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          Michael's   advisors  returned   in   the   middle   of  the   evening.   Leah  had 
  responded to the bullying of her staff and had managed to eat a little. She 
  knew she had to keep up her strength for the sake of feeding her new child, 
  otherwise,   she   might   not   have   agreed.   The   food   was   tasteless   but   she 
  persisted   until   her   house   servants   were   moderately   satisfied.   It   became 
    increasingly clear that she would need her strength for other reasons. Luke 
  returned from his visit to Michael, shaking his head.
        "I'm sorry Leah, we won't be getting  much sense out of Michael  for 
  some time - You will have to make the decisions that matter!"
        She protested.
        "Why me? I have no authority to make any decisions. Michael is the 
    Administrator - and when it comes to it, you are his Aide."
        "His EX-aide!"
          "Don't   quibble!   You   know   as   much   about   what's   happening   in   the 
    Administration as anyone."
        "He has other advisors - and I have never pretended to be anything 
  other than a willing gopher who did as he was told."
        "His other advisors seem to have abdicated. They want answers!"
          "And, in Michael's temporary absence from duty, you are the one to 
  provide them!"
        The group of advisors trooped into the communal room. They had all 
  arrived at the same time. She had watched their approach to the house, their 
  way illuminated  by the  persistent pearly light  of the  receding  comet. Their 
  usual method of transport was denied to them, they had been obliged to walk 
  to the house. It was a symbol of the catastrophic loses they had suffered. She 
  waited for them to settle in the assembled seats - there were more than those 
  who had attended the earlier meeting. Word had circulated that Michael ben 
  Levi was to assess the situation. She met Malachi Judah's eyes, they were 
  kindly, almost compassionate.
          "Dear brothers, I greet you all."
          There was a murmur of response.
        "I hope you  will  not feel  that you  have wasted your effort in coming 
  here,   when   I   explain   to   you   that   Michael   is   far   from   well   and   unable   to 
  contribute to this evening's discussion."
        She waited for the further murmuring to die down. Malachi rose from 
  his seat.
        "I am sure that my brothers will join me in expressing their concern that 
  our dear Administrator is unwell - might we enquire as to the nature of his 
    indisposition?"
          "Thank you  for your concern, brothers. As far as we can determine, 
  Michael is suffering from physical and mental exhaustion - we hopeful that he 
  will be fully recovered after a period of rest - "
        One of the others coughed diplomatically.
        "I share in the concern of us all, but I must also emphasise how critical 
  the situation is becoming - the widespread damage to essential services - the 



  dwindling food supplies. We are obligated to take decisive and co-ordinated 
  action."
        The silence was heavy until Malachi stirred again.
        "If I might make a suggestion? In the short term, perhaps the former 
  Deputy   Administrator   of   the   Far   East   Administrative   Area,   could   assume 
  temporary co-ordinating responsibility?  I refer, of course, to our dear sister 
  Leah!"
          There was another pregnant pause, before a third advisor rose to his 
  feet.
        "I would accept this as being a very satisfactory, short term solution."
        This time there was a virtual chorus of agreement. Malachi put another 
  question.
        "Are we all in agreement - or is there dissent?"
        After a moment, he turned to Leah. The twinkle in his eye was hardly  
  suppressed.
        "It remains for you to accept, my dear Leah!"
        She looked at Luke and found him preoccupied with the status of the 
  ceiling. She turned back to her husband's advisors. So many of them she had 
  known from Asher's day.
        "In the short term only - I thank you for your trust!"
        The   stiffness   seemed   to   evaporate.   She   wondered   how   much   the 
  episode had been stage managed and how much Malachi had already known 
  about Michael's condition before they had gathered. Once again it struck her, 
  they had all arrived at about the same time - as if they had met somewhere 
  else to formulate a plan of action.
          There was no further delay in producing the assessment of each of the 
  essential services. As she had suspected, there had been a major disruption. 
  The earthquake had shattered pipelines and communication links, as well as 
  the   direct   channels   which   fed   from   the   power   generators   in   Arabia. 
  Landslides had shattered Pod lines and the earth had shifted here and there, 
  creating   major   displacements   in   the   Transport   Net.   Communications   were 
  being disrupted by the invisible haze of particles from the tail of the comet. 
  The Earth was still squarely in the stream, although the actual nucleus of the 
  comet   had   passed.   The   electro-magnetic   field   around   the   planet   was 
  supercharged and long range communications were impossible. 
        All in all, it was a sorry state of affairs. Michael's advisors gave their 
  views and then waited. Leah had seen it happen so many times in the past. 
  The views were expressed and then it was left to Asher or Marcus or Michael 
  -   or   even   herself   in   Salem,   to   pronounce   words   of   wisdom   -   the   magic 
  panacea   which   would   solve   all   their   ills.   Malachi   interrupted   the   silence 
  before she could reply.
          "There is something more, Leah. The Salt Sea Terminal is inoperable - 
  it is impossible to despatch or receive the heavier Transporters - including 
  Suborbitors."
        "I hadn't realised that the earthquake had extended that far!"
        One of the other advisors interjected.
        "The damage is quite widespread, Leah. Our scientists have chosen 
  this time to remind us that we are in a very unstable part of the world and we 
  are still experiencing aftershocks."



