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          Gideon stared calmly into  the face of the Administrator of the North 
  African Area and took careful note of the bloodshot condition of his eyes, the 
  almost grey tinge of his skin and the small beads of perspiration which filmed 
  his forehead. He faced a desperate man, a man who already knew he faced 
  the ultimate attack of the dreaded Gog. He was a man who would need to be 
  played carefully. Gideon nodded without smiling.
        "I   can   see   that   your   reputation   for   being   an   astute   man,   was   not 
  exaggerated."
        He was interrupted.
        "I have no time to waste with listening to flattery, Steinbecker - or to 
  deal in long drawn out verbal fencing matches! Let me tell you what I know 
  about   you.   It   might   surprise   you   to   hear   that   I   know   a   great   deal.   You, 
  Deborah Steinbecker, together with your two companions, have been held for 
  a period awaiting investigation on certain matters. You, Gideon, have been 
  attempting to secure the release of your companions - or to force the issue of 
  having a determination made by ben Levi. I have watched his hesitancy with 
  some degree of impatience. He appeared to be a man who was unable to 
  handle a thorny problem. It is to the advantage of the other Administrators, 
  that he finally decided to make a determination - "
          Deborah interjected.
        "A totally unjust and prejudiced determination, as I am sure you  will 
  agree, brother Perga."
          Micah turned his sore eyes towards her and glared.
        "I neither agree nor do I disagree. I observe that the decision to make 
  an  end to  the  matter,  was as much for my benefit,  and  the  benefit  of  our 
  fellow Administrators, as it was for ben Levi! You will detect that I have little 
  time  for   him.  Perhaps,   this   is   why  you   decided   to   bring   yourselves   to   my 
  attention.   What   did   you   hope   to   gain?   You,   Weber,   are   an   experienced 
  Steward,   who   is   reputed   to   have   cared   for   a   responsibility   in   a   capable 
  manner. You, Gideon, have a reputation for hard dealing, but for integrity in 
  your business affairs. You, David, were the secretary of a fine Administrator -  
  Marcus, your cousin. You, Deborah - you are notorious for being a shrewish 
  and contrary woman, filled with devious schemes and dirty tricks - So, you 
  see, I have been well informed by my agents in Jerusalem - I know a great 
  deal about you all!"
          Deborah had gone through some interesting colour changes in rapid 
  succession.   Gideon   suppressed   the   desire   to   explode   into   rage.   Perga 
  continued.
        "So, the question is: How could I usefully employ you - you all have 
  such a wide range of talents!?"
        He appeared to be considering the question, staring at the desk top.
        "First of all, before I make a decision, let us add further factors to the 
  equation. You, Weber are implicated in the abduction of Leah Steinbecker, 
  which was engineered by our dear sister Deborah! You were a steward who 
  took   treasonable   action   against   a   properly   constituted   deputy   of   your 



  Administrator.   You,   David   -   a   man  who   held   a   position   of   trust   within   the 
  Secretariat - was reported as being a somewhat unwilling accomplice, but an 
  accomplice, nevertheless! You, Gideon, have been implicated by statements 
  made by your companions. Then, there is the unresolved suggestion that you 
  were   all   implicated   in   the   assassination   of   Marcus   Steinbecker.   Rebecca, 
  your cousin, may well have been the one to plant the device which killed him, 
  but you are implicated by consorting. The equation begins to come together."
          There was another pause, Perga's head was still bowed. He looked up 
  abruptly.    
        "Even if you are innocent as the driven snow, in the murder of Marcus 
  Steinbecker, I would be qualified for certification if I allowed you a position of 
  trust within my Administration. My decision is quite simple, I will give you two 
  hours to clear the territory of my Administration! At the end of that time, I will 
  extend the  measures taken  against  you  by ben  Levi!  If  you  are  within  my 
  territory   beyond   that   time,   you   will   be   arrested   and   detained.   Do   I   make 
  myself clear!? Now, get out of my sight!"
        He moved his hand over a desk pad and the main doors slid open. A 
  small posse of militia entered and stood silently with hands on the hilt of their 
  swords.   Gideon   opened   his   mouth   to   say  something,   found   the   bloodshot 
  eyes of the Administrator boring into his, shut his mouth, turned and stalked 
  out of the room, followed by the equally mute trio who had accompanied him. 
