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        Old Alexandria was a scene of devastation even greater than that of 
  Nile City.
        "It's to be expected, Eli  - Malenski  had a large  concentration  of his 
  militia in this area, it was also a reception point for supplies."
        "Our   Central   Command  heard   that   the   civilian   population   had   been 
  expelled   from   the   city.   Malenski   commandeered   all   accommodation   and 
  facilities - the inhabitants were left to fend for themselves in the countryside - 
  it was his way of punishing them for daring to try to resist his advance. The 
  lesson proved effective, Nile City capitulated without an arrow being shot - 
  but  it  still  didn't  prevent  the  Scandians  and  other  more ruthless  elements, 
  from taking their promised reward.
        "They   earned   for   themselves   another   reward   -   the   almost   total 
  devastation   of   the   city   and   everyone   living   in   it.   I   doubt   whether   many 
  survived the fire storm." 
        The city was still  a fiery ruin, nothing had been done to quench the 
  flames in certain areas. They flew over the main Terminal, Eli gave a soft, 
  incredulous whistle. 
        "Will you look at that!"
        Huge   transporters   lay   shattered   on   the   ground,   where   they   had 
  toppled during the earth tremors. Their skins were punctured with larger or 
  smaller   penetrations.   Some   had   burned   out,   all   appeared   to   be   wrecked 
  beyond  repair.  Smaller  craft had  been  thrown  around  as if  they had  been 
  physically   handled.   On   the   edge   of   the   landing   area,   others   had   crashed 
  during a mad panic to fly out in the face of the hail of fire. It would have been 
  a suicidal attempt. There were far fewer people about. They stared listlessly 
  towards the low flying shuttle, but didn't raise their arms as they had in Nile 
  City. Saul murmured.
        "They look totally cowed - they don't even bother to plead for help!"
        They left the landing  field  behind and headed west along the coast. 
  Below them, the same scene of devastation greeted them - kilometre upon 
  kilometre. In some places, the walls holding back the saline Eastern Basin 
  from the agricultural polders, were broken down and the reclaimed land, was 
  in turn, being reclaimed as part of the sea bed. Saul muttered again.
        "I   thoroughly   depressing   picture.   I   grow  more   and   more   pessimistic 
  with every kilometre we cover."
          "Then, it must be time for us to set down somewhere and get some 
  sleep - we can't have you lapsing into terminal melancholia!"
        "It's no laughing matter, Eli! I don't think you appreciate the gravity of 
  what we are seeing. Millions will starve when the storehouses are empty!"
          "Perhaps   they're   already   empty.   Gog   has   conquered   and   stripped 
  everything there was to be had - of that you can be sure! Now, let's find a 
  nice, quiet spot, where you won't frighten the wild life with your snoring!"
        "I doubt whether you will find a quiet enough spot for us to land. There 
  must be bands of desperate people roaming the countryside, even this far out 
  from the major towns."



        "I can't fly this thing night and day - and, in any case, we can't see 
  much by comet light."
          "There won't be much comet light, as you  put it - the Earth and the 
  comet are now moving on diverging paths - "
        "With the comet never to return - I sincerely hope."
        "Of that we can't be certain - but we must certainly hope for the best. 
  Much will depend on the direction it will take when it goes around the Sun."
          "Assuming that it will go around the Sun and not through it!."
          "Assumptions are all we have, Eli." 
        "Does it mean that we're out of danger from the tail?"
        "I  believe   the   Earth   has just about   emerged   from the  tail   -  but  that 
  doesn't mean that we're out of danger. I predict continual meteor showers for 
  some time to come. A great deal of debris has been left behind - and a great 
  deal of disturbance has taken place to some of the orbital paths of the larger 
  asteroids tracking around us."
        Eli looked at him sharply.
          "You  are  saying  that we're  in  constant danger of being  hit over the 
  head by some random piece of rock - should it happen to make us a target!?"
