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        Leah stared at the sheet of paper and tried to take in the implications. 
  Michael   was   twenty   thousand   kilometres   away.   It   was   impossible   for 
  something he had dropped to find its way under her chair. Michael, his chair,  
  his   reports,   his   papers   were   no   more   than   an   image.   She   half   rose,   but 
  Michael was quicker. He crossed the holo-pad floor and grasped her by the 
  shoulders. He grinned into her started face and then kissed her very firmly on 
  the lips. After an ineffectual struggle, she jerked free. She almost shouted.
        "I   don't   find   this   very   amusing!   No!   Keep   your   hands   to   yourself.   I 
  suppose the whole Administration Building is having a wonderful laugh at my 
  expense?"
        He still laughed at her.
          "Nobody knows I'm here - apart from your secretary who was part of 
  the conspiracy - hence the delays to keep you from being on time - I'm sure 
  you can rely on his discretion."
          "Whether I can rely on his discretion or not, is neither here nor there, 
  Michael! I don't find your little charade very funny!"
        "Like I said before - you're beautiful when you're angry!"
          "Michael! You have never seen me angry - not really angry - there are 
  very few people who have, but you're getting very close!"
        He tried very hard to make his face solemn and gestured to the chairs.
        "Shall we continue our conference?"
        "I don't think the subject matter is conducive to comedy, Michael!"
        The smile in his eyes was gone.
        "I can assure you, neither do I, Leah! Perhaps I was wrong, I thought a 
  holo-conference was too cold-blooded. I thought my physical presence might 
  help you."
        Her anger had subsided, she took refuge in a businesslike approach.
        "We   have   both   read   the   preliminary   investigation   report.   The 
  suggestion is that some outside agency organised Marcus's assassination. If 
  so, what do you intend to do about it?"
          "Perhaps you would prefer to discuss this in your office?"
        "If you wish."
        He eyed her stiff back as she preceded him the short distance down a 
  corridor to her office. There was no doubt that she was very angry. He closed 
  and sealed the door behind him and remained standing just inside the room. 
  Leah had taken a seat to one side of the large desk. Her usual 'command' 
  chair remained empty, an invitation for him to take it and assume the status of 
  her superior. He ignored the opportunity and instead, placed himself close to 
  her.   He   took   her   hand   in   his   and   stroked   it,   she   was   unresponsive.   He 
  whispered softly.
        "Leah - I'm so very sorry for acting the fool. I had the best of intentions 
  but my timing was way off. I hadn't intended to reveal my presence until we 
  had finished. I certainly didn't want to trivialise the report of Marcus's death. If 
  for no reason other than that I care too much for you, ever to do that. I hope 
  you believe me!"  



          Tears trickled down her cheeks and she didn't resist when he cradled 
  her in his arms. For the first time in so many days, she felt secure. She let go 
  of her grief and he rocked her back and forth like a child. She could hear his 
  heart thudding through the thin cloth of his tunic. She felt warm and safe, but 
  she couldn't stay in his arms for ever. She drew back and he let her go. 
        "I must look a mess. I'm sorry I did that."
        "But   I'm  not!   I   think   we   both   have   to   admit   that   it   was   much  more 
  comfortable  to  be  with  you  than  to  watch  you   weep from twenty thousand  
        "Why did you play this stupid game?"
        "I thought it was better to travel in secrecy."
        "For any particular reason - other than to play games?"
        "I would have thought it was obvious. Now we know that Marcus was 
  murdered, we must take extra precautions. At least until we find out who was 
  responsible."
        "Can there be any doubt?"
        He looked at her sharply.
          "Gog, you mean? You might be right - although his motive for murder 
  is obscure. I would have thought his target would more than likely be me - on 
  the other hand, there might be others who wanted to see Marcus dead. We 
  are   living   in   a   time   when   a   man   makes   many   enemies   -   especially 
  Administrators,   who   are   sometimes   called   upon   to   make   unpopular 
  decisions."
          "Surely, that isn't motive enough to kill four men in cold blood?"
        "The first murder resulted from Abel taking an unpopular decision - to 
  give   the   best   in   offering   -   his   decision   provoked   Cain's   reaction!   You 
  mentioned  the fact that Marcus wasn't alone. It raises another possibility  - 
  perhaps one of the four crew members was the target. We don't know. You 
  asked   what  I  intended  to  do   about  it.  I'll   tell  you.  I've  already  initiated  an 
  exhaustive investigation of all the circumstances surrounding Marcus's flight. 
        The   investigation   will   range   from   the   maintenance   and   inspections 
  which were carried out on the suborbiter; to the intimate lives of each of the 
  crew members. We will look at every decision made by Marcus since the end 
  of the Kingdom and the reactions to such decisions, no matter how trivial. We 
  will have our answers, Leah. I intend to find out who planted the explosives 
  and punish them accordingly!" 
        Leah shuddered and turned to look out at the cold landscape. An icy 
  wind was sweeping between the bleak towers of the city. The ocean was grey 
  and surging and merged with the cloud covered sky.
        "The human race is back to thinking in terms of crime and punishment. 
  Sometimes   I   look   back   on   the   days   of   the   Kingdom   and   remember   our 
  innocence.   We   were   like   children   who   lived   in   a   paradise,   nothing   ever 
  touched us, unless we allowed it to do so. We knew about the evil of our own 
  hearts, but never realised what a potent force it would become when Satan 
  was once again released. Perhaps, we should have worked harder to control 
  those flashes of irritation. They were ours to master; we can blame no one 
  else for them; they came from within  us. They were the fertile  ground into 
  which the seeds of discord could be sown and cultivated under the influence 
  of the Evil One."
        "We  were warned so often  on that subject. I suppose we heard the 



