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          Asher  called   an   early   halt   to  the   meeting.  It   was  clear  that   he  was 

  worried by the signs of weakness Joel had shown. He declared:

        "It is my belief that we have a great deal upon which to meditate and a 

  basis upon which to formulate plans for our next session. I propose that we 

  meet once more in two days - at the same hour. Are there any objections?"

          There was a murmur of acceptance. Marcus didn't like the look of Joel. 

  His face  was pale  to  the  point of being  grey.  His legs were  weak and  he 

  needed the support of Marcus and Asher to the Pod. 

        "Let's get home, Leah - and make it fast!"

        Leah complied by feeding a set of co-ordinates into the Pod's console. 

  The vehicle accelerated to a speed well in excess of the prescribed limit. It 

  was obvious that someone had been fiddling with the power cell. Marcus was 

  fairly sure who could be held accountable. He glanced sideways at Leah. She 

  stared resolutely at the line  of markers passing under them in  a horrifying 

  blur.

          "There really is no need for concern - "

          "Joel, my friend, allow me that luxury - you are not a young man."

        "Young or old, we all have to move house at one time or the other - 

  and we all will be faced with that finality in just a few short years."

          "You have already expended far to much energy on that subject for 

  one day. Lean back and rest - "

        Joel nodded and did as he was told. Marcus looked round, the old man 



  was leaning  back with  his eyes closed. His colour still  wasn't good. Asher 

  looked anxious, he touched Leah on the shoulder.

        "Call Michael - "

        She nodded and opened a channel through the console.

          "Michael, come to the house - we have an emergency."

          There was a mutter of protest.

        "Child - do not be over-dramatic!"

        They   half   carried   the   old   man   along   the   passage   to   his   bedroom. 

  Marcus got him into bed. Joel opened his eyes when he was settled.

          "This, I suppose, is how it will be when Satan is released. You are all 

  having a foretaste of the anxiety and I am having a foretaste of the weakness 

  of old age."

          "Rest quietly, Father Joel - "

        "My voice will be stilled for ever soon, let me use it whilst I still can!"

          Asher drew Marcus aside.

        "We have sent for Michael - he is skilled in dealing with the weakness 

  which comes with age - "

          Marcus nodded. There was little need for doctors in the Kingdom but 

  some still studied the old art. The incidence of death had dwindling since the 

  last of the Survivors had gone to their rest - The only yardstick he could use 

  was Salem, the last had died one hundred and fifty years earlier, and he had 

  been one of the younger ones who had been born during the three and a half 

  years preceding the establishment of the Kingdom. Some of the children of 

  the Survivors, like Joel, were coming to the end of their years. The thought 

  made him feel slightly sick, life would not be the same without Father Joel.

          Michael ben Levi was a darkly handsome young man. Marcus guessed 

  that he would be about three centuries old, perhaps a little more. According 



  to   Father   Joel,   he   was   about   Leah's   age.   Marcus   wondered   why   this 

  particular   fact   suddenly   seemed   significant.   He   told   himself   that   it   wasn't. 

  Michael   pulled   up   a   chair   to   the   bed   and   took   the   old   man's   hand.   Joel 

  opened his eyes and stared him in the eye.

        "What does that tell you? - That my heart is still pumping?"

          "Among other things - "

          Michael laid his ear on the patient's chest.

          "This is not a comfortable arrangement!"

        "It won't last long - "

          "What! My heart? I could have told you that!"

          Michael sat back and smiled at the old man.

        "So! - What's the verdict? Do we order a box?!"

        "Not for a while I would think - If you agree to live the life we ought to 

  expect from a man of nine hundred and eighty-five years."

        "What do you want me to do - take up spinning?"

        "It's a very restful occupation."

        "Young man - do you realise what we are facing in the next ten years?"

        "I think so - and I would like you to be around to help us to combat the 

  Horde of Gog when it arrives!"

          "Ah!"

        The old man rested back on his pillow and stared at his physician.

        "So you know about the Horde of Gog, do you?"

          Michael's response was without sting.

          "You are not the only one who reads the scriptures and expects the 

  fulfilment of prophecy, Father Joel."

        "I'm very glad to hear it, young man!"

        "I want to impress on you that you must stop trying to carry the weight 



  of this on your shoulders. Let the others do some work."

        The old man hooted with laughter.

        "So, I have to sit back and let others do the work? That reminds me of 

  a   story   -   Tell   me,   young   man,   have   you   ever   noticed   how   the   old   get 

    increasingly garrulous and want to tell stories all the time?"

        He didn't wait for an answer.  