  They were led  through the ring of men guarding  the main entrance  to the 
  building and virtually dumped at the base of the steps. Kurt Weber was the 
  first to break the silence. He said casually.
        "I feel a little as if they have just put out the trash!"
          Gideon ground out a response.
          "You have an unfortunate choice of words."
          David sat down on the steps and put his face in his hands. His legs 
  refused to support him any further. Deborah looked down at him and then 
  turned her eyes skywards.
        "That was a quite brilliant fiasco, brother dear. What do we do now!"
        Weber interjected.
        "We  get out of this Administration  within  the next one hour and fifty 
  minutes, or we will find freedom of movement non-existent!"
          Gideon answered slowly.
        "I agree - we haven't got much time - in fact, too short a time to reach 
  another Administration - with the exception of one!"  
        They looked at each other, Deborah shook her head.
          "You can't be serious, Gideon!"
        "Why not! If Perga rejects us, it follows that the opposition might find 
  us interesting!  I suggest we find a Shuttle and put it to use whilst we have 
  time."
          Deborah persisted with her objection.
        "I will  not get mixed up in a war zone, Gideon. Kurt!  Make him see 
  sense!"
        "She's right, Gideon. We'll be shot out of the sky!"
        "Not if we head north across the Eastern Basin, with out transmitter 
  blaring   forth   our   good   intentions   towards   our   dear   brother   Malenski   and 
  pleading for acceptance as refugees - I understand our good brother Gog, is 



  a soft touch when it comes to assisting the dispossessed!" 
        By the end of the first day, Sedova's main force was well established in 
  depth   along   a   ten   kilometre   front.   Micah   Perga   had   started   to   move   his 
  straggling line of troops from the western extremity of his domain, to try to 
  stem the  tide  which  threatened  to overwhelm his coastal  storage  facilities. 
  Malenski acted upon the certainty that he was sure to do so and under the 
  cover of darkness, sent a convoy of Transporters and Shuttles to establish a 
  large force in the recently abandoned areas. The net result was that Perga's 
  reinforcements suddenly found themselves attacked from the rear and were 
  obliged to defend themselves on two fronts.    
        By the end of the next day, Perga had suffered a cataclysmic defeat. 
  His western army had been decimated by an enemy who had forgotten the 
  meaning of mercy. Malenski's troops were pouring inland, into the rich and 
  fertile  plains which had once been desert land. Town after town fell  to the 
  invaders, their rich resources were plundered at will. They were stripped of 
  everything and their populations were either dead or in flight. There was only 
  one ray of light in the whole sorry mess and that was that the army protecting 
  Egypt itself  and more particularly the delta of the Nile,  was still  intact and 
  prepared to counter attack against Sedova and the main force.
        The   appearance   of   strength   was   soon   proved   to   be   a   delusion. 
  Sedova had held back, he had been content to follow the strategy proposed 
  by Malenski. He had to admit that it had worked better than might have been 
  expected. He suspected that it was more to do with military ineptness on the 
  part of Micah Perga and his captains, than some divine inspiration which had 
  turned the bureaucrat Malenski into a military genius.
        The   plan   had   been   to   hold   their   thrust   against   Egypt   until   the   rear 
  areas   were   secured.   The   airborne   force   had   spread   far   to   the   south   and 
  westerly,  almost to the border of the mountains which separated the North 
  African Administration from that which was controlled by Joshua Aristides. It 
  had   also   been   agreed   that   there   would   be   no   provocation   against   the 
  Western   European   Administrator.   Malenski's   troops   took   up   position   well 
  short of the border. They were content to allow Perga's demoralised forces to 
  flee into Aristides's area and create for him a refugee problem of sizeable 
    proportions. 