        "In crude terms - yes."
        "How very reassuring!" 
        "I thought it would increase your confidence!"
          "Enough to make me set this crate down by the seashore! If I'm going 
  to be brained by something, it might just as well be by someone's club, as a 
  piece of rock from the bright blue sky!"
          "Whatever you say, Eli - whatever you say."
        Eli concentrated on setting the shuttle  down close to a line  of dikes 
  which was still holding back the smooth waters of the Eastern Basin. At this 
  point, the polder system stretched some way out from the old coast and there 
  was no sign of habitation close at hand. It was as good a place as any to risk 
  a stopover for the night. With any good fortune, no one would have noticed 
  their descent. Saul stepped out into a field of early rape seed. The descent of 
  the shuttle had flattened an already damaged crop. On all sides, there were 
  traces of a spray of meteorite fragments, which were half buried in the rich 
  soil. Eli joined him.
        "They received a heavy bombardment here."
        Eli glanced nervously at the darkening sky.
          "Perhaps it wasn't such a good place to chose."
        "It's no good looking upward, I'm told on good authority, that you never 
  hear the one that hits you! Just show a little trust, little brother!"  
          Saul sniffed the air appreciatively, it was salt laden, sticky to the skin, 
  he filled his lungs. 
        "We should sleep well to night - out here, if you agree - close to the 
  door, if you're nervous!"
        Eli   eyed   his   brother   suspiciously,   he   was   showing   a   disconcerting, 
  adventurous streak. Saul continued blithely.
        "I'm glad to get out of that stuffy ship."
        "I wasn't aware that you had a complaint about the recycling system."
          "Don't be so quick to leap to the defence of your war horse!"
        "If I didn't know better, I'd say that you've been hitting the bottle - "



        "Now - there's a good old-fashioned expression! Almost classical idiom 
  of the decades before the Great Destruction - there's hope for you yet!"
        "I'm  so   glad   -   I'm  going   to   get   my  bed   roll   -   keep   a   good   lookout, 
  otherwise you might find yourself on the wrong end of a Scandians sword!"
        "It will never happen - I have you to defend me!"
          "Don't   count   on   it   -   I   might   be   tempted   to   sell   you   to   the   highest 
  bidder!"  
        Eli   vanished   into   the   shuttle,   Saul   grinned   and   stared   up   into   the 
  darkening sky. It was growing dark quickly and even the comet's glow was 
  now subdued, not much more than a faint halo on the north western horizon. 
  The   first   stars   were   appearing.   He   looked   at   them   intently,   until   he   was 
  startled by a soft touch on his shoulder. He wheeled around and glared into 
  the grinning face of his brother.
          "Scandians have been known to move that softly - they're like cats in 
  the dark!"
        "If I hear one purring, I'll be sure to let you know!"
        Eli set down his bed roll and a couple of self heating containers. He 
  said over his shoulder.
          "Your  rations  are  inside  -  Just remember that  they have  to  last  ten 
  days - possibly more."
          Saul smiled. Eli was making the point that his brother could expect to 
  fend for himself - there were no servants on this trip. 
        Eli had doused the lights of the ship.
        "They can be seen for ten kilometres in this sort of country."
          "There will be no moon tonight - just the stars."
          "That's good, we should be free of interruptions - unless someone saw 
  us land."
        They ate their meal and then relaxed back on their beds. Saul pointed 
  upward to a shower of shooting stars.
        "I told you that there would be increased activity."
          "Don't   remind   me!   I   prefer   my  stars   to   remain   where   they   are   -   up 
  there!"
        "We can't even be sure of that anymore."
        Eli turned on his side and stared at him.
        "The stars are moving!?"
          "Nothing is stationery in the universe - everything moves in relation to 
  something else."
          "You sound like a teacher I had one hundred and fifty years ago."