        "My father, Carl Steinbecker was notorious in his day for trying to carry 

  everything   on   his   own   shoulders   -   it   nearly   broke   him   and   very   nearly 

  wrecked his marriage!  One  day the Firstling  came to  him and  gave  him a 

  lecture. He told him to read Exodus 18:13-27, and do what it says. Call it up 

  on the computer, Marcus. Stop arguing! I'm feeling better by the minute and 

  what tidier place to die than in bed!"

          Marcus rolled his eyes and entered the text.

        The computer intoned:

          "This is the text of Exodus 18:13-27:

        'The   next   day   Moses   took   his   seat   to   settle   disputes   among   the 

  people, and they were standing around him from morning to evening. When 

  Jethro saw all that he was doing for the people, he said, "What are you doing 

  for all these people? Why do you sit alone with all of them standing around 

  you from morning to evening? "The people come to me", Moses answered, 

  "to   seek   God's   guidance.   Whenever   there   is   a   dispute   among   them,  they 

  come to me, and I decide between man and man. I declare the statutes and 

  laws of God." But his father-in-law said to Moses, "This is not the best way to 

  do it. You will  only wear yourself out and wear out all  the people who are 

  here. The task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it by yourself. Now listen 

  to me: take my advice, and God be with you. It is for you to be the people's 

    representative before God, and bring their disputes to him. You must instruct 



  them in the statutes and laws, and teach them how they must behave and 

  what they must do. But you  must yourself  search for capable, God-fearing 

  men among all the people, honest and incorruptible men, and appoint them 

  over the people as officers over units of a thousand, of a hundred, of fifty or 

  of ten. They shall  sit as a permanent court for the people; they must refer 

  difficult cases to you but decide simple cases for themselves. In this way your 

  burden will be lightened, and they will share it with you. If you do this, God 

  will  give  you  strength, and  you  will  be  able  to  go on. And, moreover,  this 

  whole people will here and now regain peace and harmony." Moses listened 

  to his father-in-law and did all that he suggested. He chose capable men from 

  all Israel and appointed them leaders of the people, officers over units of a 

  thousand, of a hundred, of fifty or of ten. They sat as a permanent court, 

  bringing   the   difficult   cases   to   Moses   but   deciding   simple   cases   for 

  themselves. Moses set his father-in-law on his way, and he went back to his 

  own country.'

        Thus ends the quotation."

        Joel chuckled.

        "From that small beginning, we have set captains of thousands and 

  hundred and fifties and tens, but we have also extended that arrangement, so 

  that now, there are twelve men who have the captaincy over billions. You tell 

  me to delegate, young man - I am the product of a vast delegation of authority 

  - but like Moses, we twelve have to decide the most difficult cases, that is a 

  task we cannot shirk!"

          "Then, Father Joel - tell us what to do!"

        Joel leaned back.

        "Just for the  moment, Marcus, let me have  a little  nap - but, young 

  man, I would like to talk to you again - perhaps this evening."



        They left him alone. Michael and Marcus walked behind Asher down 

  the corridor to the living area. Their host said over his shoulder.

        "Joel is the most stubborn man I have ever been blessed to know."

        "He must have got it from his father - and the drama of his birth."

          Asher looked curious.

          "That's a story I don't know - "

        He gestured to the soft chairs grouped close to the window. The strong 

  odour from the groves sweetened the room. Marcus leaned back.

        "The old man worries me - he never knows when to give up - if he isn't 

  stopped, he'll drive himself until he drops."

          "Which   he   nearly   did   today.   I   blame   myself.   I   should   have   set   the 

  conference one day later, it would have given him a chance to recover from 

  the trip. Even two hours on a sub-orbital  shuttle  is taxing for a man of his 

  age."

          "You know very well, he would have insisted in bringing the meeting 

  forward - "

        "As you say, Marcus - a very stubborn man. Now, tell us this story."

          Marcus smiled, like all Orientals, Asher loved a good story.

        "It   goes   back   to   the   tenth   year   of   the   Kingdom.   Father   Carl   had 

  married Ruth, who was already well beyond the normal childbearing age. I 

  always   believed   the   Survivors   to   be   born   between   two   worlds.   Before   the 

  Kingdom was established, they had a life  expectancy which was incredibly 

  short,   only   seventy   years,   more   or   less.   After   the   establishment   of   the 

  Kingdom, in very broad terms, the balance of their lives was extended. So, in 

  the tenth year of the Kingdom,  Ruth had already passed the prime years for 

  bearing a child.

        In those days, Carl and Ruth lived in a lighthouse which stood on a 



  promontory overlooking Salem - Pringle's Head, as it was then called. The 

    association with the lighthouse is a story in itself - which we will have to leave 

  for another time.

        Ruth insisted that their child was to be born there, even though there 

  were many among those close to them, who urged her differently. All she said 

  was: 'This is Carl's home and this is where his child will be born.'   

