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          Georgi withdrew into the fur cape draped about his shoulders and sat 
  hunched   in   the   inadequate   shelter   of  skins   stretched   across  fallen   timber. 
  The cape had been provided by his host, as had been the shelter they were 
  sharing. Sedova's woman had silently thrust a bowl of thin soup into Georgi's 
  hand. He wasn't sure whether the silence represented awe or resentment. He 
  was almost beyond caring. He was conscious of the steady appraisal of his 
  general in command.
          "You are very quiet, brother Georgi. Did you expect me to show you 
  something different?"
        It was a challenge.
        "I   saw   nothing   I   didn't   expect   to   see   -   Half   frozen   men,   clutching 
  weapons they hardly know how to use, waiting for an enemy they can't see in 
  the blizzard and expecting to die within seconds of that meeting!"
        Pik snorted in derision.
        "That about sums up the situation!  Despair and hopelessness is the 
  order of the day - and all we can expect is more of the same, if we carry on 
  our thrust to the west. The Baltic polders are a frozen wasteland and I doubt  
  if   its   much   different   further   to   the   west.   To   go   to   the   north   is   out   of   the 
  question, it is more of the same, only worse! Of course, we can always return 
  to the east - If that's what you really want!"
          Again, a challenge. Georgi stirred and tipped the rest of the congealed 
  soup into his mouth. It was already cold and tasted worse than when it was 
  hot.
        "We come back to your suggestion that we turn south. The Scandians 
  will still attack us if we do. It makes no difference to them if we go west or 
  south, either way, we are across their path."
          Sedova smiled slightly.  It was the first sign of a concession that the 
  south could be a consideration. He infused confidence into his voice.
        "I told you! We have the measure of the Scandians. If we move south, 
  we will be fighting them on our terms. The polders are a wasteland - and it's 
  their country - they know their way around. Draw them out on to the higher 
  ground to the south and we'll be on equal terms."
          Georgi eyed him steadily.
          "You  will  be defending  your  rear  and  your  western  flank  as well  as 
  moving south. You haven't enough men!"
        "Then send me more!"
          "Untrained and ready to be butchered!"
        "I'll train them - as I've done with those around us. They learn quickly 
  enough when it's a matter of survival!"
          Georgi shook his head wearily.
          "We're not an army of conquest."
          "Agreed!   We   are   defending   ourselves   and   the   right   to   feed   our 
  starving women and children."
        Once again, Georgi looked at him steadily. Sedova was never short of 
  the   right   words   but   equally,   they   always   sounded   false   and   lacking   in 



  conviction.
          "Perhaps you are right. I have to think about it."
        "Well, don't take too long, brother Georgi! My men are looking to you 
  to provide the answers. They trust you - don't lose that trust or you might lose 
  much more!"
        The   big   man   moved   out   from   the   shelter.   Georgi   stared   after   him. 
  Were his words a warning - or a threat? As he expected, it was impossible to 
  sleep in the freezing conditions. Beyond the shelter was a curtain of driving 
  snow. The blizzard had not eased since his arrival. The thin stretch of skins 
  slapped with the gusts of wind and the supports to the rough wooden frame 
  creaked under the strain. 
        The   decision   whether   or   not   to   move   to   the   south   became   one   of 
  simple logistics. To continue to the west would become increasingly fruitless 
  if   all   they   were   to   meet   were   more   blizzards   and   countryside   frozen   into 
  unproductivity. No one could settle in such terrain and under such conditions, 
  it   would   be   impossible   to   plant   crops   and   reap   a   harvest.   Sedova   had 
  reported   a   steady   stream  of   refugees,   the   local   population   who   had   lived 
  there  for centuries, was beginning  to abandon    ancestral  lands before  the 
  onslaught   of   the   arctic   conditions.   On   that   basis,   Georgi   had   no   other 
  decision to reach - they would move south!
