
  7.

          There were still a few fine details to be resolved before the stage was 

  finally   set   for   the   emergence   of   Gog.   The   movement  of   peoples   from  the 

  Arctic settlements spread like an epidemic. Millions began to move south in 

  search of food and shelter. They became increasingly desperate and violent. 

  It   became   commonplace   to   receive   reports   of   southern   settlements   and 

  storage points being overrun and pillaged. The Asian Heartland was the most 

  affected by the upsurge of unrest. The problem was compounded by the lack 

  of central control in the Administration. Alexei Kharkov remained secluded in 

  his headquarters on the Yenesei. He was either too ill, or too overwhelmed by 

  what   was   happening,   to   take   decisive   action.   Increasingly,   it   was   his 

  'governors'   who   took   control   and   inevitably,   it   became   uncoordinated   and 

  unilateral. 

        The  movement spread  into  the  northern  lands  controlled  by Joshua 

  Aristides. Scandia was the first area to feel the effect together with the lake 

  country which  had once been known as Finland. With  the drainage of the 

  ancient gulf of Bothnia and the Baltic Sea, a great contiguous landmass had 

  been created. It had been a fertile province in the time of the Kingdom and 

  had attracted many to settle in the new areas. The   changing   climatic 

  conditions produced an uncontrollable exodus, which surged down on to the 

  North European plain. 

        Once again, there was a loss of central control. Joshua was rendered 

  impotent in his efforts to reassert the authority of his Administration. There 

  was no infrastructure upon which he could build. It had been swept aside in 



  the tide of hunger and desperation.

        In East Asia, Ambrose had managed to contain the worst of the influx 

  from the north. He had thrown open the storehouses. His authority had held 

  and  the  tide  had  slowed.  He was under no  delusions  that it  was only the 

  fringe   of   the   movement   south   which   had   entered   his   territory.   The   East 

  Siberian Massive had provided a barrier which only the most determined had 

  tried to cross. 

        In general terms, the loss of life had been of staggering proportions. In 

  the survivors, it produced the inevitable result of bitterness, disillusionment 

  and withdrawal from the concept of a loving and caring God.

        On a daily basis, Leah delayed  her decision to return to Jerusalem. 

  Life in the great house was a sheltered cocoon for herself and her children. 

  There were few visitors and when they came they brought only news of gloom 

  and disaster. When they left again, she found it hard to suppress the unrest 

  they had caused. She began to decline any invitation which would take her 

  out into the circle of relatives, friends and acquaintances she had known as 

  the  wife  of the Administrator.  It was a situation  others were  determined to 

  change.   One   afternoon,   about   a   month   after   the   return   of   Michael   to 

  Jerusalem, she received an unexpected visitor.

        She had heard the Pod arrive  and had not moved from her chair in 

  front of a roaring fire. She hoped the visitor was for Rebecca, although it was 

  unlikely. Whoever it was entered the room and stood slightly behind her. She 

  was forced to turn and when she did, she half rose from her chair in surprise - 

  it was Michael.  Rebecca had closed the door on them. He moved forward 

  quickly, lifted her the rest of the way from her chair and then kissed her firmly 

  and passionately on the lips. He let her go eventually and laughed  at her 

  astonishment.



          "You   can't   imagine   how   I've   dreamed   of   doing   that   during   the   last 

  month!"

          "Michael - "

          "That's right - Michael! So, you do still remember that I exist?"

        "What are you doing here?"

        "To the best of my memory, I've just finished kissing the woman I love!"

        She jerked herself away from him.

        "I told you it was the wrong time."

          "Don't tell me - tell my heart! It doesn't agree with you."

        "Why are you here?"

        "To take you back to Jerusalem."

        She sat down again.

        "I haven't made my decision." 

          "Perhaps, you need someone to make it for you."

          "Marcus died only one month ago."

        "In these days, a month is a lifetime! Time is running out, Leah! There 

  is so little left, Gog is on the move. All my reports indicate it."

        She stared up at him.

          "And do they tell you who he is?"

        "Not yet, but here and there, there is a coalescence around one leader 

  or the other. We're watching all of them. There are some who think Gog is a 

  collective  term for them all  - I don't share that opinion. I believe  he is one 

  person, he is being raised up and eventually, I will have to face him in the 

  final showdown!"

        She shivered.

          "You frighten me, Michael."

        "Leah Steinbecker has never been frightened in her life!"



          "Don't believe that - I'm frightened of Gog and I'm frightened of what - 

  of what might happen to you!"

        He grinned in triumph.

          "That's the first sign of a thaw in your frozen heart! I knew you loved 

  me - you just had to be shown you did."

          "Has anyone ever told you that you are insufferably conceited, Michael 

  ben Levi?"