  theme so often that we closed our ears."
        "We closed our ears to too many things. When I think back to the futile 
  arguments about whether we should store materials for weapons, or whether 
  we   had   a   commission   which   was   restricted   to   a   fair   distribution   of   our 
  resources, I sometimes wonder how we could have been so naive."
        "We were as naive as Adam and Eve in paradise. When you have no 
  idea of evil - real evil, that is - you are innocent. When you are innocent - 
  unknowing - of evil, it is so easy to surrender at the first confrontation."
        "Now, you sound as if you're saying that Adam and Eve were unfairly 
  tested."
        "No I'm not! They had the warning not to eat of the fruit with which they 
  were tempted - it wasn't because it had a bitter taste, or would poison them 
  physically. Scripture tells us that Eve looked upon it and it was good. In the 
  same way, we have been warned to control the evil of our own hearts - not 
  because it would be nice for God if everyone had no evil in their hearts, but 
  because   it   would   be   a   fertile   ground   for   Satan   to   utilise   when   he   was 
  released."
        "Why are we talking about Adam and Eve?"
        "I have no idea! If I remember rightly, we were talking about who was 
  responsible   for   Marcus's   death.   Let's   say,   there   was   a   subconscious 
  motivation."
        "What is that supposed to mean?"
        "In plain terms, it means that I'd love to be Adam - if you'll be my Eve!"
        She evaded his outstretched hand.
        "Let's keep to things on a professional basis!"
        "Oh! By all means - let's be professional! I profess my undying love for 
  you, Leah Steinbecker. I profess my desire to have you as my wife; to care 
  for you and protect you. I profess my need for you to come back to Jerusalem 
  with me!"
        She retreated to her side of the desk. She steadied her voice.
        "I thought we had agreed that it is much too soon even to consider the 
  future. Michael!  There's too  much at stake!  We  are  being  watched  - even 
  now. You  can't possibly imagine  that  your  presence  in  Salem hasn't  gone 
  unnoticed? This report tells us that the Administration is under attack. I don't 
  believe the target was anyone else than Marcus. Someone decided that they 
  wanted him out of the way. Now, they're watched us - waiting for any slip. By 
  this time, it's all over the Administration Building that Michael ben Levi is in 
  private   conference   with   the   Widow   Steinbecker,   closeted   behind   sealed 
  doors. I can almost hear the sniggering and whispering behind their hands."
          Michael eyed her calmly.
          "And are you worried about sniggers and whispers, Leah?"
        She flared up angrily.
        "Of   course   I'm   worried   about   sniggers   and   whispers!   I   am  worried 
  about them if they undermine the effectiveness of the Administration - your 
  Administration! We have enough external troubles without creating more." 
        "It's easily fixed, you know."
        "How - easily fixed?"
          "Marry me, Leah!"
          "We've talked about this before - It's too soon after Marcus - and then, 



