

"I thought that would have been obvious - I wanted a moment alone

with you before we got caught up with discussions and meetings. I promised

you an answer when we got back to Salem."

His heart increased in tempo.

"And now we are back - so, what do you have to tell me, Leah?"

"Do you remember the story of Ruth - not the biblical Ruth - the woman

who became Carl's wife? Carl was reluctant to commit himself in marriage

until a Firstling told him to make the commitment - and then Ruth revealed

that she had been instructed by a Firstling also - "

"And have you been instructed by a Firstling, Leah?"

"No - I have had to come to my decision by myself."

"I wasn't told to marry you either, Leah. I decided that for myself as

well. - So, what is your decision?"

He tried to make the question sound light-hearted and didn't quite

succeed. He realised how desperately he wanted the answer to be positive.

She almost whispered.

"My answer is - yes, Marcus - If you still want a silly woman who has

taken far too long to make up her mind!"

He turned and looked into her face and then, very slowly, bent and

kissed her lips. At first, their embrace was almost inhibited and then, the

restraint crumbled and the suppressed passion surged to the surface.

Eventually, they drew apart and Marcus laughed a little shakily. He moved

towards her again and she resisted him for a moment.

"Listen, I could almost believe I heard the sound of Father Joel

laughing in the breeze."



"Forget, Father Joel - and he can laugh as much as he likes. I have

other things on my mind!"

They spent far longer on the headland than had been their intention.

Eventually, they walked slowly back to the barrier wall, each with their arm

around the waist of the other. Once again, the gate opened automatically and

once again, it closed after them as they re-entered the Pod.

Within two weeks, their marriage had taken place. Despite the

blessing bestowed by their Firstling, King and Priest, the event was kept

deliberately low key, with none of the usual ceremonial which normally

accompanied the nuptials of an Administrator. Those of Clan Steinbecker

who were either living in Salem, or who were within easy reach, were present.

From more distant places, there was a flood of congratulatory messages and

good wishes. Included were those of Asher Ben Jacobi, Michael Ben Levi,

and Joshua Aristides, as well, Alexei Kharkov. Asher's message was

congratulatory but not over warm, it wished them well for the future. Michael's

was in much the same terms and Marcus could have almost wagered that it

followed a diplomatic formula.

From Joshua Aristides, the message was one of teasing delight. It was

the sort of letter that two male friends of long standing, would send one

another and it had the peculiar effect of isolating Leah from what was

supposed to be congratulations for the two of them. On the other hand, the

message from Alexei Kharkov was a sheer delight. Reading it, one could

have formed the opinion that he, and he alone, had been responsible for

bringing the two lovers together.

Marcus and Leah settled into marital bliss - but this domesticity was

coupled with an enormous increase in administrative workload, as the

programs to increase the yield and storage facilities came on to full stream.



Leah continued to act as Marcus's assistant, until one day, about three

months after their marriage, she entered his office and closed and locked the

door panel behind her. He leaned back and grinned.

"I always like it when you lock the door, I never know what to expect!"

The hoped for reaction wasn't forthcoming.

"Come and sit on my knee and tell me what's the matter."

"Is that supposed to be the procedure for Administrative Assistants,

they have to sit on your knee and tell you their troubles?"

"I can't speak for the other Administrators, but if they do it any another

way, I'm sure they wouldn't get as much pleasure!"

"Somehow, I can't visualise Michael Ben Levi sitting on Asher's knee

and pouring out his heart!"

Marcus threw back his head and roared with laughter. It was good to

be alive and married to this wonderful girl!

"Let's just say that it's my way of dealing with Administrative

Assistants."

She eyed him steadily, her face very serious.

"You'd better make that clear when you advertise for the next one!"

His grin faded.

"I have no plans to advertise, I'm perfectly satisfied with the one I've

got thank you! Apart from anything else, there are certain fringe benefits I

couldn't expect from any one else!"

She sat down opposite him and stared at him without smiling.

"I'm forced to resign, Marcus. You have to find someone else!"

"What!!"

Marcus reared up from his chair.

"What do you mean? You can't resign! I won't accept your resignation!



Who's upset you?"

"No one's upset me! I have another and more important job to do!"

He gaped at her and sat down abruptly.

"Another job! What other job? Who's offered you another job?"

"No one offered it to me - I found myself obliged to accept it - in fact, if

you want to blame anyone, it's your fault!"

He opened his mouth again in indignation and then shut it. She broke

into peels of laughter.

"Oh! Marcus - can't you guess? I'm having a baby!"

He rose to his feet once again and hovered uncertainly and then he

rounded the end of the desk and caught her up into his arms. It was some

time before he let her go again. He whispered.

"Leah! You've made me the happiest man imaginable. Our Father has

been so good to us!"

She whispered in return.