          Then, it was time to redeploy and make ready for the surge into the 
  Nile delta. The immediate aim was Nile City. It was the focal point of Perga's 
  Administration. If it was to fall, the heart would go out of the forces opposing 
  them. Then, it would be time to look to their secondary objectives. For ten 
  days,   the   two   armies   faced   each   other   across   the   abandoned   croplands  
  along   the   coastal   plain.   To   the   south,   was   the   Qattarah   Depression.   For 
  Sedova's army, it formed a convenient flank and one which could be easily 
  monitored.   Echoing   historical   occasions,   the   battle   would   be   conducted 
  between the old coastline and the depression. The first objective would be 
  New Alexandria - and then, not so far beyond, in terms of actual kilometres - 
  Nile City.
          Malenski arrived in an unescorted Pod and without aides, on the night 
  before   the   battle   was  to   be   joined.   Sedova   had   established   his   men  in   a 
  straggle of camps along an ill-defined line which depicted the extent of his 
  advance. In these matters, he was sloppy, he was over confident, so sure of 



  himself that his battle seasoned troops could not be defeated, that he paid 
  scant   attention   to   occupying   critical   points,   or   ensuring   commanding 
  positions. Malenski's Pod had described a slow sweep along the line from the 
  south, the weakness of deployment was obvious.
          Sedova met his commander with ill disguised contempt. He had known 
  that it would only be a matter of time before Malenski had finished with his 
  supervision of ferrying men and supplies to the rear. In Sedova's estimation, 
  it had been  his seasoned  troops who had crushed  Perga's reinforcements 
  from   the   west.   Malenski   had   had   the   simple   task   of   securing   virtually 
  undefended   settlements   and   occupying   vast   tracks   of   cropland.   Now,   the 
  great commander had arrived at a critical point in the proceedings and could 
  be relied upon to interfere in the conduct of the coming battle.
        "I thought you would be resting in the rear, Georgi."
        It   was   two   hours   after   his   arrival,   they   were   sitting   in   a   circle   of 
  captains,  in  Sedova's tent.  The  comment was casual  to the  point of being 
  contemptuous. The conversation fell away. Malenski stared at the floor and 
  Sedova's mouth twisted into a sneer. He pushed his point.
          "After all, you have been very busy, pushing orders and communiqués 
  across the table - we all realise that after a hard day engaged in that sort of 
  work, it can be very tiring!"
        One of the Scandian captains snorted in laughter, his comrades joined 
  him. Gubkin and the others remained silent. Malenski looked up.
          "Where   else   would   I   be   on   the   evening   of   the   major   battle   of   our 
  campaign? Surely, you would expect Gog to be with his Horde!?"
        He stared into his General's eyes. Sedova's sneer lost its humour, it 
  became a grimace. The Scandian captains looked uncertain. Gubkin watched 
  Malenski intently. 
          "Has Gog's general lost his tongue? Sedova has always been ready to 
  open his mouth - sometimes too wide!"
        The uncertainty in Sedova's eyes was replaced by something else. He 
  slowly drew his knife and laid it on the ground in front of him. He was seated 
  no more than two paces from Malenski. The others were more distant, they 
  appeared paralysed by the rapid change of mood.
          "Perhaps, tongues can wag a little to freely, Georgi - sometimes they 
  have to be cut down to size!"
          Malenski  stared  him in the eye, he made no move to draw his own 
  knife. He shook his head slowly.
          "You  have  never  understood, have  you  Sedova?  Your ambition  has 
  always driven you - and now it drives you to make threats you can't fulfil. I am 
  Gog - and Gog will  not be another of your victims. Gog has come to take 
  command - Sedova's time is at an end!" 
          Sedova  eyed  him steadily and then his mouth twisted  into  its usual 
  sneer. He reached out and picked up the knife, it glinted in the light of the 
  rush lamp. Gubkin stirred, Malenski held up his hand to check him.
          "This is between Gog and Sedova!"
          Sedova held out the knife at arm's length, which brought it with a few 
  inches of Malenski's face. He didn't flinch back, neither did he draw his own 
  weapon. Sedova jeered.
          "What's the matter, little Georgi, have your guts gone to water? Draw 



  your knife and I'll give you a fair fight."
        "Do what you think you can do, Sedova - I repeat - your time is at an 
  end!"
          Sedova   scrambled   to   his   feet   and   towered   over   the   seated   man. 
