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        By   the   end   of   the   second   day,   the   army   had   been   ferried   to   the 
  westernmost tip of the old island of Sicily. Malenski was well satisfied with the 
  effort. Sedova's captains had applied themselves creditably, reasserting the 
  discipline which their general had allowed to slip. As for Sedova himself, he 
  remained sullenly compliant. Georgi was under no illusions that it would last. 
  Pik Sedova had drawn back from the inevitable showdown. There could be 
  only one  conclusion,  he  was waiting  for  Malenski  to  make a  slip.  He  was 
  waiting for some miscalculation which would discredit the man in the eyes of 
  his followers. The man whom they were openly describing as Gog. 
          Sedova watched every move Malenski  made and listened intently to 
  every direction. He could see no reason why this man inspired awe, he was 
  commonplace, a  bureaucrat  - an Administrator's  pawn. He was no  military 
  genius, yet he seemed to have an instinctive feel of what should be done. It 
  might be a different thing when he was confronted with command decisions in 
  the heat of battle. Sedova was content to wait, the battles would come soon 
  enough.   The   army   was   poised   on   one   side   of   the   tidal   morass   which 
  separated  Europe from Africa. It was a stretch  of one hundred  and twenty 
  kilometres between the line of the old coasts. The centre portion was barely 
  drained and in severe weather, the waters of the Western and Eastern basins 
  of   the   old   Great   Sea,   still   tried   to   reunite   as   once   they   had,   before   the 
  Gibralter Dam had been built. 
        It was an area to test the resolve and abilities of any commander and 
  Sedova   was   convinced   that   Malenski   would   not   prove   up   to   the   task   of 
  bringing his men through as a fighting force. In the centre of the treacherous 
  stretch   stood   the  towering  escarpments  of  Pantellaria.  Micah   Perga   would 
  have seen to it that they were fortified and manned with the best of his men. 
        It   was  already   late   in   the   evening   of   the   second   day,   with   the   sun 
  almost gone beyond the expanse of the Western Basin. The air was still and 
  those within the camp sweated to make it habitable for the overnight bivouac. 
  Sedova   glanced   at   the   sky   and   didn't   like   what   he   saw.   It   was   a   sullen, 
  brazen  colour, ominous, threatening, although  there  was no evidence  of a 
  storm - not yet! He smelt it, one was coming and the camp was unprotected, 
  open   to   driving   winds   and   rain.   Perhaps,   this   was   the   beginning   of   the 
    miscalculations for which he was waiting.
        The men were strangely quiet around the fires that evening. It might 
  have   had   something   to   do   with   the   ruthless   way  Malenski   had   driven   the 
  whores   from   the   camp   two   days   earlier.   At   his   direction,   they   had   been 
  physically   removed,   spitting   and   struggling   and   giving   a   hard   time   to   the 
  luckless warriors assigned to the task. Perhaps, after all, that had been the 
  beginning   of   his   mistakes.   Only   now,   were   the   men   beginning   to   feel 
    resentment.
          Malenski seemed impervious to every current of feeling. He sat cross-
  legged at the fire circle and ate his rations slowly. The captains were grouped 
  around  him and  Sedova  sat next to  him. Malenski  hadn't tried  to  diminish 



  Sedova's authority with the captains after the confrontation, but he had done 
  nothing   to   build   it   up   either.   Sedova   was   accepted   as   being   the   army 
    commander,   but   in   some   undefinable   way,   it   was   now  Malenski   who   had 
  become the leader. The captains were awaiting orders for the next day, none 
  were forthcoming - and not one dared to put the question: Would they move 
  against the African shore? 
        As was usual, Malenski rose from his place early and without a word. 
  He   walked   alone   through   the   camp.   Sedova   had   to   give   him   a   grudging 
  respect, the man had courage of a sort. Some of the men were very sore at 
  being   deprived   of   their   comforts;   some  of   them  were   sore   enough   to   kill.  
  Malenski seemed impervious to the danger, perhaps it was this which gave 
  him an aura of invincibility and set the tongues whispering again.