          Malachi went on.
        "The surface of the Salt Sea has opened up into great chasms, some 
  of   the   intervening   surface   slabs   of   salt   have   slipped   over   each   other, 
  shattering the wide, even tracks upon which the Transporters relied. There is 
  a   complete   disruption   of   the   surface   -   There   is   another   factor   and   this   is 
  connected to our fresh water supply difficulties. The Jordan Irrigation System 
  has been badly damaged. The river is now discharging into the Salt Sea in 
  much the same way as it did before the Great Destruction of over a thousand 
  years ago. The surface of the salt pan is fast turning into a slurry of salt and 
  debris!"
        Leah stared from one to the other.
          "Thank you for your assessments, brothers. I think you will agree that 
  our   immediate   priorities   are   to   provide   the   essentials   for   our   population. 
  Fresh water is one of those essentials, so is food and power and sanitation. 
  Let us concentrate our efforts on these. For example, we have portable, solar 
  collectors and others can be improvised. I'm sure we can find alternatives for 
  other facilities. If we can't repair the damage, let us attempt to bypass it. If we 
  can't use Pods and Transporters, let us go back to more primitive methods - 
  we can improvise until we can repair. Find ways and means of bringing food 
  from the storages into the cities and towns."
          There was a buzz of conversation. Luke interjected loudly.
          "There is another matter, Leah - and this must have immediate action."
          There was silence once more. Luke looked uncomfortable to be the 
  sudden centre of attention. He ploughed on.
        "I refer to Gog's Horde - or rather, the tens of thousands of corpses 
  who   were   once   Gog's   Horde!   If   they   are   not   buried   soon,   we   will   leave 
  ourselves wide open to epidemics which will sweep through our population!"
          Someone asked.
        "Can we not bury them where they have fallen?"
          There was a murmur of agreement. Leah interjected sharply.
        "No!   We   cannot   bury   them  where   they  fell!   The   Lord   has  ordained 
  otherwise! I will remind you of His instructions. We have followed the words 
  of   prophesy   without   question   until   now   -   we   will   continue   to   follow   those 
  words when it comes to the disposal of Gog's Horde!"
          Malachi   nodded   encouragement.   He   leaned   back   in   his   chair   and 
  closed his eyes.
        "I will quote to you the passage to which our sister refers. It is found in 
  the thirty-ninth Chapter of the prophet Ezekiel:

        'In that day, I will give to Gog, instead of a burial-ground in Israel, the 
  valley of Abarim east of the Sea. There they shall bury Gog and all his horde, 
  and all of Abarim shall be blocked; and they shall call it the Valley of Gog's 
  Horde. For seven months the Israelites shall bury them and purify the land; 
  all the people shall take their share in the burying. The day that I win myself 
  honour shall be a memorable day for them. This is the very word of the Lord 
  God. Men shall be picked for the regular duty of going through the country 
  and searching for any left above ground, to purify the land; they shall begin 
  their search at the end of seven months. They shall go through the country, 
  and whenever one of them sees a human bone he shall put a marker beside 



  it, until it has been buried in the Valley of Gog's Horde. So no more shall be 
  heard of that great horde and the land will be purified.'