        "Yes they have - but none so prettily as you, my darling Leah!"

        She laughed despite herself.

          "You are impossible!"

        "I know - and I'm also irresistible, handsome, a marvellous lover, I'll 

  make a good husband and father, I have everything going for me."

          "You are so wonderfully modest as well!"

        He   grabbed   her   wrist   and   drew   her   up   and   kissed   her   again.   She 

  pushed him away and drew breath.

        "Stop! I won't be swept away like an opposing army - who do you think 

  I am - Gog?"

        He stepped back and grinned.

        "I doubt if I'll have the urge to kiss Gog when we meet."

        "Be serious, Michael! We're not having children's games!"

        "I didn't have children's games in mind either. All right! All right, I'll be - 

  serious."

        He pulled a solemn face which made her laugh.

          "You see! You laugh at me even when I am being serious!"

        "Oh! Michael! What am I going to do with you?"

          "Make me deliriously happy and become my wife."

        "I don't think so - seriously Michael, it is too soon."



        He sobered up and sat down.

          "When will it not be too soon, Leah?"

          "Michael, I like you - no, it goes much further than that - I think I love 

  you - No! stay where you are! I loved Marcus too, in another way perhaps. I 

  gave him children and our life was - pleasant - together. I need to mourn him 

  for a while. I need to feel comfortable about moving on with my life. At the 

  moment   I   don't.   I   said   in   Jerusalem   that   I   didn't   want   to   be   the   widow 

  Steinbecker, but now I'm here, I think it might be a good idea if I was simply 

  that - the widow of Marcus Steinbecker who respects the memory of her dead 

  husband." 

          Michael  stood  up and walked  to the window. He stared out into the 

  snow covered garden. Leah watched him and her heart ached with longing. It 

  would have been so good to have been with him. He turned back abruptly 

  and caught her looking at him.

        "I know you love me, Leah, but I accept that you have to admit this to 

  yourself first. Very well, I can wait until you purge out these feelings you still 

  have for Marcus, but please, don't glamorise what wasn't there. Don't imagine 

  perfection when there was in reality a great deal of pain and frustration. I will 

  keep asking, Leah!"

          There  was a tone  from the  door chime. Rebecca had elected  to be 

  discrete. Michael  took his seat opposite  Leah in front of the fire. Rebecca 

  entered   with   a   tray   of   refreshments   which   she   set   down   on   a   side   table. 

  Michael rose and took her hand, she looked frankly startled.

        "It is very good to see you again, Sister Steinbecker."

        Her look of surprise increased, it became fleeting astonishment when 

  he continued.

        "I   wonder   if   you   could   spare   the   time  to   sit   with   us.   I   am  trying   to 



  persuade Leah to follow a certain course of action and I thought we might join 

  forces!"

        Leah felt her pulse increase. Rebecca slowly took a third seat.

        "As you are both aware, I am stationed in Jerusalem. I have been told 

  rather pointedly, that some consider the distance between our two cities to be 

  a disadvantage  for the smooth running  of the two Administration  areas. In 

  normal times, I would be inclined to disagree, but these are far from normal 

  times and I doubt if they will ever return. Our King and Priest nominated me 

  to care for both Administrations and I have taken that to mean merging them. 

  I   need   strong   and   competent   people   to   manage   both   centres   -   one   in 

  Jerusalem and one here. Essentially, they would be my Assistants, but they 

  would  have  a far greater responsibility  than  that term implies. They would 

  have the authority of an Administrator and answer only to me. I tell you this 

  because I want Leah to care for Salem!"

        Leah stared at Michael and decided that he was a very devious man. 

  One way or the other, he was determined to bind her to him. She was about 

  to decline outright, when Rebecca interjected softly.

        "It would mean that Leah will remain in Salem?"

        "Of course! Salem will be her centre of operations, just as it was for 

  Marcus and Joel before him. Essentially, she would care for East Asia on my 

  behalf."

          Michael was lounging back in his chair and watching her. Leah could 

  see that he was enjoying himself and felt like slapping him. He said softly.

        "What do you think, Leah?"

        She hesitated. Rebecca interjected again.

          "You are well respected by the Stewards, Leah. On the other hand, if 

  you go to Jerusalem as you had planned, you would have no one to care for 



  the children."

        Leah returned her gaze without blinking. There was the real reason for 

  the show of support - the children. Michael murmured softly.

        "I had no idea that you had made up your mind to return to Jerusalem, 

  Leah.  I'm sure  I could  find  you  an  interesting  position  there,  if  that's  your 

  choice."

        No doubt he could! Leah switched her level gaze to him and read the  

  merriment in his eyes. She made the only choice she could.