        He tried to sleep again and was just dozing when he was jerked into 
  full wakefulness. There had been the hint of another sound when the wind 
  had eased momentarily. It was a pulsing, throbbing noise and he thought he  
  heard   voices   -   singing   or   chanting   -   he   shook   his   head   in   disbelief,   the 
  conditions were getting to him - in such circumstances, no one would have 
  the energy or the inclination to sing. He listened for some time, trying to hear 
  a   repeat   of   the   noise   when   the   wind   gusted,   but   it   wasn't   repeated. 
  Eventually, he slept, but he jerked awake often. 
        On the next day, Pik Sedova listened intently when he announced his 
  decision. The big man grunted and nodded when he had finished.
          "You have no other option, Georgi. We will head down the old coast 
  until it turns and runs west. Then, we'll strike due south until  we reach the 
  mountains."
        It  would  be  directly  into  the  heart of the  area  controlled  by Anatole 
  Barenkov   -   and   Michael   ben   Levi.   Malenski   wondered   what   their   reaction 
  would be. It was a critical decision and one which could not be reversed once 
  his tide of refugees were on the move once more. The only thing to stop that 
  advance would be an armed force and Pik Sedova had already shown that he 
  was a match for those who had  tried  to prevent their  access to  the  Baltic 
  lands. Georgi  debated  silently whether it  would  be construed  as an act of 
  conciliation for him to visit Anatole's headquarters on the Vistula, to explain 
  his intentions. He looked at Pik Sedova and found the big man eyeing him 
  critically.   He   decided   against   the   visit,   it   might  be   construed   as  an   act   of 
  weakness - Sedova had warned him about undefined consequences and he 
  couldn't risk them becoming a reality.
        Strung out behind them, across the northern  plain, were a series of 
  focal points into which the airlift of refugees were being discharged. It was an 
  ongoing process. The flood of people from beyond the Urals had slowed, but 
  was by no means spent, as more and more abandoned the marginal lands 



  which   were   being   swallowed   up   by   the   southern   progress   of   the   arctic 
  weather conditions. He spent several days at each location, involving himself 
  in   the   logistics   of   caring   for   the   tens   of   thousands   of   refugees   who   were 
  pouring in. 
        He soon  came to realise  that their  was more than  one  trend  to  the 
  south. Pik Sedova might be leading the armed force, but there was also a 
  steady   flow   of   farmers   and   displaced   people   moving   towards   the   country 
  controlled by Feodor Chernienko. It could only be a matter of time before the 
  de   facto   boundary   between   them   was   crossed.   Once   again,   he   debated 
  whether   it   would   be   advisable   to   make  a   conciliatory   approach   and   once 
  again, he decided against. It was hard to explain why, other than that daily, 
  he felt more and more vulnerable.
        It   was   three   weeks   before   he   returned   to   Gorki.   In   that   time,   the 
  several hundred kilometres between the Baltic coast and the Carpathians had 
  been crossed by Pik Sedova. He had pressed on into the high mountains, 
  meeting again the severe, icy conditions they had left to the north. Because 
  of their conditioning, the mountains were no barrier and now, they stood in 
  the   uplands   facing   out   over   the   polders   of   the   Adriatic.   They   had   gained 
  access to the Great Sea and the riches which lay beyond it. 
          There   had   been   no   resistance   and   there   had   been   no   squeals   of 
  protest from Anatole Barenkov - or from Michael ben Levi. Sedova's forces 
  presented a thin wedge between the domain of Alexander Barenkov and the 
  unknown steward who looked after Joshua Aristides interests in the Italian 
  Peninsula and the Alpine lands to the north. Further to the east in southern 
  Russia, there had been a similar, slower movement. The impetus was spent  
  and  they  had  spread  out   in   the  lands  just  short   of  the   area   controlled   by 
  Feodor Chernienko. Once again, there had been no expressions of alarm or 
  protest. Georgi began to breath a little easier. He was almost relaxed when 
  he rejoined Elena and his son in their new lodgings.
        It was the first time he had visited the quarters allocated to him by his 
  staff.   He   hardly   took   notice   of   the   change   from  the   Spartan   conditions   to 
  which he was used, to that of comparative luxury. He had a sudden urgency 
  to see Elena and his son. The parting with his wife had been strained and 
  their reunion was not much better.
