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        Pik Sedova's progress to the south faltered. He was forced to divert his 
  forces to search for provisions. His ultimatum to his captains produced some 
  results, but the effort of diverting scavenging parties could not be sustained. 
  He   was   forced   to   demand   the   airlifting   of   supplies   from   his   base.   Every 
  Shuttle and transporter which could be mustered, was diverted from the task 
  of ferrying fresh refugees into the rear areas. Because of the slow progress of 
  the forward  troops, those  who had been strung  out as the main force and 
  rearguard, caught up and presented an even greater logistical problem. Into 
  this nightmare of and confusion, Georgi Malenski materialised.
        The   news   of   his   coming   permeated   every   corner   of   the   vast   camp 
  which had arisen in the stripped polders. His hungry and frustrated army drew 
  breath and waited for his presence amongst them to produce a miracle.
        Pik   Sedova   was   far   from   pleased   to   receive   a   visitation   from   his 
  nominal   commander.   It   tended   to   emphasise   his   floundering   lack   of 
  organisational  ability and his credibility with his men was already at an all 
  time low, even before the appearance of the man they called Gog. Georgi 
  Malenski   sat   opposite   him  in   the   tattered   tent   which   served   as   command 
  headquarters. He sniffed the air, it smelt as bad as the camp around them. 
  The sour smell of unwashed humanity and inadequate  latrines - too many 
  people   crowded   together   for   the   facilities   available,   spelled   trouble.   Pik 
  Sedova would be lucky if he managed to salvage half of his fighting force, if 
  cholera or typhoid took a hold. He suggested as much in a mildly deceptive  
  voice. Sedova glowered at him with barely suppressed fury.
        "I'm well aware of the possibility, Georgi!"
        "I'm quite sure you are - and that you will take urgent steps to protect 
  yourself. These diseases are no respecters of persons and strike at generals 
  as   much   as   at   the   troopers!   We   know   very   little   about   them  and   next   to 
  nothing about how to combat them. Yours would not be the first army to have 
  been wiped out before they fired a shot in anger!"
          Sedova   fought   down   his   frustration   which   was   threatening   to 
  overwhelm all caution.
        "As soon as we can get moving again, the problem will pass. We need 
  food - if I want fighting  men when we reach  Africa, I can't march them on 
  empty bellies!"
          Georgi nodded absently.
        "Tell me, why is it so imperative to march against Africa? We are not 
  an   army  of   conquest   -   or   has   our   objective   changed?   I   thought   we   were 
  concerned with securing and protecting vital food supplies for our displaced 
  comrades. Is there some pressing need for a march on Africa?"
          Sedova   mastered   his   retort,   but   only   just.   His   response   was  honey 
  sweet.
          "Georgi! Look around you! I haven't even found enough food to feed 
  my men, let  alone  our displaced  comrades. This  is the  whole  point  of the 
  exercise - there are no storages closer than Africa! The local stewards have 
    appropriated what was in the Adriatic storehouses. We started out with the 



  objective of securing enough supplies for the winter months - our objective 
  has been changed by the greed of Alexander Barenkov and Joshua Aristides 
  and his steward."
          Georgi   looked   him   straight   in   the   eye,   but   Sedova's   glance   didn't 
  waver. Georgi asked softly:
          "You took forty thousand men to secure a few dozen storage points 
  along the Adriatic trough. Couldn't that be described as an overkill?"
        "Not when you consider that when we came this way before, we were 
  met by an army commanded by Micah Perga. You can rest assured, he hasn't 
  been sitting on his hands after the bloody nose we gave him last time!"  
          Georgi shrugged.
        "My agents tell me that he had a very unfavourable reaction over the 
  loss of eighteen thousand men - your bloody nose - I doubt whether he will be 
  quite so ready to meet you head on."
        "My assessment isn't so optimistic, Georgi! What do you suggest - that 
  I   should   send   half   of   my  men  home?   It's   one   way  of   solving   the   feeding 
  problem, I suppose."
          "You won't have a supply problem for much longer. You'll have all the 
  food you need after tomorrow."
          Sedova slowly bared his yellow teeth in a broad grin. 
        "I knew you would come to the party, Georgi!"