          Malachi's voice died away and he opened his eyes abruptly. He smiled 
  at Leah.
          "Another of our tasks, my dear Leah - another priority - and we all must 
  share  in  the  duty,  every able  bodied  man who dwells  in   the  Fairest  of all 
  Lands. We have been delivered of a great threat - a pestilence of evil - now 
  we must deliver ourselves of the threat of a pestilence which comes from their 
  decaying flesh."
          There was another profound silence, which was broken by Luke.
        "We must first have the ways and means - has anyone identified this 
  valley - what is it called again? The valley of Abarim?"
        "It lies to the east of the Salt Sea in the mountains of Moab - I believe, 
  close to Mount Nebo."
          Luke whistled softly.
        "It will be quite an undertaking to clean out the Plain of Esdraelon and 
  carry the corpses over the Judaean Hills and the Salt Sea." 
        "Not to mention the considerable number in the Vale of Sharon - "
          There   was   a   chorus   of   other   comments   from   those   responsible   for 
  other areas. The enormity of the task hit home, one lamented.
        "We  have no way of transporting the remains - no Pods and only a 
  limited number of Shuttles!"
        Leah held up her hand.
        "But  it   must be  done,  brothers   -  we  must  be   scrupulous   in  fulfilling 
  these directions - even to the last bone."
          Luke intoned.
        "What about Georgi Malenski, Leah? His wife and child lie buried in 
  your own garden - is he to be laid with them?"
        Leah hesitated, conscious of their eyes on her. She closed her own 
  and tilted back her head.
          "Gog will be buried with his Horde - thus will Israel be purified!"
        She opened her eyes and met those of Malachi.  He was nodded in 
  gentle approval.
        The   visitors   left   late   in   the   evening.   She   lay   back   in   her   chair   and 
  acknowledged that she was totally exhausted and completely out of practice 
  with   her   diplomatic   skills.   Luke   saw  the   last   of   them  out   of   the   premises. 
  Malachi Judah had looked to be inclined to linger, but had thought better of it 
  when he saw how weary she was. Luke returned and looked down at her.
          "You should be in bed! I think you did exceptionally well, by the way."
          "Thank you for those few kind words! I fumbled and fudged my way 
  through   the   discussions  by  instinct.   Half   the   time,  I  didn't   know what they 
  were talking about."
        "It didn't show - and they were satisfied."
        "They weren't satisfied, they were just clever enough to let you think 
  they were!"
        "Go to bed, Leah."
        "I can't, I still have an important job to do."
        "Not tonight, Leah! Leave it to tomorrow."



        "I might agree - but I don't think he will!"
        The nurse had appeared with the baby, he was shouting for his feed. 
  Luke grinned and beat a hasty retreat.
        Leah relaxed back in her chair and gently rocked. Feeding the child 
  was   the   one   moment  of   sanity   in   the   crazy  circumstances   dominating   the 
  household.   The   child   took   his   time   and   it   was   very   late   before   she   was 
  satisfied that he had had enough and could walk wearily to the bedroom she 
  shared   with   Michael.   She   paused   at   the   door,   pulling   back   her   sagging 
  shoulders  and   trying   to  look   alert  and  filled  with   stamina.   She   had  hoped 
  against   hope,   that   Michael   would   have   put   in   an   appearance   during   the 
  evening, but he had not. When she entered the room, he once more had his 
  back to her and was facing the wall. He was curled up in what was almost a 
  foetal position.
        She undressed quickly and slipped into the bed beside him. He made 
  no   movement.   For   a   while,   she   lay   silently   listening.   His   breathing   wasn't 
  regular enough for him to be sleeping. It was a situation she couldn't allow to 
  go unchallenged.
        "I know you're not sleeping, Michael. Talk to me, I don't deserve to be 
  shut out. Whatever is wrong, we will work our way through together."
        For a moment, she wasn't sure if he would respond, then, he turned  
  over on to his back. The pearly grey light of the comet permeated through the 
  drawn window covers, enough for her to see his face. He said nothing. 
        "I want you to know how much I love you, Michael - and how much I 
  miss you. Come back to me - and to our son - we need you."
        The response was delayed, it appeared to come from a great distance.
        "I love you, Leah - and I love our child. I want to be with you, but I'm so 
  far away. I don't know where - or how I can get back."
        She placed her head against his. She felt the tears coursing down his 
  face. It was a silent weeping.
          "Armageddon is over, Michael. Our God has won the victory - and so 
  have you. You did all  that was asked of you, there was nothing more you 
  could have done."
        "I could have saved Georgi - Luke stopped me."
        Leah looked into his face sharply.
        "Is that why Luke hit you? You're wrong, Michael - you couldn't have 
  saved Georgi. Georgi was where he was destined to be and it wasn't part of 
  your task to save him. If you had done so, you would have gone against the 
  intentions of our God! It would never have been permitted. Georgi Malenski 
  had   ceased   to   exist   at   some  time   long   before   he   landed   on   the   Plain   of 
  Esdraelon. Gog came to meet his destiny - just as you went to Megiddo to 
  fulfil yours. Nothing could have been altered without defying the purpose of 
  the   Lord.   You   must  accept   that   without   question,   Michael   -   nothing   could 
  have been changed!"
        She looked into his eyes, they seemed vacant, as if he was submerged 
  in a deep daydream. She had the insane desire to shake him into life, but 
  resisted it.
          "Malachi  Judah and the rest of your advisors were here, they asked 
  me to co-ordinate the Administration until you're well."
        It provoked a slow response, the eyes focused.