  there's the politics - "
          "Don't talk to me about politics!"
        "All right - let's talk about being practical. What sort of marriage would 
  it be with you in Jerusalem, twenty thousand kilometres away - and me here."
        He stared at her.
        "That wasn't what I had in mind."
        "So - What  did  you  have  in  mind? Taking  me off to  Jerusalem and 
  leaving   this   arm   of   your   Administration   waving   in   the   air   like   a   severed 
  stump?"
          "Colourful   -   very   colourful!   I   had   in   mind   for   a   wife   to   be   at   her 
  husband's side, loving him and supporting him, bearing his children - "
        "A very romantic notion, Michael - but I've already been down that road 
  with Marcus. You still haven't told me what you intend to do about Salem - if I 
  should be mad enough to accept your proposal."
        "We'd get someone else to be my deputy!"
        "I suppose you have a list of candidates?"
        "I'm   sure,   if   we   tried   very   hard,   we   could   come   up   with   someone 
  suitable."
          "Marcus's murderer, perhaps?"
        He stared at her.
          "That's the point, isn't it, Michael? We don't know who was responsible 
  for his murder. He or she could well be high on our list of possible candidates 
  for the job of Deputy Administrator!"
          Michael flicked the sheaf of reports in his hand. He stared at them for a 
  moment.
        "Let's draw up a list. Who knows, it might be a starting point for finding 
  our murderer - on the other hand, it might help to convince you that I'm not 
  going to give up  Leah. I want you by my side."
        "If you want to draw up a list, that's up to you - but don't let it become a 
  finger pointing exercise. The sort of people who will be added to the list are 
  those   who   are   doing   the   lion's   share   of   keeping   your   Far   Eastern 
    Administration from being drowned in a sea of refugees - that doesn't make 
  them potential murderers!"
        "What does make a potential murderer, Leah? There are all sorts of 
  motives   for   murder.   Jealousy,   revenge,   a   self-appointed   executioner, 
  ambition,   political   intrigue   -   where   does   it   end?   Our   list   might   contain 
  someone with some of the motives - such as ambition or political intrigue. It 
  might   be   a   totally   different   type   of   person   who   would   be   motivated   by 
  jealousy, revenge, or being an executioner. I won't form any conclusions on 
  the basis of a list of names!"
        "All right - I'll hold you to that comment."
          "You can hold me any time, Leah!"
          "Behave! Or this meeting is over!"
          Michael grinned and sighed.
          "You're a hard woman, Leah Steinbecker - but I still love you."
          "Michael!"
        "All right! - All right! Where do we start with our list."
        "Well   -   there's   a   whole   plethora   of   Steinbecker   cousins   -   there   are 
  some really talented people, doing important jobs. I don't think you'll find your 



  murderer amongst the Steinbeckers."
        "Why   -   Cain   killed   Abel!   On   the   other   hand   -   we  are   trying   to   find 
  someone to replace you - when we marry!"
        "We are drawing up a list of hypothetical replacements - nothing more 
  and nothing less!"
        "OK   We're   looking   at   the   hypothetical   future,   when   you   are   my 
  hypothetical  wife  and the mother of my hypothetical  children!  - What's  the 
  matter, Leah?"
        Her face had gone white, she stared at him wide eyed.
          "Marcus said almost the exact words to me three years ago. He was 
  pressing me for an answer too!"
          Michael lifted her out of the chair and held her against him. She didn't 
  try to resist. He whispered.
        "I'm sorry, my darling - I didn't know." 
        She drew away.
        "It doesn't matter - let's go on with our list."
        She was so taut, like a string drawn too tight and ready to snap. He 
  could say too much, or he could say too little, both ways, he could provoke a 
  breakdown.
        Leah made a determined effort to pull herself together.
        "Let's start with the senior men: Ambrose Suosin - he has never shown 
  any interest  in  leaving  his  Mongolian  Steppes. I've  always  felt  he seemed 
    uncomfortable here in Salem."
        "Are you trying to tell me that he's a man with no ambitions?"
        "I   wouldn't   say   that   -   he's   a   man   whose   ambitions   go   in   another 
  direction. Marcus thought very highly of him and gave him the job of watching 
  Georgi Malenski."
        "Ah! Interesting - And what did he find out about our friend Georgi?"
        "They were on some committee which was supposed to oversee joint 
  ventures along the Lena. The climatic changes overtook anything they had 
  planned. Ambrose once told  Marcus that Georgi  was an extremely intense 
  man, very efficient and dedicated. He was almost worshipped by those in his 
  care. He always put their interests first and they knew it - I thought we were 
  talking about Ambrose Suosin."
          Michael leaned back in his chair.
          "Georgi  Malenski interests me. There are reports that he's moving a 
  great flood of refugees towards Western Siberia."
          "Ambrose reported  the  same thing  - it coincided  with  the  movement 
  south of our own Arctic population."
          "There are some who are suggesting that we are confronted with our 
  mysterious Gog. The latest reports indicate that he was getting close to the 
  Urals. I have a lot of nervous people asking a lot of anxious questions about 
  Georgi Malenski!"
          "You should talk to Ambrose about him - he learned to respect him 
  when they worked together on the committee."
          Michael said slowly.
        "That  could  be  either  a plus  or a minus for Ambrose Suosin, Leah. 
  How much has he become influenced by that contact - if Malenski does turn 
  out   to   be   Gog,   how   much   has   Ambrose   been   contaminated   -   enough, 