          "There are some who suggest that the stars are not even there. That 
  all we see is the image of what once existed. They say that everything is an 
  illusion. They talk about the passage in Isaiah were it says: 'All the host of 
  heaven   shall   crumble   into   nothing,   the   heavens   shall   be   rolled   up   like   a 
  scroll,   and   the   starry   host   fade   away'.   There   is   something   similar   in 
  Revelation: 'The stars in the sky fell to the earth, like figs shaken down in a 
  gale; the sky vanished, as a scroll is rolled up, and every mountain and island 
  was moved from its place.'"
        Eli's response was schooled into steadiness in the darkness.
        "Are you suggesting that this is what is about to happen - the heavens 
  are   going   to   vanish   and   suddenly,   the   earth   will   be   flattened   by   some 



  incredible force!?"
        "I   suggest   nothing   -   I   am   merely   repeating   what   some   of   my 
    contemporaries have to say. There is a great deal of speculation about what 
  will happen when we come to the End of Time."
          "You mean the Second Resurrection and the Last Judgement."
        "That is the End of Time, is it not? Those events are all that remain."
        Eli was silent for a while.
          "You talk about the heavens rolling up - is that feasible - is there any 
  evidence? Surely, we should start to see it happening?"
        "Is it feasible - yes, if one follows one strand of theoretical physics. Tell 
  me, Eli, have you ever heard of the Cosmic Egg?"
          "Vaguely   -   it's   some   crazy   theory   about   recurring   creation,   isn't   it? 
  Something   about   all   matter   being   concentrated   into   one   impossible   mass, 
  which   cannot   support   itself,   and   which   explodes   outward,   expelling   the 
  material, which eventually coalesces into galaxies, stars and planets, and so 
  on - eventually, everything starts to fall back on itself - to converge into the 
  impossible concentration - and the whole thing happens again - ad infinitum!"
        "I'm   impressed!   Our   father   was   of   the   opinion   that   not   much   went 
  through your thick skull - he would be delighted to be proved wrong!"
        "Cut the wise cracks! What has this to do with the heavens rolling up - 
  OH!"
          "Precisely - Oh!  If we extend the argument to accept that the Act of 
  Creation was one of these massive explosions - what some have called the 
  Big   Bang   -   then,   by   the   same   argument,   the   explosive   force   would   have  
  propelled matter outward and would have formed the universe - there would 
  have come a time when it started its journey inward again, to form another 
  impossible agglomeration - the heavens rolling up like a scroll, perhaps?"
        "Wait a moment! We have always been taught that the universe is still 
  expanding - that flattens your theory."
        "Not   at   all!   The   vision   of   distant   stars   and   galaxies   which   we   see 
  today, are no more than pictures of actual happenings many millions of years 
  into the past. It takes that amount of time for those images to reach our eyes. 
  The image of what is actually happening today, will not reach the Earth for 
  another million years. It might well be that the heavens are already rolling up 
  like a scroll, but we will never know - the image of it cannot reach us. This 
  answers your second question. We will not start to see it happening. We will 
  not see stars 'going out' one after the other. Here is one more fact. If the Sun 
  was to cease to shine from one moment to the next, we would not be aware of 
  it for eight more minutes, it would take that length of time for the image of that 
  event to reach us!"
        "It sounds like theoretical physics gone mad!"
          "Possibly! On the other hand, it cannot be disproved. As I said earlier, 
  it is only one point of view. There is also the belief that the Act of Creation 
  was an instantaneous expulsion of the universe from the Hand of God in one 
  moment  of   time   and   that   all   things   have   continued   from  that   time  without 
  undue alteration. The same belief suggests that when the physical creation is 
  brought to an end, Our Father will  take back into His Hand, that which He 
  placed into existence by His Hand - and that in this way, all that was created, 
  will cease to be. In my view, there is not a great deal of difference between 



  the two explanations - other than the time scale - and time means nothing to 
  Our Heavenly Father." 
        Eli was silent for some time, Saul wondered if he had gone to sleep. 