        He walked out of the camp and climbed the low line of dunes which 
  skirted   the   ancient   shore.   Reclaimed   land   stretched   most   of   the   way   to 
  Pantellaria  from where he was standing, but it stopped short of the mount. 
  From that point, for twenty kilometres further, was the hazardous area filled 
  with   quicksands   and   tidal   surges   which   could   trap   a   hundred   men   in   the 
  matter of minutes and swallow them as if they had never existed. He knew 
  this  was his greatest  test. The  alternative  was to  ferry the  men across by 
  Shuttle and Transporter, but if they met determined resistance, they could be 
  wiped out as soon as they set foot on the further shore. He had to make the 
  decision.
        The   sky   to   the   west   was   a   lurid   red   and   the   stifling   heat   of   the 
    atmosphere had intensified. He saw the start of the electrical  storm far out 
  over   the   Western  Basin  and  watched  as  it  became  more sharply  defined. 
  There was no doubt it was moving in their direction. A well known, sneering 
  voice behind him asked the question.
        "Well, Georgi - do we put the storm down to divine intervention? Are 
  the heavenly powers taking a hand in our little enterprise?"
          Malenski didn't turn, he concentrated on the approaching storm.
        "We   will   not   be   stopped   by   a   storm,  brother   Sedova   -   not   on   this 
  occasion. There will be other factors which will save the King of the South!"
        The mocking smile slipped from Sedova's lips and once again, he felt 
  a chill of fear. He tried another attack.
        "The captains were waiting for instructions - you gave them none."
          "Tomorrow, they will be given instructions - it will be time enough. Now 
  - I think we had better get back to our tents before the storm strikes."
        He didn't wait for his general to respond, instead, he slithered down 
  the soft sand of the dune and then strode swiftly back to the camp. Sedova 
  followed,   the   glowering   hatred   on  his  face   was  unmasked  as he   eyed  his 
  leader's back. 
        The storm struck with sudden fury about two hours later and there was 
  a great deal of work to be done in driving rain and howling wind, before the 
  tents   of   those   who   had   neglected   to   fasten   them   down   correctly,   were 
  secured. Most of them spent a wakeful and wet night, watching the wind tug 
  at the  thin  walls  and  trying  to  keep themselves and their  equipment away 
  from the streamlets of water which seeped under the edges. It was still driving 
  with rain when it became light.
          Malenski had slept well. He ate his morning rations and listened to the 



  complaints of his captains silently. Most told the same story of men soaked to 
  the skin, of tents torn from their moorings, of soaked rations and clothing. He 
  looked   up   momentarily,   as   the   huge   bulk   of   Sedova   blocked   the   tent 
  entrance. Nothing was said, the silence was eloquent enough.
        During   the   morning,   the   weather   eased.   Malenski   walked   the   camp 
  and silently took a hand helping one or the other to stabilise his tent. He went 
  from one group to the next, talking  with them quietly.  It was mid-afternoon 
  before he returned to his quarters. One of his captains was waiting for him - it 
  was the one who had been felled by Sedova's fist a few night's earlier. The 
  colour of the bruise and the swelling was subsiding. Malenski nodded to him.
          "Greetings Nicholai Gubkin - I think I am right - you joined me on the  
        He was rewarded with a flush of pleasure.
        "I am surprised you remember me, brother Malenski."
        "I thought it was you I recognised the other evening."
        He left the circumstances unspoken.
        "So - brother Gubkin, do you have a particular problem?
        The man shuffled and appeared unable to make up his mind whether 
  to open his mouth or keep it shut. Malenski turned to the small table and a 
  sheaf of communiqués which awaited his decisions.
          "You perhaps wish to tell me that I am surrounded by danger and that 
  there   are   those   who   wish   to   do   me  harm  and   that   I   should   take   greater 
  security measures and not walk alone amongst those who have followed me 
  from the Arctic?"
        Gubkin swallowed and then blurted out.
        "It is true that the camp holds many who followed you from the Arctic or 
  who joined you during the Siberian march but - but there are others who did 
  not have that - advantage."