          Malenski nodded.
          "Your progress is too slow on foot - time's running out - the weather's 
  on the turn. When you're supplied, move your advance troops by Transporter 
  and Shuttle to each storage point down the trough and then use them to ferry 
  supplies. I suspect you'll find the storehouses stripped. If you're so hell bent 
  on securing the African storehouses, don't allow yourself to be diverted by 
  sending foraging parties to right and left. Move fast and strike hard!" 
          Sedova's smile faded, it was replaced by something indefinable.
          "You're becoming quite the strategist, Georgi. You've never used that 
  sort of language before."
          Malenski paused for a moment.
        "Once   I was  a man of peace  - but too  much has happened  for  me 
  remain the idealist. Those I thought were men of peace, have shown their 
  teeth against the cries of the hungry and dispossessed. My answer has to be 
  that I can't be anything other than what I am forced to be!"
          Sedova eyed him without speaking. Georgi was even more gaunt than 
  when he had last seen him. The emaciated look was intensified. It was almost 
  as if he had given up eating, until the last of his followers were adequately 
  fed and housed. Of course, the rumours were flying around that Elena had 
  left him and taken his son with her. In a way, it was to be expected. Georgi 
  Malenski was becoming something that no woman could be expected to live 
  with. Sedova knew the whispers which were circulating amongst those of his 
  men   with   the   most   vivid   imagination.   Georgi   Malenski   was   becoming 
  something more than a man. Pik Sedova felt the first stirrings of something 
  more than apprehension - it approached awe, but it also contained fear.
          Reports   concerning   the   progress   of   Pik   Sedova   came   slowly   to 
  Michael   in   Jerusalem.  It   was   a   matter   of   logistics.   It   had   been   difficult   to 
  infiltrate the army in the alpine base camp, it was well nigh impossible to do 



  so once they were on the move. Michael had to rely on reports provided by 
  scouts sent out by Gela Licarte and to a lesser extent, Alexander Barenkov. It 
  was another of Michael's concerns, Alexander's enthusiasm was blowing hot 
  and cold with every fresh encounter with Sedova's foraging parties. Despite 
  the restricted information, the general pattern began to emerge. Sedova had 
  been forced to a standstill. He had the main portion of his army cluttered into 
  an untidy camp sprawled over the rolling polders of the Adriatic sea bed. It 
  was a recipe waiting to mature into a nightmare of disease and death.
        It took some time for additional reports to suggest that Georgi Malenski 
  had joined his general. It accompanied communiqués which told of a huge 
  convoy   of   Transporters   and   Shuttles   -   which   had   been   confiscated   from 
  Anatole Barenkov - working back and forth, to and from the alpine camp. The 
  next reports were of more concern. The forward movement had begun once 
  again, this time, in the form of an airlift. Not only was Sedova on the move 
  again, but it was at a much accelerated pace. In a very short time, they had 
  reached the shores of the Eastern Basin and were securing the ancient heel 
  of the Italian peninsular.
          Michael   didn't   indulge   in   a   fruitless   succession   of   holo-conferences 
  with his allies, or with Micah Perga, whom he did not consider an ally but a 
  fellow Administrator under threat. He was quite certain that Micah and Joshua 
  were adequately informed about the situation. Quite apart from that, the holo-
  link was no longer confidential. It was the last choice of medium to use for the 
  purpose of planning strategy.
        His   plans   for   marriage   to   Leah   had   taken   a   second   priority.   It   was 
  frustrating  but unavoidable.  There was one other factor which was beyond 
  their control. They both wanted their union to be sanctified by a Kingly Priest. 
  It was a simple fact that they were obliged to be patient until one chose to 
  make himself available.
        The securing of the heel of Italy marked the midpoint of the advance of 
  Sedova's army. It was a time to build up morale. The ferrying of troops and  
  supplies had actually placed them ahead of schedule. They had climbed out 
  of   the   depression   of   the   reclaimed   sea   bed   and   stormed   the   higher   land 
  which comprised the 'heel' and were then able to look out towards their goal 
  of the African coast. Some of the more ignorant were disappointed because it 
  was not to be seen. Their  spur had been that once  they were free  of the 
  accursed depression, they would be on the threshold of their goal. It was yet 
  another reason to have a festivity and get their minds on to something else.