        So,  from  that  you  can  see,   Father   Joel   gets  his   stubbornness  from 

  both sides of the family! Father   Carl   told   me   the   story   himself   -   he   was 

  already a very old man when I was just out of my childhood. The story goes 

  that as the time for Ruth's confinement drew near, a storm front rolled in from 

  the ocean. In those early days, they had grown used to accepting the gentle 

  changes in the weather cycle. Storms were infrequent and when they came, 

  they were somehow muted, rolling around the hills above the town for a few 

  hours, without a great deal of violence and unloading welcome rain to fill the 

  reservoirs and to freshen  the crops. 

        On this occasion it was not typical. The visibility out over the ocean 

  was   reduced   and   the   rising   swell   sent   waves   crashing   against   the   rocks 

  below the headland. The hills were shrouded in low black cloud, heavy with 

  water. Work in the fields and gardens had to be terminated. 

        The word spread quickly, the child of the man they saw as some sort of 

  patriarch, was soon to be born. The   lighthouse   filled   with   people.   They 

  came dripping from the wet and assembled in the lower room. Father Carl 

  behaved in the manner usually prescribed to potential fathers when the time 

  of birth is imminent. He wandered around the cliff top and in and out of the 

  lower room and generally got in the way and made a thorough nuisance of 

  himself. 

          Merle was the wife of Dar - another of the patriarchs of that time - and 



  a great friend of Father Carl. Merle took over the function of midwife. She was 

  tolerant of Carl but totally unawed by the him. In those days, he was a thin, 

  intense man with fierce eyes and a flowing beard. That made no difference to 

  Merle, she firmly expelled him from the lighthouse and pushed him out to fend 

  for himself on to the rain soaked cliff top.

        Carl went to sit at his favourite place at the very edge of the headland 

  and over a dizzy drop to the ocean, and with the rain soaking down on him, 

  he stared out over the sea without seeing a thing. Time dragged on, Merle 

  came a few times to the entrance of the lighthouse and each time, shook her 

  head when he got to his feet. The birth took a long time and once or twice, 

  Carl approached the door, and he was firmly repelled. Clearly, Merle had the 

    old-fashioned opinion that this was women's business. Carl didn't quite see it 

  that way. Ruth and he were one and he wanted to be present when his child 

  came into the world. It was as if Ruth read his thoughts, it wasn't long before 

  Merle came to the door and beckoned him to enter. She said:

        'It isn't time yet, Uncle Carl, but she wants to talk to you.'

        Ruth looked weary when he approached the bed. The pains were still 

  a distance apart, and it didn't seem that much progress had been made. They 

  sat together in silence and he clasped her hand. She endured a contraction 

  and Carl reflected that childbirth still remained a trauma, despite the lifting of 

  the Curse of the Earth.

        The rain had eased during the course of the day but it was intensely 

  humid, which seemed to build up as the afternoon gave way to the evening, 

  perhaps it was the tension of the circumstances. The light of the oil-lamps 

  increased the heat within the room. In the distance, the muttered rumble of 

  another   storm,   bounced   off   the   hills.   As   it   grew   louder,   so   the   distance 

  between the contractions decreased. Merle watched Ruth anxiously, and she 



  didn't care anymore whether Carl was present or not.

        Carl could see that she was worried, things did not appear to be going 

  as well as they should have been. Ruth struggled to bring out the new life. 

  Carl wiped her forehead with a cloth, as the sweat trickled down her face.

          When the birth appeared imminent, the drama was heightened, for as 

  the storm moved towards the house, as if it was drawn to the headland alone. 

  The child was born and lay quiet and blue on the cover. Merle snatched it up, 

  tied the cord and cut it. She slapped its backside. Carl sat rigid on the floor by 

  the bed. All he could hear was Merle's gasping breath, as she struggled to 

  bring the child to life - but it wouldn't respond.

        Ruth   moaned   and   the   joy   faded   from   her   eyes.   She   began   to   cry 

  quietly, exhausted by the effort and knowing that it had all been in vain. Carl 

  jumped to his feet and snatched the slippery bundle from the midwife's arms. 

  He noticed that it was a boy as he slapped his rear - his efforts were no better 

  than the woman's, once again there was no response. Later, when he thought 

  about it, he was still not sure how he knew what he had to do. He shouted to 

  his friend.

        'Dar! Get me cold water, quickly!'