          "You choose a strange word - advantage - what advantage was there 
  for the hundreds of thousands who died along the way - whose corpses still 
  litter the road which Georgi Malenski chose to take? You see, I can choose 
  my words as well - I would not choose the word advantage.
        "It   was   an   advantage   for   those   who   travelled   with   you,   brother 
  Malenski.   Those   who   joined   us   later   -   the   scum   of   Scandians   who   first 
  butchered our comrades and then became our friends, they have no love for 
  you. It is those you must watch - and you must watch the others - those who 
  turned them from enemies into allies with the promise of riches. Those who 
  planned this mission for the loot they could win in Nile City - it isn't only for 
  food that we go to Africa!"
          Malenski looked up and met Gubkin's eyes. They didn't falter.
          "Explain your meaning, Nicholai."
        "I   can't   make   it   plainer,   brother   Georgi.   Those   who   planned   this 
  mission had the objective of pushing on to the rich cities of Egypt - Nile City, 
  Old   Alexandria   -   you   name  them.  They   are   to   be   sacked   and   burnt!   The 
  storehouses  are  a   secondary  objective.   The  intention   is   to  collect   enough 
  produce on the way back, to satisfy the needs of the camp and perhaps, give 
  a surplus into the general supply."
          Malenski continued to hold his gaze.
          "Sedova planned this?"
        Gubkin   hesitated   and   ran   his   tongue   over   suddenly   dry   lips.   He 



  nodded.
        "Yes, brother Georgi!"
          Malenski turned and walked to the entrance of the tent. There was no 
  one close enough to have overheard the conversation. He turned back 
          "Where do the other captains stand on this - are they all with Sedova."
        "No more than three - the others had no choice but to go along - until.”
          "Until?"
        "Until you came."
          Malenski walked back to the table.
          "Talk to the captains you can trust, Gubkin - be sure of them before 
  you   speak   and   then   tell   them  that   I   know   -   do   you   understand?   For   the 
  moment, that will be enough. They will know when the time is ripe for me to  
        Gubkin left him and Malenski thought over what he had been told. It 
  explained   a   lot.   It   explained   Sedova's   determination   to   attack   Africa   once 
  more, despite the fact that there were storehouses much closer, along the 
  Italian peninsula and in the stewardship of Alexander Barenkov. It explained 
  the   bad   generalship  which  would  have  extended  their   lines  of   supply   and 
  communication to such a perilous extent. He left the tent and looked up at the 
  sky.  The  cloud  was breaking  and  on  the  next day,  they would  be  able  to 
  resume the march. It was time for an aerial reconnoitre.
        He took his Shuttle out over the polders which were the start of the 
  land   bridge.   They   looked   swamped   with   water   but   he   was   confident   they 
  would drain enough for the army  not to be bogged. The mount of Pantellaria 
  would have spotted his Shuttle on their scanners and his position would have 
  been reported. They would know it was him, for the signature of his ship was 
  as individual as a fingerprint. There was no sign of activity from the fortress. 
  Micah   Perga's   forces   were   content   to   observe   and   note   and   await   the 
  onslaught.   He   turned   eastward   and   swung   wide   of   the   silent   mountain, 
  beyond was the morass of tidal waters. 
        The heavy rain would have raised the general level of both basins. It 
  would   take   time   for   the   great   pumps   on   the   Nile   delta   and   those   at   the 
  Gibralter dam, to relieve the excess. It was as he had expected, the lower 
  levels   of   the   nominal   bridge   was  swamped  with   surface   water.   It   was  still 
  possible to wade through, but the treacherous shifting sands, not to mention 
  the eddies of currents which flowed from one basin to the other, would snatch 
  even   the   strongest   man   and   he   would   drown   before   his   comrades   could 
  reach him.