  His supposition was proved wrong.
        "In your first proposition, doesn't that mean that the Earth would be the 
  last   thing   to   physically   cease   to   exist?   Everything   will   be   extinguished   all 
  around us, the stars, the Sun and the Moon in that order, because the stars 
  are   further   than  the  Sun,  which   in  turn,   is  further   away than  the   Moon   -  I 
  suppose, some of the planets would go before  others, depending  on what 
  side of the Sun they are in relation to the Earth - "
          "Don't   let   us  get   carried   away!   Your   premise   only   holds   true   if   you 
  believe the Ptolemaic view of the universe, which supposes that the Earth is 
  the centre of all things - and this has been proved to be patently untrue. The 
  Earth has been described as a small planet, orbiting a minor star on the edge 
  of a spiral arm of an insignificant galaxy. In fact, it has always been the basis 
  of an argument of those who have wanted to eliminate God from the scheme 
  of things. These people have always tried to suggest that Our Father would 
  hardly base His entire Plan of Salvation in such an unlikely setting!
        To   answer   your   question:   No,   the   condensing   inward   into   the 
  hypothetical cosmic egg, would not be centred on the Earth. Man, in all his 
  wisdom, has not yet, been able to pinpoint the exact location of the Big Bang 
  - that is, the centre of the physical universe - but it most certainly is not the 
  Earth!"
          There was another display of a meteor shower in the southern sky. Eli 
  growled.
          "Those things are making me nervous!"
          "Then, shut your eyes and pretend they are not here! You might go to 
  sleep and never know if one hits you!"
          "Good night, Saul!"
          "Good night, little brother - sweet dreams!"
        Eli   rolled   on   to   his   side   and   Saul   grinned   into   the   darkness.   He 
  watched the slowly moving heavens and began to understand how once, man 
  had imagined himself to the centre of the universe. It was easy to position 
  oneself into believing that everything revolved around the Earth - the Sun, the 
  Moon   and   the   stars.   It   must   have   been   a   culture   shock   for   their   remote 
  ancestors, to be told that they were no more than a very small pebble on a 
  very large beach. Perhaps, that knowledge had provoked the frenetic activity 
  to blast off into space to explore other worlds - well, the First Resurrection 
  and the Great Destruction which had followed, had put an end to those pipe 
  dreams.
          Eventually, he slept. For the first time in many nights, he was free of 
  dreams and when he woke in the early light of the following day, he felt a 
  great deal fresher than might have been expected after spending a night on 
  the   hard   ground.   Eli   was   already   moving   around   and   showing 
  uncharacteristic consideration for his sleeping brother. Saul sat up abruptly, 
  to be thrust down with a hand clamped over his mouth. Eli  stared into his 
  eyes to ensure he was awake before releasing his grip.
        "Get back into the ship - we have visitors and they're no more than a 
  kilometre away!"



          Saul   gathered   up   his   bedroll   without   another   word   and   tossed   it   in 
  through the open door. He helped Eli to store the rest of their gear. They both 
  climbed aboard and Saul secured the outer door, whilst his brother gunned 
  the   ship   into   life.   He   still   wasn't   secure   in   his   seat   when   they   lifted   off. 
  Through the door window, he could see that Eli had not been wrong. A small 
  group of men were heading in their direction. As soon as they saw the vessel 
  rise, they abandoned all attempts for a stealthy approach. A volley of arrows 
  shot skyward, but the shuttle was already well out of range. Eli muttered.
        "An unfriendly lot! They deserve a similar reply!"
          Saul joined him at the controls and shook his head.
          "Remember   the   injunction   in   scripture:   'As   soft   answer   turns   away 
  wrath!' Besides, I never tried to shoot a bow an arrow through the metal wall 
  of a shuttle. I doubt if the outcome would be encouraging!"
        Eli grinned slowly.
        "Well, you have something else to add to your report - the natives are 
  definitely not friendly!"