        "I   will   be   happy   to   assist   you   here   in   Salem  -   until   you   can   make 

  another appointment."

          Michael got to his feet and clasped her hand.

        "I   am   delighted,   Leah   -   and   I   thank   you,   Rebecca,   for   being   so 

  persuasive."

        The older woman got to her feet slowly. She had the feeling she had 

  been used and outmanoeuvred, but she wasn't quite sure how. She bowed in 

    acknowledgement and gathered up the remains of the refreshments, whilst 

  Michael continued to express his gratitude to his new Deputy Administrator. 

  When the door closed behind her, Michael took Leah in his arms and kissed 

  her again. This time, she didn't resist and was content to relax in his arms. He 

  whispered.

        "If I can't have you one way, I'll have you another."

        "All you've succeeded in doing, is to delay my final decision, Michael!"

        On the following day, Leah left the cocoon of the house, to journey to 

  the Administration Building. She was muffled up in thermal clothing against 

  the bitter wind. The snow had stopped, but the air was icy. She couldn't help 

  wondering if it would ever be warm again, and that Satan's grip on the climate 

  was so secure, the warmth could never return. As the Pod pulled away, she 



  saw Rebecca take each of her children by the hand and lead them back into 

  the   house.   They   were   chattering   together.   She   had   to   acknowledge   that 

  Rebecca was good with them, but increasingly, she felt the undeclared rivalry 

  for their affections.

        Word   had   already   circulated   on   the   wind   or   on   the   mysterious 

  grapevine, that she was to return to take over the reins of the Administration. 

  She was greeted, not as the  widow Steinbecker,  but in  her  earlier  role  of 

  Assistant, second only to Marcus during the early months of their marriage. 

  She had to acknowledge that it was good to be back. It soon became obvious 

  how stagnant things had been allowed to become since the removal of David. 

  She   felt   a   mild   irritation,   it   was   almost   unforgivable   for   Michael   to   have 

  removed someone in David's position, without making immediate provisions 

  to replace him.

        Her desk was piled  high with  references to be accessed for reports 

  held   on   the   computer.   A   sample   soon   indicated   the   seriousness   of   the 

  problems facing Ambrose, it also revealed that there had been no assistance 

  rendered   during   the   previous   month.   The   same   applied   to   the   other 

  Stewards, although  Ambrose was the most critically  affected by far, it was 

  because   of   his   need   to   absorb   the   flood   of   refugees   from  the   north.   She 

  decided on an immediate visit to his area.

        During the afternoon, there was a request for her attention in the holo-

  room. Kurt Weber wanted to talk to her. She entered the small, bare room 

  and waited for the wonders of science to create his three dimensional image 

  in the space opposite her chair. She knew it was a reciprocal arrangement, 

  her image was present eight hundred kilometres to the north, in the Gazera 

  headquarters. Kurt eyed her solemnly.

        "It would  seem that congratulations  are in order, Sister Steinbecker. 



  I'm glad someone came to their senses."

        "I'm glad someone has pleased you, Brother Weber."

          There was the flicker of a smile.

          "You'll find that I'm not an easy man to please, Leah - especially in the  

  face of incompetence."

          "Thanks for the warning!"

        "The general situation isn't good."

        "So I've been finding out, but I can assure you that circumstances will 

  get worse - in particular, when Gog makes his move. We will rely on good 

  management and a steady nerve."

        "It's my understanding that this - Gog - hasn't been identified."

          "Correct - but we will recognise him immediately, when he makes his 

  move."

          "And until then?"

        "We sit tight and handle the problem of our refugee population as best 

  we can. I understand that Ambrose has opened his storehouses and has set 

  up camps."

          "God help them! Can you imagine what the Mongolian highlands are 

  like in winter?"

        "No - but I intend to find out tomorrow."

        He jerked in surprise.

        "Better you than me, Leah Steinbecker."

          "Marcus would have done nothing less!"

        They closed the link and Leah contemplated the empty space. It had 

  been nothing more than a fishing expedition. Kurt Weber had been testing 

  the water.

        On the following day, the Shuttle carrying  Leah Steinbecker into the 



  Mongolian steppes moved sluggishly across the frozen plains. There was a 

  bland, endless covering  of white and she couldn't help comparing it to the 

  memory  of   the   rich   yellow   harvest   which   had   been   produced   in   previous 

  times. They had come low enough to see the dark smudges of snow covered 

  canvas which sheltered the refugees. The  flight  had been difficult,  nothing 

  seemed to work properly in the freezing  atmosphere, she couldn't imagine 

  how hard it would be for the luckless humanity hiding from the wind on the 

  exposed plain.

        She was utterly thankful that her children were in warmth and security. 