        He looped  around  the  southern  extremity of Pantellaria  and headed 
  out   over   the   Western   basin.   The   previously   empty  waters   were   alive   with 
  shipping.   It   was   impossible   to   accept   that   they   were   all   engaged   in 
  commerce. One fact soon became evident, they were all sailing in the same 
  direction   -   towards   the   land   bridge.   Malenski   threw   back   his   head   and 
  laughed,   his   own   voice   bounced   off   the   metal   surfaces   of   the   cabin.   He 
  recited a verse he knew so well - how could it be otherwise?

        'At the appointed time he will once more overrun the south, but he will 
  not succeed as he did before. Ships from the west will sail against him, and 
  he   will   receive   a   rebuff.   He   will   turn   and   vent   his   fury   against   the   Holy 
  Covenant; on his way back he will take due note of those who have forsaken 



  it.'

        He whispered into the empty air:
        "Are you ready to receive my fury, Michael ben Levi - and you, Joshua 
  Aristides   -   I   have   already   taken   note   of   those   who   will   forsake   your 
  Covenant!" 
        He turned the Shuttle and headed back to the camp. His decision was 
  already made, but he would force Sedova to confront the reality of what faced 
  them. He would be the one to order the army to turn about and abandon the 
  reckless   enterprise   which   could   now   only   end   in   disaster.   He   landed   the 
  Shuttle and walked into the camp, directly to Sedova's fire circle. He stepped 
  into it and stood two paces from his lounging general. Sedova looked at him 
  warily. He growled unconvincingly.
        "A pleasant surprise, brother Georgi - that you should decide to join us."
        He had three or four of the captains with him. Malenski assumed they 
  were the ones Gubkin  had  mentioned. Two  were unmistakably Scandian  - 
  huge,   blond   fellows   who   looked   as   if   they   has   stepped   from   an   ancient 
    reproduction   of   their   Viking   ancestors.   There   was   little   deference   in   their 
  gaze. He had no doubt that they only awaited Sedova's decision   to rebel. 
  Malenski   saw  Gubkin   and   a   half   dozen   fellow   captains   beyond   the   circle. 
  They were paying close attention to what was happening. Malenski came to 
  the point.
          "You complained earlier that our captains had not received directions. 
  Perhaps you  and your fellow captains would join me for a short trip in the 
  Shuttle - then, you can make your decision!"
          "Can't it wait, Georgi - it's nearly dark?"
          Sedova's response was almost like a father chiding his fractious child.
          "There will be light enough for you to form your wise decisions."
          Malenski didn't wait for their agreement, he turned and walked out of 
  the   circle   towards   Gubkin   and   his   companions.   He   sensed   Sedova's 
  hesitation and then the reluctant concurrence, as he and his followers got to 
  their feet. Malenski addressed Gubkin and his fellow captains.
          "You had better come too, I want as many of the captains as possible 
  to have a part in the decision!"
        A   dozen   men   followed   him   into   the   Shuttle   and   silently   took   their 
  places   around   the   walls.   He   lifted   off   and   make   quick   time   towards 
  Pantellaria.   He   smiled   grimly   as   he   sensed   their   tension,   they   didn't   like 
  flirting  with  the enemy fortress. He said  nothing  as he swept low over the 
  flooded central section of the land bridge. There was a general murmur and a 
  few lurid curses. He turned out towards the oncoming fleet. The moon had 
  risen, and there was light enough to see its extent. This time the comments 
  and curses were louder. He returned to the camp site and landed. He turned 
  to face them.
        "I   think   a   decision   is   indicated,   brother   Sedova.   What   are   your 
  conclusions?"
        His general bared yellow teeth in an unattractive smile.
        "I've  seen nothing  to change  our plans, brother Malenski.  What  are 
  your conclusions?"
          Malenski's reply was deceptively mild.



          "You are the man with military experience. You must make the ultimate 
  decision   whether   to   commit   our   men   to   wading   across   the   tidal   currents, 
  risking an attack by superior forces from Pantellaria and the African shore - 
  not to mention the fleet which will be in position by the morning."
          Sedova shook his head mockingly.