          Elena stood in the centre of a reception room and looked strangely out 
  of place  in  the  surroundings.  She had  reluctantly  changed  from the  rough 
  clothing   which   she   had   worn   in   their   long   trek,   into   a   simple   dress   which 
  looked more like a tunic. She wore no ornamentation or jewellery. For some 
  reason,   the   simplicity   looked   like   a   reproach   and   Georgi   felt   his   irritation 
  rising.
        She  looked   steadily   at  her  husband,   he   was still   wearing   his   travel 
  stained   clothing.   He   looked   tired   to   the   point   of   exhaustion   and   almost 
  emaciated. His eyes seemed the only vital thing about him, fierce, flickering 
  around the room, absorbing everything and finally returning to her.
        She had done very little to personalise the place. She couldn't dismiss 
  the  thought  that this was an aberration,  a mistake which  had  been  forced 
  upon   them   by   well   meaning   advisors,   who   did   not   understand   Georgi's 
  determination  that they should  not be treated  in  any way differently to the 
  thousands of refugees, who still had hardly enough to keep their souls within 



  their bodies.
        "Well, Elena - don't you have a greeting for me?"
        It was a challenge, but this was not the time to answer it. She walked 
  over   to   him  and   stood   within   his   reach.   Slowly,   he   extended   his   arms  to 
  embrace her. She felt  his  tension,  he was like  an over-wound  spring,  she 
  wondered when it would be wound too far and would snap. He kissed her on 
  the lips, but it was curiously emotionless.
          "Where's Piotr?"
        She   didn't   have   to   answer,   the   boy   raced   into   the   room  and   threw 
  himself into his father's arms. Elena stepped back and watched them. There 
  was animation, tenderness, love. Georgi emerged from behind the mask of 
  the   stranger   and   was   momentarily   the   man   he   once   had   been.   Elena 
  dismissed the thoughts of envy, they were unworthy of her. 
        "I have prepared food for you."
        It was something she had insisted upon doing, resisting the advisors 
  who   had   wanted   her   to   abdicate   her   responsibility.   Georgi   looked   up   and 
  nodded, the mask of wariness had slipped back. She led the way to another 
  room and stood with hands folded at the table. Georgi hesitated, the words of 
  thanks and invocation of a blessing were clumsy, as if he had grown out of 
  the practice. They sat down and ate in silence and she wondered about the 
  influences which were changing her husband from a devout, godly man - into 
  - she hesitated to voice the thought in her mind - into Gog!
        Piotr fired a volley of questions - the sort of questions a devoted and 
  interested wife should have asked. Where had he been? Who had he met? 
  Had he seen his army fighting? How far had they reached? Georgi answered 
  them  all   patiently.   She   thought   she   saw  a   hesitation   when   it   came  to   the 
  questions about an army and fighting and how far they had advanced. The  
  last question provoked a sharp counter question.
        "Have you met Pik Sedova?"
        "What do you know about Pik Sedova?"
        The boy's eager expression faltered, his father wasn't pleased.
          "Some of the other boys have been talking about him."
        "What have they been saying about him?"
        "That he's a great general - he's your general - and that he's fighting 
  and beating the Scandians and now, he's leading a great army to the south."
          Elena interjected.
        "As you can see, Georgi, Pik Sedova is a very popular man - he is 
  quite a hero to some."
          Georgi gazed at her steadily.
        "But not to all, Elena."
        "I've never made any secret of my reservations about him, as you well 
  know."
          Georgi leaned back and smiled for the first time.
        "I wonder what the poor man ever did to you to make you dislike him 
  so much."
        "I haven't given him the opportunity to do anything to me, Georgi - and 
  never will!"
        "It's late, Piotr - I think it's time for bed."
        The boy looked as if he wanted to protest but thought better of it.



        "I'll be along to see you when you're in bed."