  perhaps, to organise a suborbiter accident!"
        Leah stared at him in horror.
        "No! No, Michael! Not Ambrose! He was Marcus's friend, much more 
  than   a   regional   controller.   He   loved   him  like   a   brother.   He   wouldn't   harm 
  Marcus!"
          Michael's answer was savage.
          "Brothers have been known to kill brothers, Leah!"
        "I will never believe it!"
        They glared at each other. After a moment Michael waved his hand in 
  a gesture of pacification.
        "All right, Leah - have it your way. Who else have we got on our list of 
  candidates?"
        "Kurt Weber."
        "He looks after the northern half of the Homeland."
          "Right,   we   share   the   homeland   between   us   -   Salem   controls   the 
  southern   half   and   Kurt   looks   after   the   northern,   based   on   the   Gazera  
  Province."
        "He sounds like an obvious choice to take your place."
          "You seem very anxious to find someone to take over my job. I wonder 
  why you didn't choose him in the first place, it was your option."
        "I didn't choose him because - because you were prettier - and I had 
  designs upon you. On the other hand - I talked with him - and frankly, I didn't 
  trust him."
        "But you trust him enough to leave him where he is."
        "I have you in Salem to keep him in line - on the other hand, he has 
  quite a following in Gazera, or so I've been led to understand. To take him 
  away might provoke a reaction. The reaction could be as mild as resentment, 
  or as strong as open revolt!"
          "Marcus said that he respected him."
          "Marcus was a diplomat and probably had the same thoughts about 
  our friend Kurt."
        "I   must   admit,   he   said   something   strange   when   we   were   first 
  introduced   -   that   was   after   I   came   back   here   from   Jerusalem.   He   said 
  something to the effect that he was sure Marcus had mentioned his name, 
  because they were like two flints who created sparks off each other."
        "He sounds like a man who wants to do things his own way - and the 
  sparks fly when someone puts on the brakes."
        "I haven't found any reason to do so - but then, I've been concentrating 
  on Ambrose's problems. Kurt Weber has been sniffing around for information 
  though. He made a point of sounding me out after you  were nominated to 
  replace Marcus. He also made a point of arranging a holo-conference when I 
  was appointed your deputy. Both occasions were nothing more than fishing 
  expeditions."
          "Friend Kurt sounds like a prime candidate for a closer scrutiny - and I 
  don't mean to replace you as Deputy. Let's just say that he might have motive 
  for murder - and  he would have the opportunities his position provides."
        "It sounds as if you think everyone is an assassin."
        "I'll put it another way - there are very few who can be ruled out."
          "Michael - is this witch hunt really necessary? Marcus is gone - even if 



  you find his murderer, what will you do with him? I remember Marcus being 
  faced with a murderer about two years ago. The man had killed someone in a 
  fit of anger. Marcus agonised about what he should do for days - and nights 
  as well. He couldn't sleep, there was no doubt that the man was guilty - but 
  how should he be punished? In the end, the family of the murdered man took 
  retribution into their own hands and killed the murderer. 
        Now,  tell   me, who  gained   out  of   it?   Those   who   killed   the   murderer 
  might have got the satisfaction of revenge, but they will have to stand before 
  the   Judgement   Throne   and   answer   for   the   taking   of   his   life,   just   as   the 
  murderer will also have to stand there to answer for the original crime. Can 
  any of us afford to be judges in this time? We know that we will be judged 
  ourselves before long, how can we judge others?"
          Michael leaned forward.
        "I don't see it as judging and judgement. I see identifying the murderer 
  a deterrent. I take  your  point, I can understand  Marcus's dilemma. We  no 
  longer   have   a   criminal   justice   system   to   handle   this   sort   of   thing.   The 
    Administrators are the custodians of what is left of the Peace of the Kingdom 
  -   and   that   is   admittedly,   very   little.   If   I   ignore   the   fact   that   Marcus   was  
  murdered, I am condoning the crime. The culprit must be identified. What we 
  do with him after that takes place, is a different question. 
          Whoever   murdered   Marcus   Steinbecker   must   be   revealed.   His 
  judgement and punishment will not be in our hands. I promise you, I won't 
  execute   him  -   but   I   will   strip   him  of   any   authority   he   has.   He   will   not   be 
  allowed to profit from his wrongdoing. If necessary, I will confiscate whatever 
  he possesses. I will treat him like Cain, who was cast out from the presence 
  of his family and made to wander with every man's hand against him!"
        Leah whispered.
          "And who gives you the right to take such action, Michael ben Levi? Be 
  careful  that  you  don't  have  to  answer that question  before  the  Judgment 
  Throne!"   
          Michael ground out his answer.
        "I will leave him his life - but he will be forced to leave the society he 
  has repudiated by the act of murder! I will not soil my hands with his blood. 
  He will be free to join those who are setting their faces towards Gog! Would 
  you prefer that I took his life? Do you want an act of revenge, Leah?"

 