          Saul   opened   another   of   the   ration   packs.   He   looked   upon   it   with 
  disfavour.
          "This is a repeat of last evening's meal."
        "Our  quartermaster  is  a  man of  limited  imagination  -  and  even  less 
  culinary skill."
        "My digestion isn't what it once was."
          "That's advancing years, Saul - your age is catching up with you."
        "In which case, you should treat me with respect!"
        Eli hooted with laughter.
          "Remind   me   to   help   you   to   cross   the   road,   the   next   time   we're   in 
  Jerusalem!"
          Saul thrust a plate of food into his lap. 
          "When you've finished with the wisecracks - perhaps you will point this 
  thing to the west!"
        Eli gave a mock salute.
        "If you say so, sir - Might I point out that the sun is behind us - it is 
  close to dawn - so logically, we are already heading westward!"
          Saul concentrated on his food.
        "What alerted you to the danger, back there?"
        "A fortuitous call of nature - "
        "I  thought  it  might have  been  nasty dreams about  being  chased  by 
  meteors."
        "How far to the west do you intend to go?"
          "You heard our instructions - we are to try to contact Joshua Aristides 
  and find out the situation in the West European Administration. We must also 
  find   out   the   extent   of   the   damage   to   the   north   and   the   south   of   the 
  Mediterranean."
          "According  to my calculations, we're about half way along the North 
  African   coast.   So   far,   I   haven't   see   anything   encouraging.   The   croplands 
  appear to be wrecked and towns in ruins. The polders are leaking sea water 
  like a sieve."
          "Which, in itself, is disturbing."
        The banter had gone out of his tone, Eli glanced sideways at him.



        "Why   disturbing?   Surely,   we   can   expect   some  damage,   the   meteor 
  showers were not all that selective."
        "I   agree   and   I   disagree   -   I   agree   that   the   meteor   showers   were 
  general, with a wide, central band which I suspect was in the region of two 
  thousand kilometres. We know that the comet approached the Earth from the 
  south-east   and   that   its   orbital   track   took   it   to   the   north-west.   The   main 
    concentration   of   meteor   strikes   occurred   during   a   period   of   three   to   four 
  hours, therefore we could expect the path of destruction to be roughly south-
  east   to   north-west   and   I   have   calculated   it   to   be   about   two   and   a   half 
  thousand kilometres in width. I believe  the centre of the band was roughly 
  under the comet, which, as we know, passed directly over Jerusalem and the 
  Plain of Esdraelon. If we accept this, the intensity of meteor strikes would be 
  for a twelve hundred kilometres on either side. This will include the valley of 
  the Nile and much of the North African coast, with a corresponding area in 
  Europe."
        Eli murmured.
        "That   means   the   land   of   Magog   -   Anatolia   and   southern   Russia, 
  Greece and the Balkans, Italy and then, the northern provinces of the West 
  European Administration - "
          "Which   had   already   fallen   to   the   Scandians,   according   to   the   last 
  reports."
          "You said you were disturbed by the condition of the dikes. Isn't it to be 
  expected?"
          Saul stared ahead.
        "I   am  concerned   about   the   rising   waters   in   the   Eastern   Basin.   The 
  dikes   are   damaged   but   I   fear   that   it   doesn't   account   for   the   rise   in   water 
  level."
          "We've seen the breaches in the dams in the delta of the Nile - and it's 
  quite conceivable that the damage to the European irrigation systems is just 
  as severe. Think of the Danube, the Dneiper, the Don - there's dozens of  
  large rivers which might be pouring uncontrolled into the Eastern Basin - Until 
  we take a look, we can only guess."
          "You might be right, Eli - I hope so."
        Eli looked at him sharply.
          "You hope I'm right that the irrigation systems are broken down!?"
        "I hope it isn't something worse - for instance, that the Gibralter Dam 
  has not been damaged!"

 