        It was almost like  the old  days  at the  mouth of the  Lena - Georgi's 
  nightly   visit   to   the   boy.   Elena   looked   at   her   husband   -   was   the   old   man 
  returning? He caught her glance.
        "Do these sumptuous quarters boast a bath?"
        She nodded.
        "We have everything we need."
        "But you think we shouldn't have them - there are too many others who 
  still have nothing?"
        "It was your rule - we would have nothing for ourselves until everyone 
  had the basic necessities."
          "Most have  enough  - and those  who still  come, were  the ones who 
  chose to stay behind when we passed. I don't intend to wear a hair shirt all 
  my life!"
        "So - we live here because you decided? I thought it was your advisors 
  who insisted on it."
        "I was the one who gave the order, you  can put your conscience to 
  bed, Elena!"
        She stared at him.
        "I'll get your bath ready."
          Later,   she   looked   into   the   room   where   he   was   bathing.   He   lay 
  motionless in the steaming water. She thought he had fallen asleep, his eyes 
  were closed and his face had relaxed into something approaching the soft 
  lines it had once had. She moved closer and suddenly, his eyes were open, 
  alert,   ready   to   counter   attack.   Was   that   how   he   reacted   when   anyone 
    approached   him?   Always   expecting   an   attack,   always   ready   to   defend 
  himself?   He   relaxed   again   and   stretched   and   the   old   grin   returned   for   a 
  moment.
          "This feels good after so long!" 
        She knelt by the tub and started to wash him. It was the way it had 
  been in those distant days at the mouth of the Lena, when they had no cares 
  and the world had been beautiful. He caught her wrist and she stared into his 
  eyes. His look was intense, she whispered.
        "I have something to tell you, Georgi. Something which won't please 
  you - I'm pregnant!"
        His look didn't change and neither did the grip on her wrist. 
        "Are you sure?"
        "As sure as one can be after a few weeks."
          "When - ?"
          "When did I conceive? On the night you came back from the meeting 
  with Grigor Suskov."
        He drew her closer and kissed her on the lips.
        "I'm sorry, Georgi."
        "Why should you be sorry?"
        She hesitated.
          "Because I know you don't want another child."
        "What gave you that idea?"
          "You did - You've said it so many times, quoting your friend Marcus 
  Steinbecker. This isn't the time to bring children into the world. They have no 



  future."   
        He released her and climbed out of the tub and started to dry himself.
        "Get this into your head, Elena. If you are carrying another child, I will 
  be a father to it. Perhaps it will have no future, I don't know - can anyone 
  know? I am coming more and more into the certainty that we are puppets on 
  a string. Hooks are in our jaws! Ah! I see you don't like that expression, but I 
  can tell you that I am becoming convinced that our future isn't in our hands. If 
  you bear a child, that will be part of the plan and if you are mistaken, it will 
  also be part of the plan. We have no option other than to be dragged along to 
  where those painful hooks lead us!"
        She turned away.
        "It was very different when I told you we were expecting Piotr."
        His response was harsh.
        "We lived in a fantasy world, where everything was love and peace. 
  Piotr was part of the illusion of benevolence. I've seen too many little corpses 
  frozen solid by the side of the trail, some of them in the arms of dead mothers 
  who tried to suckle them with nothing! I have seen too many boys the age of 
  Piotr, trying to hold back the Scandians and being butchered - Please! Don't 
  talk  to  me of the  times when everything  was bright and  peaceful  and  you 
  placed a beautiful man child into my arms!"
        She stood as straight as a ramrod and stared at him.
        "If   you   want   to   live   amongst   corpses   and   butchery,   that   is   your 
  decision - as for me and my son - and this unborn child - we will live in the 
  memory of those days when Georgi  Malenski was our loving husband and 
  father - a godly, thankful man - not what he is to day!"
          "And what is he today - Why don't you  say it, plenty of others are? 
  Georgi Malenski has become Gog!"
        She held his gaze.