  Malenski looked up at him without blinking.
          "Then,   little   Georgi,   I'll   butcher   you   like   a   sacrificial   goat!   You   can 
  plead for your life if you wish - I might give you that, but I'll take your tongue - 
  and your eyes! Let your army see how the mighty Gog manages, stumbling 
  around blind and mute!"
        "Do what you think you can do!"
          Sedova turned and grinned at the Scandians, they managed to twitch 
  a response. He eyed  Gubkin  and the others in contempt. He turned  back, 
  supreme in his confidence, he bared his yellow teeth in the repulsive, familiar 
  grimace. Malenski  sat waiting  for what would  happen  next.  He stared  into 
  Sedova's eyes for a long moment. Sedova glowered back and then lifted the 
  knife for a thrust downward. His arm reached the upmost position of the thrust 
  and then something quite unfathomable took place. He faltered and his eyes 
  suddenly were glazed in panic. Malenski looked at him steadfastly. Sedova 
  had started to sweat and a red surge of blood suffused his neck and face. He 
  tried to say something, but all he could manage was a gasp of escaped air. 
  His free hand clutched at his throat and the one holding the knife lost its grip, 
  it fell to the ground at his feet. He tottered for a moment and then fell like a 
  great   tree   and   hit   the   ground   with   a   resounding   thud.   He   stared   into 
  Malenski's eyes and in his, was a look of horror. They turned back into his 
  head. He gasped again, twitched and then lay still.  
        Gubkin came to his senses before the Scandian captains. He drew his 
  own knife and held it at the throat of one of them. The other Scandians were 
  quickly secured in the same fashion. Malenski continued to stare at the fallen 
  Sedova. The man's dead eyes stared blindly back at him.
          "Gog   was   never   destined   to   be   subordinate   to   man's   ambitions. 
  Tonight, I have put it to the test. Now, you can make it known that Gog leads 
  his people and that we will be victorious in the battle to come."
        He turned to the captains.
        "Sedova was never your general - if he had success, it was because 
  you were led by Gog! It is to Gog that you owe allegiance, you owed Sedova 
  no loyalty. It makes no difference whether you are Scandians or whether you 
  followed me across Siberia. Gubkin, you can let our comrades go free! They 
  have seen what happens to those who dare to try their hand against Gog. Let 
  them go free, and let them spread the word of what they've seen here tonight. 
  Spread the word - but remember, it will not matter whether it is one man or a 
  hundred who come against me - I will prevail! Gog will prevail and those who 
  think otherwise, will not live to crow of their success!"
        Gubkin withdrew his knife from the throat of the Scandian. The man 
  sank to his knees and sobbed for breath. It had nothing to do with the way he 
  had been held. It was sheer, mortal terror. The rest were in much the same 
  condition,   to   a   greater   or   lesser   degree.   They   crept   away   from   the   tent 
  without   a   word   and   Gog   was   left   alone   with   the   corpse   of   Pik   Sedova. 
  Malenski's shoulders started to heave and he sobbed silently. After a while, 
  he rose and stumbled from the tent and made his way through the camp. Men 



  at   their   fires   turned   their   eyes   away   when   he   passed   and   muttered   in 
  superstitious fear.
          Micah Perga could know nothing of the drama which had taken place a 
  few hundred kilometres to the west. In his Administration headquarters on the 
  Nile, he faced his own problems. During the previous fourteen days, the news 
  had been all bad. The western provinces of his administration had fallen to 
  the invaders. The rich storages along the coast and far inland, in the vast 
  plains of the Saharan wheatlands, had fallen with ridiculous ease to Malenski 
  and his airborne militia. There had continued a steady infiltration to the south 
  and   soon,   the   border   between   his   and   the   Central   African   Administration, 
  would be reached. There had been no offers of help from that quarter - or 
  from any other.