          Georgi Malenski stood alone on the brow of a low hill and stared out 
  over the semicircle of reclaimed land which had been won from the old Gulf 
  of Tarranto. It would be necessary to ferry the army over the deeper waters 
  which had not been reclaimed and then on, to the toe of Calabria. He turned 
  and looked out over the Eastern Basin. It was empty of ships, he knew that 
  was   unusual,   this   area   had   one   of   the   busiest   clusters   of   trade   routes, 
  crossing each other between the various ports of the African and European 
  shores - and even to the new coast of the Holiest of all Lands.
        He   was   aware   of   the   approach   of   Pik   Sedova   without   seeing   or 
  hearing  him. The  man moved like  a cat  and  was endowed  with  the  same 
  ability to pounce on his prey when the moment was right. Malenski had little 
  doubt that one day he would be the target. Elena had been right about him - 



  she had been right about many things. He felt the bile of frustration rise in his 
  mouth. He said, without turning:
          "There is our path for tomorrow!"
          Sedova laughed.
          "There'll   be   no   way   forward   tomorrow,   Georgi   -   not   even   you   can 
  manage   that.   The   men   won't   be   swayed   with   fine   words   after   tonight's 
  activities. Tomorrow, all they'll be fit for is sleeping it off!"
        He drew along side his leader and glanced at him.
        "Not to your taste, I think? You might be wise to make it to your taste, 
  Georgi.   If   the   men  think   you're   a   shade   better   than   them,  you   might  lose 
  some of your edge. Even a god-figure has to show human qualities!"
          Malenski   turned   his   head   slowly   and   met   the   mocking   gaze   of   his 
  general. Sedova nodded.
        "Yes, Georgi, I said 'god-figure'. I don't care whether you choose call 
  yourself Gog or whether you choose to hide from the possibility - but that's 
  what they call you!  Come down to the world of men, Georgi!  You walk too 
  high  for the rest of us. They say you  can't be killed,  they say you  have  a 
  destiny   which   makes   you   invincible!   Remember   something   -   it   takes   one 
  thrust of a dagger when you walk alone, to prove that idea wrong - and there 
  will always be someone who will trade his life for a few minutes of glory, to 
  show the rest of us how misguided we were about you!"
        They walked back down the hill into the camp. Malenski watched the 
  faces of the men they passed. He read their expressions and knew that the 
  watching cat was right. Sedova was baiting his trap, he could trust nothing 
  the man said and that included the invitation to join in the revelry around the 
  campfires. Not by choice, but because there was little other alternative, he 
  sat with Sedova and his senior captains and ate sparingly of the food set in 
  front of him. There was plenty for all. It was heaped in great platters on the 
  ground, within the circles of men sprawled in relaxation. There was plenty to 
  drink too, mostly the crude alcohol they prepared for themselves out of barley 
  or   potatoes.   Malenski   felt   a   mild   resentment   at   the   casual   attitude   they 
  displayed towards the food. A few days previously they had been on the point 
  of mutiny because of their hunger - now, supplies were plentiful  again and 
  food was thrown down half eaten, to be ground into the dirt.  
          He   knew  Sedova   was  watching   him,  the   mountain   cat   stalking   his 
  prey. The scrutiny didn't unnerve him, Pik Sedova had no part to play in his 
  destiny.   He   would   serve   out   his   part   in   the   grand   scheme   and   would   as 
  quickly be removed - for the moment, he was needed - the time would come 
  when he could be discarded. His general called across to him.
          "Georgi   -   we   have   some   entertainment   for   you   -   I   think   you   might 
  appreciate it - in the circumstances."
          There was a momentary hush in the chatter of those in the immediate 
  vicinity. It was accompanied by an almost fearless anticipation of his reaction. 
  Georgi   schooled   himself   to   remain   impassive   apart   from   a   silent   nod   of 
    acknowledgement. The chatter resumed and even heightened a little. Sedova 
  gestured to one of his aides and almost immediately, into the cleared ring of 
  ground around the great fire, a troop of women appeared. Georgi stared at 
  them without change of expression. They were the whores who followed the 
  army. 