"I wasn't sure if you wanted it - once you told me that we have so little

time left and to bring a child into the world might even be irresponsible. The

future looks so uncertain, so bleak - "

He held a finger to her lips.

"Instead of these gloomy thoughts, let's thank our God for His grace in

permitting another life to be created. We won't think of tomorrow, or all the

tomorrows after that. Our God will provide for us, so long as we remain

faithful to what we have been taught by His Kings and Priests. That is the

best protection we can give to this little one! Even if I knew the Judgement

Day was tomorrow, I would still be glad that this baby has been conceived!"

Their child was born in the fourth month of the year of the Kingdom,

nine hundred and ninety eight - it was a son and they named him, John.



Less that two years of the Kingdom of Peace remained and it was a

time when the activity of the Kingly Priests was even more apparent. It was

also a time of huge harvests, the fecundity of the Kingdom was increased and

the storehouses for the future were crammed to overflowing. During those two

years, Leah conceived and bore another child. It was a girl, whom they called

Rachael.

The second child was three months old when the first day of the

thousandth year of the Kingdom of Peace dawned. The old house, which had

been the home of Carl Steinbecker and then that of his son, Joel, once again

echoed with the sound of children. Leah now dedicated her life to her

husband and family and if she ever thought of the time when she was in the

centre of activity in the Administrative centre, she never mentioned it. On

occasions, Marcus would watch her in the evening light and knew that her

thoughts were far away over the silhouette of the mountains which flanked

their home. If he asked her where she had been in her thoughts, she would

laugh and shake her head and refuse to be drawn.

On the morning of the first day of the year one thousand, there was an

unusual tension as they gathered at the breakfast table. Marcus, as usual,

was already dressed for his journey to the city. John and Rachael were more

boisterous than usual and Leah was forced to raise her voice to control them.

Marcus eyed her silently, she looked pale and stressed and that wasn't

typical. She caught his eye and sat down quickly at the table. He asked

quietly.

"What's the matter, Leah?"

"Nothing's the matter, Marcus. The children have to learn to obey!"

He reached out his hand and touched her arm, he felt the tension in

the muscles.



"What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong - I'm just a little tense."

"There has to be a reason - talk to me!"

She got to her feet again.

"I have to get the children's breakfast."

She moved out of his reach before he could stop her. He followed her

movements with his eyes. Whatever was wrong had been gathering like a

storm for a few days. She sat down again, having placed food in front of the

youngsters who were busy shovelling it down. Marcus laughed.

"Take it easy, you two! Eating isn't about to go out of fashion, just

because we've reached the year one thousand!"

"Don't joke about it, Marcus!"

Her voice was unusually sharp. He stared at her.

"Is that the reason - we've reached the year one thousand?"

She glared at him defensively.

"It's already starting to happen, Marcus. I feel terrible, I'm snapping at

the children and at you as well!"

Marcus drew breath and slowly pushed his plate away.

"I don't know what you think has started to happen, Leah, but I think

you've got your wires crossed! The first day of the year one thousand has no

significance as far as I am aware. This is the first day of the last year of the

Kingdom of Peace - not the first day of the time after the Kingdom! Enjoy the

next three hundred and sixty-five days! Nothing has changed, we are still at

peace! Satan is still bound - and Our Father is in His Heaven!"

She stared at him miserably.

"Then, why do I feel so terrible?"

He took her hand and raised it to his lips and then smiled.



"I think you've been giving yourself an unnecessary dress rehearsal,

my darling! Even if your arithmetic was correct, I somehow doubt whether

things will change quite so dramatically, one year from today. Everyone will

be on their guard and waiting for something to happen. Perhaps, it won't, we

have no idea how long it will take before Satan makes his presence known,

or even if it will be obvious immediately after his release. The soulish enemy

is very subtle and he has had a thousand years to hone his strategy for the

final conflict with mankind. One way he could try to bring the teaching of his

ensnarement of mankind into disrepute, would be to do nothing for a while. It

wouldn't be long before someone would say, 'You see? Satan is supposed to

be released but nothing has happened for 'n' number of days. Everything

continues as before. We've been misled by fearful old men who told us

terrible things would happen as soon as the year one thousand had passed'.

It reminds me of a passage in one of the letters of Peter the Apostle - it says:

'Where now is the promise of his coming? Our fathers have been laid to rest,

but still everything continues exactly the same as it always has been since

the world began'.

Peter goes on to say, 'In taking this view they lose sight of the fact that

there were heavens and earth long ago, created by God's word with water out

of water; and by water the first world was destroyed, the water of the deluge.

And the present heavens and earth, again by God's word, have been kept in

store for burning; they are being reserved until the day of judgement when

the godless will be destroyed."

Leah looked at their two children and the tears welled into her eyes.

She murmured.

"What sort of world have we brought them into, Marcus. All we can

hope for, and wait for, is the total end of the human race - for our death and



their death!"