        "It sounds a good solution."
        "It would be a better solution if you were to do it. I'm fumbling in the 
  dark. I hope I make the right decisions - ones you will approve."
          "You will."
          "They're very anxious about you."
        "I will be all right."
          "Hold on to that thought - and come back to me and our child."
        He held her tight, it was the first sign that the listlessness was lifting.
        On the next morning, he had risen before she was awake. She was 
  startled   to   find   him   standing   beside   the   bed,   he   was   cradling   their   son. 
  Michael looked drawn and haggard, but there was more life in his eyes. The 
  baby was howling.
        "He needs you."
        She took the child and placed him at the breast. Over his head, she 
  eyed her husband.
          "You look better, my darling."
        "A little perhaps - I still feel as if I'm moving very slowly through a fog. 
  It takes me so much time to respond to the simplest question."
        "I'm sure it will pass, Michael."
        "I want to go back to Megiddo!"
        "Are you sure that is wise? Perhaps, in a few days - "
        The answer was abrupt.                            
        "No - today! It must be today!"
        "It  isn't  a  good  place  to  be,  Michael!  It  isn't  healthy - the  dead  are 
  being moved - "
          "Moved!?"
        "They must be buried - there is a threat of disease. It was one of the 
  decisions we had to make for the good of the living."
          Michael seemed to lose his motivation. He sat on the side of the bed 
  and stared at the floor.
        "Where are they being buried?"
        "In the Valley of Abarim."
        He shuddered, she could see that his hands were shaking.
        "Georgi as well?"
        "Georgi in particular!"
        He was quiet for a long time.
        "The purification of the Land of Israel - the cleansing of the land from 
  the satanic host!"
          "Ezekiel tells us that it must be done!"
          Michael nodded and whispered.
        "I am distressed for thee my brother Jonathan: very pleasant thou hast 
  been unto me - "
        Leah stared at him and dared not interrupt the flow of words. He turned 
  to her abruptly.
          "You asked me what we should name our son."
          "Traditionally, a father names his son - especially his first born son - 
  but leave it for another time."
        "Now, is a good time - the right time, we've left it too long."
        "I suppose you want to call him - Jonathan?"



        She bent her head over the baby. He couldn't see her face.
          "Jonathan   is   dead   -   and   so   is   David!   Georgi   called   it   calculated 
  playacting on the last occasion we met. He said that he knew it was a ploy, 
  which I used to try to come closer to him. You see, the relationship we had 
  between us never developed to the degree of that which existed between the 
  original Jonathan and David - that little passage I quoted, it goes on: 'thy love 
  to me was wonderful, passing the love of women'. It was never so between 
  us. Our little play is over! David has died with Jonathan and now we make a 
  new beginning."
        "If the baby is not to be Jonathan - then what?"
        "A new start - an old name - the oldest of names - if   you agree, he 
  shall be - Adam!"
        The   tears   trickled   down   her   face   and   she   couldn't   trust   herself   to 
  speak.   She   nodded.   The   animation   had   returned   momentarily   to   her 
  husband's face, now it was dying away. It was a new start for him too, but it 
  would be a long journey before he became the Michael he had once been 
  and there  would  be many setbacks along  the way.  Adam had finished  his 
  feed.   His   needs   were   simple   and   uncomplicated.   To   be   nourished,   to   be 
  clean, to be comfortable. When  these conditions were satisfied,  there  was 
  contentment.
          Michael did not return to the Plain of Esdraelon on that day, nor for 
  many days to come. He remained in the small house in the outer suburb of 
  Jerusalem and  made no effort  to  visit  the  Administration  Secretariat.  Leah 
  made certain to keep him informed of the decisions which she was making in 
  his name. He showed interest, rousing himself for shorter or longer periods to 
  express   approval   and  once  or   twice,   to  make a   suggestion,   but  he  would 
  once more lapse back into the vague, dreamlike status in which he appeared 
  to take refuge.
        Leah   tried   every   ploy   she   could   devise,   making   sure   that   he   was 
  exposed   to   the   children   and   that   he   was   left   in   charge   of   the   baby.   He 
  seemed to come to life with them, joining in their games with a patience he 
  had never shown before. He loved to take charge of his son and when he 
  was   alone   with   Leah,   it   was   hard   to   believe   that   he   suffered   from   any 
  disability. To the rest of the world, he had simply closed the door and it was 
  increasingly left to Leah to Administer his stewardship.

 