          There followed an inexpert shuffle around the fire, which raised roars 
  of approval from the onlookers. Malenski looked at the faces of the audience 
  and knew that the baser elements of men's nature had not been eradicated 
  under the educating influence of the Teachers in the Time of Peace. It had 
  become dormant, but it had only taken the release of Satan to once more stir 
  it into  activity.  He could  have  been  looking  on a scene  which  would  have 
  been repeated in every army which followed a leader, who promised to lead 
  them to the glory of conquest. It confirmed what he had known for a long time. 
  He   would   be   thrown   down   on   the   Plain   of  Esdraelon,   but   not   because   of 
  Michael ben Levi - it would be the wrath of the Almighty God!
        The excitement grew as the dance became wilder, more abandoned. 
  Malenski   sat   rigidly,   impassively   aloof   from   the   almost   palpable   aura   of 
  sensual excitement. Sedova watched him and a slow grin grew, he leaned 
  forward and shouted into Malenski's ear.
          "This is tame compared with what they can do, Georgi  - you should 
  see some of the tricks the Scandians have brought with them - "
          Malenski   turned   an   looked   at   him   steadily.   His   face   was   still 
    expressionless. He said nothing, Sedova eased back, but he maintained the 
  mocking smile. Georgi rose and walked out of the circle of the fires. Some 
  might have noticed his exit, but most were engrossed with the increasingly 
  orgiastic activities illuminated by the billowing flames. 
        Early   on   the   following   morning,   he   left   his   tent   and   picked   his   way 
  through the twitching forms of those who had fallen to the ground where they 
  had revelled. The noise and commotion of the previous night had continued 
  into   the   early   hours.   He   had   laid   on   his   bedroll   and   had   stared   at   the 
  flickering firelight reflected through the thin walls of his tent. There had been 
  no sleep, but strangely, in the early light, he did not feel tired. He sometimes 
  wondered where his reserves of stamina originated.
        He took his Shuttle out over the clear waters of the southern ocean. 
  He   had   no   particular   objective   in   doing   so,   other   than   to   be   free   of   the 
  stinking camp in which his followers slept off their excesses. He looked down 
  at the smooth, empty waters. The cargo fleets were being kept well  away. 
  They knew that Gog was coming and they were giving  him room. He was 
  quite sure that every move he made was being signalled to Michael Ben Levi  
  and his allies and that counter measures were being initiated as required.
        He had taken the Shuttle far out over the Ionian Basin, on an impulse, 
  he pointed its nose to the west, towards the Calabrian shore. The polders of 
  the reclaimed coastal area rushed towards him. He turned slightly to his left 
  and followed their line  towards his army's next objective. The mountainous 
  plateau of Sicily loomed out of the morning mist, with the lowlands of the old 
  sea bed stretching out to the Malta mount. 
        He surveyed  the  terrain  below and  came to  a  quick  decision  - The 
  Malta mount was not the way to go. The land bridge to Africa lay further to 
  the   west,   with   Pantalleria   rising   like   a   craggy   tower   amidst   the   morass  of 
  shallow   salt   lagoons   and   shifting   sands,   which   lay   between   the   fully 
  reclaimed   polders   on   the   Sicilian   and   Tunisian   sides.   He   felt   a   surge   of 
    apprehension.   It   would   not   be   a   good   place   to   be   trapped   -   or   to   face   a 
    determined enemy ready to die to protect the storages on the African side. 
  He wondered again about the resolve of Micah Perga and his army. It was to 



  be hoped that it would crumble away at the sight of the ferocious warriors led 
  by Pik Sedova. 
        It was time to return and try to salvage something from the day. He 
  took another route, one which led over the Sicilian plateau. Below him, there 
  was evidence of intensive farming. It was good land which had just yielded its 
  harvest.  The  storehouses  ought to  have  been  filled  to  overflowing,  but he 
  doubted if the resourceful Gela Licarte had left too much to entice a raid by 
  the encroaching army. The looming Etna massif blocked his path. He set his 
  course for the smoking crater which had returned to life with the release of 
  Satan. It had been quiescent for a thousand years, whether there was some 
  lesson to be learned from the fact that it had now returned to life and that the 
  magma   pool   in   the   crater   looked   like   the   mouth   of   hell,   was   open   to 
  interpretation. 