        His agents told him, that in the west, Joshua Aristides was fighting a 
  stiff rearguard battle against hordes of Scandians who had almost reached 
  the Pyrenees. Joshua's northern  provinces were lost, and he had suffered 
  major casualties. Perga knew he could expect no repetition of the assistance 
  which had been forthcoming on the previous occasion. The Central African 
   Administration was in open revolt and might even prove to be a threat rather 
  than an ally.  It was a matter of gloomy certainty,  that if Malenski  chose to 
  cross into their territory,  it would be a walkover. There was only one other 
  direction from which he might expect help, but there was not even a gesture 
  of aid from Michael ben Levi.
          Micah Perga sat in the darkness in his big office. He was alone. He 
  wasn't even sure if his aides waited in the outer rooms. The building seemed 
  ominously quiet. He looked out at the lights of the great city, which had been 
  built on the banks of the Nile, eight hundred years earlier. It had replaced Old 
  Cairo and it also covered the foundations of the fabled Pyramids, which had 
  survived for thousands of years before the lunacy of the nuclear start of the 
  Great Destruction. The city was quiet too - it was as if everything was holding 
  its breath, waiting for the next episode in the inevitable sequence of events, 
  to unfold.
        The latest communiqués had been in the same vein as those which 
  had flowed across his desk earlier. The invaders were building their strength, 
  consolidating their position, winding up the tension on the spring which would 
  be released  when they made their  thrust to the Nile. It mattered  very little 
  where   they  chose   to   initiate   the   attack.   His   remaining   forces   were   evenly 
  stretched out between the sea and Qattarah. There was always a possibility 
  that they might try a flanking movement to the south, trying to bypass his line 
  of defence, but he had catered for that move also. It was a question of waiting 
  and holding his nerve.
        The thought struck him like an appalling shock. Waiting!  Waiting for 
  what? Waiting to be overwhelmed by forces which had forgotten the meaning 
  of the word mercy. Waiting to be butchered as they tried to defend what little 
  was left. Waiting for inevitable defeat and even if one or the other survived, to 
  be ground down in the dust under the heel of the conqueror. He rose to his  
  feet slowly and considered his options. Someone had once described him as 
  a pragmatist - he believed it was a generalised opinion. He asked himself the 
  question. If he was a pragmatist, what was to be gained by displaying false 
  heroics and dying on the field of battle? Would it not be better to run away 



  and perhaps, to fight another day? Better a live coward than a dead hero! He 
  sat   down   again   slowly,   and   in   the   darkness   carefully   considered   his   next 
  move.
        The news of the invasion of the North African Administration and the 
  explanation for the depletion of the forces threatening his southern flank, was 
  relayed   to   Alexander   Barenkov   by   one   of   his   few   remaining   agents   in 
  southern Greece. The great armada had sailed and taken with it, Sedova and 
  the cream of his army. Malenski had followed, this time airborne. All that was 
  left were a few garrisons who were supposed to hold the critical areas gained 
  during   the   previous   weeks.   It   was   a   situation   waiting   for   him   to   take 
  advantage. He was quick to make contact with his cousin Feodor. They met 
  in   a   small   town   on   the   border   of   their   stewardships,   at   the   mouth   of   the 
  Danube.   Feodor   had   been   the   first   to   arrive,   he   rose   to   his   feet   when 
  Alexander   burst   into   the   room.   They   hugged   each   other   in   a   welcoming 
  embrace. Alexander drew back and looked into Feodor's eyes.
        "I heard about Elena's death - I'm sorry."
        It was the first time that there had been a open acknowledgement of 
  the  aborted  relationship  between Feodor and the  wife  of Georgi  Malenski. 
  Feodor turned away and shrugged.
        "I   should   have   insisted   that   she   stayed   with   me  -   but   she   thought 
  otherwise. I would have taken better care of her - but this is old history. You 
  say you have something interesting to tell me."
          Alexander nodded.
        "We  have the opportunity to regain  some ground - perhaps a lot of 
  ground!  Malenski  has committed the cardinal  error of leaving his garrisons 
  under manned, whilst he is off on this new adventure in North Africa. We can 
  roll back the tide! You can strike north and east, I can strike south and west. 
  We'll push Malenski's farmers back to where they started, together with the 
  so-called militia he has left to guard them. It might give him a bad taste in the 
  mouth, especially if Micah Perga gives him a thrashing in Egypt!"

                                       