          "Don't   tell   me  that   you're   frightened   by   an   army  of   ghosts,   brother 
  Georgi. I thought better of you than that. Where is this mighty host who are 
  supposed to be ready to annihilate us? I haven't seen one of them shake his 
  spear in our direction - have you brother captains?"
        The   Scandians   responded   on   cue,   the   rest   looked   more   doubtful. 
  Sedova jeered at them.
        "Are you frightened by a few empty ships and a silent mountain - or an 
  ghost army waiting behind the sand dunes on the other side? Perhaps you 
  are  right, Georgi  Malenski,  these  men need more training  before  we send 
  them into battle - perhaps we should go back!" 
          Malenski eyed him steadily.
        "Is that your  considered decision, brother Sedova? Are our men too 
  little trained to fight the tidal currents, the quicksands, the enemy parties from 
  Pantellaria, the hostile forces on the approaching fleet - before they take on 
  the main force Micah Perga has assembled on the African side?"
          Sedova's smile faded to a snarl.
        "The men are trained well enough, they can do it!"
          Malenski nodded.
        "I'm   reassured   by   your   confidence.   I   had   the   thought   that   forty 
  thousand men would not be enough - I thought that we might succeed with 
  ten   times   that   number,   especially   if   we   have   to   fight   our   way   back   and 
  perhaps meet a reinforced army along the road to our base camp. I have no 
  doubt that Joshua Aristides is reinforcing his garrisons and we have no idea 
  of   how   well   his   men   are   trained.   We   might   have   a   tough   fight   to   return 
  through Sicily and Italy. We met little to no resistance coming here, but I think 
  it will be a different story on the way home!"
          Sedova sneered in his face.
        "So - our mighty leader is suggesting that we run back with our tails 
  between   our  legs,  because  we  have  seen   a  little  muddy  water   and  a   few 
  ships which might or might not carry an army - not to mention the army of 
  ghosts led by Micah Perga!"
          Malenski's answer was deceptively mild.
        "I make no suggestions - I merely put the facts before you as I see 
  them. You are the men who are practised in warfare - I am simply someone 
  who   has   learned   to   calculate   all   the   risks   and   knows   how   to   use   the 
  resources available - but I also know when not to use resources, especially 
  when the outcome is doubtful."
          Sedova   was   silent,   Malenski   could   see   the   mental   wheels   turning. 
  Eventually his general snarled:
        "Call all the captains together - let's see what they have to say!"
          Malenski shrugged.
          "Most of them are here - they have heard what we have had to say - as 
  you so rightly pointed out earlier, they need a decision."
          Sedova glowered at him.



          "And what are we to decide, dear brother Georgi?"
          Malenski considered it quietly.
        "The decision is simply this, dear brother Pik. Knowing the risks and 
  the unknown strength of the enemy and knowing the long drawn-out lines of 
    communication with our base and knowing the slender resources we have, do 
  we go on, or do we return? With forty thousand men, can we hope to conquer 
  what is before us, or will the bulk of our army die before they reach Africa? I 
  think it is a simple question which is answered with yes or no!"
          Sedova got to his feet and towered over them.
        "I say, we go on - who is with me?"
        His   Scandian   allies   rose,   albeit   a   little   uneasily.   Gubkin   and   the 
  remaining captains remained seated and silent. Sedova glared at them and at 
  Malenski. His face twisted into something which was supposed to be a smile.
        "It seems that we go back!"
          Malenski nodded quietly.
        "Unless you choose to go on alone - with those men who decide to 
  follow you. That is also your choice, brother Sedova!"  
          Sedova laughed sourly.
        "A choice which is no choice, my dear Georgi. I am not a fool and a 
  few hundred men will be wiped out very easily by your superior enemy forces. 
  No! We will return with you - and we will explain the reasons why we have 
  come home empty handed!"
        So it was, that Michael Ben Levi and his allies received the report that 
  the army which Georgi Malenski and his general, Sedova, had taken to the 
  southern extremity of Europe, had turned back and retraced their path to the 
  base camp at the southern end of the Adriatic trough. The second excursion 
  to confront the King of the South was over, but now they had to expect the 
  aftermath.