          Another   volcano   smoked   out   in   the   sea   to   the   north   of   the   ancient 
  island - Stromboli  - and beyond  that, almost in a straight line  of flight, the 
  hidden caldera of Vesuvius. He was reminded of the meeting with Michael, 
  Joshua, and Micah Perga. They had gone through the mockery of a solemnly 
  signed   agreement.  Each   had   pledged   to   agree   to   disagree,   but   each   had 
  known that the other practised deception. Perhaps the greatest deception of 
  all was to imagine that there could ever be any peace between them. They 
  were set upon an unchangeable course which would eventually lead to the 
  last great battle. In a former age, the superstitious would have said that it was 
  written in the stars. In their time, there was a far more telling commitment. 
  Armageddon was written into the prophecies of the Time of the End.
        He took a direct line from Etna to his army's camp. Even from the air it 
  had a depressing aspect, an untidy sprawl of shelters and fire circles, men 
  lounging in whatever shade they could find, no effort being made to continue 
  the march. Sedova had said that no amount of fine words would get them 
  moving  today.  Malenski  didn't  bother  to  try,  but  he  was determined  that  it 
  would not be the same on the next day.
          Another event took a hand, which acted as the spur. It was something 
  totally outside of his control. Just as the sun was starting to set and before a 
  repeat   of   the   previous   evening's   revelry   could   start   again,   there   were   a 
  number of co-ordinated attacks on the perimeter of straggling tent lines. Fire 
  arrows   were   shot   into   the   tattered   cloth   shelters   and   soon,   there   were   a 
  number of fires blazing out of control, which threatened to sweep through the  
  camp like a wildfire. Those who tried to douse the flames, found themselves 
  the target of more arrows shot from the security of the surrounding woods. 
  Chaos reigned until  the captains could restore some sort of discipline  and 
  order.   By  this   time,  the   attackers   had   fled.   Sedova   met  with   his   captains, 
  white with fury. Georgi Malenski looked on silently.
          Sedova vented his wrath on his luckless subordinates. One who dared 
  to question his wild accusations was felled with one blow. If Malenski hadn't 
  been present, he would probably have been killed by his incensed general. 
  The  man looked  across at Malenski  and read  a hint of silent  sympathy.  It 
  wasn't lost on Sedova, who rounded on the silent onlooker.
          "Don't waste your sympathy on him, dear brother Georgi!  I suppose 
  you have the perfect solution to all our problems?"
        The   captains   watched   silently.   Malenski   remained   seated.   He 



  answered quietly.
          "This is not the first time you  have thrown down a challenge  to me, 
  dear brother Sedova! To answer your question - yes, I do have a solution - 
  whether it is perfect or not, will remain to be seen. My solution is to impose a 
  little discipline in your army and instead of blaming your captains for every ill, 
  look to see what the general  can do better!  From the air, this camp looks 
  what it is - a brothel! It has been pitched far too close to the forest and so, 
  provides perfect cover for the smallest force which wishes to attack us. You 
  indulge the men in their vices and so, there are no sentries. You squander 
  food   and   supplies   -   enough   lays   on   the   ground   to   feed   a   thousand   men, 
  women and children for a week during the Siberian trek."
        The silence was almost palpable. The captains had stopped breathing. 
  Malenski  didn't drop  his gaze in  the  face of Sedova's relentless glare. He 
  watched the fury rising to the point of explosion. It was an explosion which did 
  not come to maturity. Sedova breathed:
          "Perhaps you would like to instruct the captains in their duties, my dear 
  brother Georgi?"
          Malenski's eyes did not waver.
          "You   will   post   sentries   on   the   outer   perimeter.   The   men   are   well 
  rested, they have been lazing all day - you will instruct them to draw back the 
  lines of the camp from the forest edge - it will give them something to do other 
  than  thinking  of the  women who follow the  camp. Let it  be known that we 
  move out at first light and who isn't prepared to move at that time, will be left 
  to deal with our attackers. I want the whole army assembled at the Pantellaria 
  mount within two days!"    