        Dar stood motionless in the doorway for a second and then he was 

  galvanised into action, he was back within seconds, carrying a huge wooden 

  pail which usually stood outside the main door. He glanced at the child and 

  set the pail  down without a word. Carl plunged the little  body into the chill 

  water   and   then   into   another   container   of   heated   water   that   had   been 

  prepared   so   that   the   child   could   be   washed.   He   did   it   again   and   again, 

  alternating   between   the   two.   He   slapped   his   son   but   there   was   still   no 

  response. Carl felt panic rising. He took a deep breath and puffed quickly into 

  the little nostrils. The tiny chest rose and collapsed again as the air expired. 



  He tried again and again. Still, there was no sign of life. Merle touched his 

  arm, as if to stop him, she shook her head sadly.

        Carl   had   never   eradicated   a   streak   of   obstinacy   from  his   make-up, 

  even if it was the Kingdom of Peace, it came to the surface once more. He 

  refused to give up. He raced out into the cold wet air, past the open-mouthed 

  visitors and stood as the storm broke over the headland. He held the lifeless 

  body of his child up above his head with both hands - like the offering of a 

  sacrifice. He turned his face to the sky and cried out something - afterwards, 

  he couldn't remember what he put into that cry,  or even if there  were any 

  words.

        The  thunder  erupted  into  a boom, which  shook the headland  and a 

  wild scud of rain lashed the child and himself. It was icy-cold, from the top of 

  one   of   the   vast   thunderheads.   It   was   like   the   scene   from   a   mediaeval 

    melodrama. The child jerked in his arms, as the icy drops pattered on its body 

  and then let out the most wonderful howl of protest that Carl had ever heard.

        Dar had followed him, he had more sense than the exhausted father. 

  He   snatched   the   child   from   him   and   raced   back   into   the   shelter   of   the 

  lighthouse.   It   had   to   be   a   strong   child,   otherwise,   from   all   previous 

  experience, it ought to be dead from the treatment it had received. Carl stood 

  in the rain, as the thunder and lightening roared and flashed around the cliff 

  top. He knew he was weeping but he was curiously calm inside.

        Dar returned and gently coaxed him into the lower room. Carl's linen 

  tunic clung to him, soaked through and his beard and hair cascaded water. 

  His hand was pumped and his back slapped, he was congratulated and he 

  stood like a man in a trance. They pushed him across the room and up the 

  stairs to the room where Ruth lay. He stumbled over the door step.

        Ruth   held   the   child   and   Merle   stood   by   the   bed   beaming   with 



  happiness. Carl knelt by the bed and took his wife's hand. Dar called from the 

  doorway.

        "What is the child to be called? - They want to know."

        Ruth shook her head at his look of enquiry.

        "It's for a father to name his son."

        Carl stared at the sleeping child.

        "He shall be called Joel - for Joel means 'Jehovah is God'. This is a 

  special child, for he shall call you to remembrance when the day of the Lord 

  is at hand and there are multitudes in the Valley of Decision and the Lord is a 

  refuge for his people and the defence of Israel!"

          There was dead silence when Marcus finished his story. He laughed 

    self-consciously.

        "Sorry if I over dramatised a little. Put it down to another a bad habit."

          Asher wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

          "Don't make any apology - a good story deserves a good telling. That 

  is a remarkable story - and you say that Father Carl told you this himself?"

          Marcus nodded.

        "Father Joel reminds me so much of him. In his last years, he was full 

  of memories. He liked to talk of the days at the beginning of the Kingdom. I 

  think he was very lonely. He died in the five hundred and sixty-third year of 

  the Kingdom, you know - and he was alone for one hundred and seventeen 

  years after Ruth passed away at a high age. He would never complain of his 

  loneliness but he always loved someone to be near him, so that he could tell 

  his stories." 

        "Did Father Carl ever talk about this time?"

          Marcus laughed again.

          "Constantly!   He   only   succeeded  in   driving   people   away.   They  grew 



  tired of his predictions of disaster. I am afraid in that respect as well, Father 

  Joel is his father's son!"

        Leah interjected for the first time.

        "Never dismiss Father Joel as a pessimistic crank! He is one of very 

  few men who see this time for what it is!"

        "I   wasn't   aware   that   I   was   dismissing   him   as   a   pessimistic   crank! 

  However, he is not necessarily right in all he says!"

          "And you believe that our God doesn't mean what he says?!"

          Asher poured soothing oil.

          "Children, children!  This is not a matter to argue over. Marcus - you 

  are sure that Father Carl prophesied at the birth of his son?"

        "If you mean the prediction I mentioned? Yes, I suppose it could be 

  called a prophesy. Is it significant?"

        "It most certainly is! We believe that the day of the Lord is at hand and 

  we   believe   that   Father   Joel   is   calling   us   to   remembrance   and   there   are 

  multitudes in the Valley of Decision and that the Lord will be a refuge for his 

  people and the defence of Israel!"