        "It isn't something to boast about, Georgi - even if you were Gog - but 
  you  are not!  Gog will  be totally committed to the destruction  of everything 
  which is godly and every remnant we have left of the Kingdom of Peace. He  
  will seek to destroy, pillage and rape. He will be merciless. He will have no 
  concern about dead babies in the arms of their dead mothers by the side of 
  the   trail,   or   of   boys   the   age   of   his   son   who   are   being   butchered   by   the 
  Scandians. He will be a ruthless man - an evil man. No matter how you try, 
  Georgi  Malenski,  you  can't force  yourself  into  that mould - no matter what 
  others want to call you, you will never become Gog!"
        She walked out of the room and left him staring after her. He threw the 
  towel to one side and pulled on a tunic. His rage and frustration grew, all the 
  more so because he had to accept that it was his mishandling of the news 
  she had given him, which had provoked the argument. He moved around the 
  room restlessly. His relationship with his wife was going from bad to worse. 
  This ought to have been an evening of reconciliation. The news that she had 
  conceived his child ought to have been a bridge back to past days. 
          There was a barrier in the way over which he could not climb. He was 
  no longer the man who had been the steward of fertile  lands and a happy 
  people. Now, he was the leader of a dispossessed horde and no matter what 
  Elena thought, it was Gog's Horde! 
        It was impossible to reverse the change in his nature, he had seen too 



  much   suffering   and   death.   He   bitterly   resented   the   agency   which   had 
  permitted such a calamity to fall upon a defenceless and innocent people. He 
  had hardly dared to acknowledge who was that agency, but now he permitted 
  the thought that ultimately, all things became the responsibility of God!
        He   sat   on   the   side   of   the   bed   and   thought   about   it,   perhaps   that 
  thought   alone   -   his   blaming   of   the   Almighty   God   for   everything   that   was 
  happening, was enough to make him Gog! He accepted the possibility with a 
  curious calmness and thought back to his words to Elena: 'I am becoming 
  convinced that our future isn't in our hands. If you bear a child, that will be 
  part of the plan and if you are mistaken, it will also be part of the plan. We 
  have no option other than to be dragged along to where those painful hooks 
  lead us!'
        He crossed the window and looked out into the night. Somewhere, far 
  to   the   south,   Gog's   general   stood   poised   to   move   forward   into   the   rich 
  province   of  the   Adriatic.   The   long  spine   of  the   Apennines  would   separate 
  them from the Western Basin of the Great Sea. They had reached a cross-
  roads.   The   refugees   still   poured   in   from   Siberia,   there   were   additional 
  pressures from the population of China and India. He had no idea what their 
  future movements would be, but eventually, there would come a competition 
  for the remaining supplies which had been stored in the time of plenty. He 
  considered the options.
          Michael ben Levi stood behind those who stretched across his path to 
  the south. For the time being, the flow had eased to a trickle  in that area. 
  Alexander   Barenkov   occupied   what   had   once   been   termed   the   Balkan 
  Peninsula   and   now   Pik   Sedova   had   taken   possession   of   the   high   peaks 
  which formed his north eastern boundary. The soft spot was the Adriatic, the 
  Italian peninsular and its extension through Sicily and the ridge to the African 
  continent. It was a long, narrow, treacherous land bridge which separated the 
  Western and Eastern Basins of the old Great Sea. One of the links between 
  Europe and Africa.
          Joshua Aristides waited in the West, in his Iberian stronghold and to 
  the   east,   Michael   ben   Levi   watched   his   every   move.  To   the   south,   Micah 
  Perga   was   an   unknown   quantity.   Georgi   had   never   met  him,  but   he   was  
  reputed to be one of the more inflexible of the old Covenant of Administrators. 
          Elena   did   not   come   to   join   him   that   night,   and   a   stubborn   pride 
  prevented him from seeking her out. He debated whether he should remain in 
  Gorki   for   Piotr's   sake,   but   decided   to   cut   his   loses.   Early   in   the   morning, 
  before the household had stirred, he slipped away, the solitary pilot of a Pod 
  which he pointed to the south-west. The bleak uplands to the north of the 
  Adriatic depression seemed  more hospitable than a house of estrangement.

 