  She remembered the whispered conversation with John as she left. The little 

  boy had clung to her much more than was usual. Recently, he had become 

  ruggedly independent. His sudden attachment was a little unexpected - but 

  welcome. He had wanted to know.

        "Do you have to go away?"

        "Yes, I must go and visit uncle Ambrose - you remember him?"

        He had nodded. The next questions cut her to the heart.

          "You are coming back? You won't stay away for ever - like daddy?"

        All she could do was hug him to her as she fought for control. 

        "I will come back - I won't leave you!"

          There   had   been   times   during   the   trip,   as   the   shuttle   had   lurched 

  through the blizzard over the high mountain barriers, when she had wondered 

  whether Marcus had made a similar promise to the little boy, before he set 

  out on his final journey.

        The shuttle was easing in for a landing. It was difficult and the craft 

  bounced a few times in the turbulence. As she walked out into the howling 

  gale, she dreaded the thought of the return flight. Ambrose was waiting for 

  her. He had emerged from a Pod as the shuttle had come to a standstill. He 



  stood hunched and huddled against the wind opposite the door of the ship.  

  He grasped her arm without formal greeting and propelled her into the Pod, 

  closing the door quickly. He turned to face her, with ice and frost crusting his 

  straggly beard.

        "By all the saints, Leah, you pick lousy weather for travelling!"

        "I didn't pick it, Ambrose - it picked me!"

        It was true enough, conditions had been deceptively calm when she 

  left Salem. He didn't take her directly to his Yurt, instead they made a long 

  detour through the storm, to several of the camps. He explained.

          "There's nothing more I can do to make it easier for them. I give them a 

  daily ration to fill their bellies. I give them enough fuel for their stoves. I come 

  down hard on troublemakers."

        "Are there many - troublemakers, I mean?"

        He shook his head.

          "They're too cold to pick fights with each other - or with me. They use 

  all their energy to fight the weather and keep alive."

        "How many are there."

        "The number grows all  the time. The influx from the north is getting 

  less. A few weeks ago, we had the biggest surge, we worked day and night to 

  contain them and since then, the numbers from the north have gone down. I 

  estimate a minimum of ten thousand in each camp - and we have a hundred 

  camps like this! There are at least a million - and another million unaccounted 

  for!"

          "Unaccounted?"

        "They either died on the way, or they're trying  to brave it out in the 

  north - or they're following Georgi and his crowd, moving to the south-west."

        "Have you been in contact with him?



          "Georgi? No - but we know where he's been. His followers aren't so 

  disciplined as these people. I think you  can see the nucleus of the mighty 

  Horde, Marcus and Joel before him, were always talking about!"

        They had turned aside from the camp and were heading through the 

  storm towards the Yurt. When they arrived, it was a scene of pandemonium. 

  Ambrose shouted above the din. 

          "We're cramped for room - most of it is set aside for an infirmary. We 

  do what we can for the sick, injured and dying - which isn't much - but they're 

  out of the wind."

        Leah greeted Ambrose's wife and some of his children and was then 

    shepherded into his private domain.

        "At one time, this room was out of bounds to women - but times are 

  changing."

        "That would be the understatement of the millennium."

          "You're probably right! So, Leah, they've given you an impossible job!"

        "It looks a good deal easier than yours, Ambrose!"

        He grunted and poured a stiff measure of some private concoction he 

  distilled on the premises.

        "It'll keep out the cold. Drink it down. If you get drunk, we'll put you to 

  bed and keep your secret!"

        Leah  eyed   him  thoughtfully,  drunk   down  the   liquor   in   one  gulp   and 

  started to feel the ice dissolving in her blood. Ambrose raised one eyebrow 

  and poured another.

        "What do they think you can do, Leah?"

          "You seem to doubt I'm capable of doing anything! I'm filling the space  

  left by David."

        "That isn't difficult - Michael made a good move when he excused him 



  duty! The problems started when he didn't put anyone else in his place."

        "Now he has - me."

        "So he has - so he has. Tell me, Leah Steinbecker, what do you intend 

  to do for us?"

          "Support you - and co-ordinate the efforts of the Stewards so that you 

  aren't in conflict over the same resources. Save you time and effort. Manage 

  this Administration in the name of the Administrator."

          Ambrose grunted again.

          "And while you are doing all this, what is he doing?"

          "Watching   for   Gog   and   preparing   for   coming   troubles.   At  the   same 

  time, the Administrator will be doing what all other Administrators have done 

  in   the   past;   advising,   organising,   consolidating   resources   for   the   optimum 

  benefit of the citizens."

          Ambrose stared at her thoughtfully.

        "I wish you luck - you and your Administrator!"

 


