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        It took six months before Marcus could once more take his seat on a 
  sub-orbital  flight  to  Jerusalem. He  was alone  in  the  transit  lounge,  having 
  firmly repulsed a determined attempt by Joel to see him on his way. Marcus 
  knew what he could expect if he allowed the old man to accompany him to 
  the spaceport. There would have been a rehash of strategies which the old 
  man   had   been   hammering   into   him,   ever   since   Joshua   Aristides   had 
  confirmed his invitation. It had been the signal for Joel to go over every detail 
  of the argument for preparation and as well, every argument to counter the 
  viewpoint   which   Joshua   was   sure   to   express.   Marcus   had   had   more   than 
  enough and he was determined to have a tranquil journey to the spaceport 
  and then the fight itself.
        He wished he didn't have to go through Jerusalem, it was a detour, but 
  Asher   had   insisted   upon   it.   Gloomily,   Marcus   surmised   that   he   would   be 
  'refreshed'   by   Asher   as   soon   as   he   broke   his   journey.   The   same   old 
  arguments would be expressed during every free minute. Having reluctantly 
  agreed   that   Marcus   should   accept   the   invitation,   Asher   had   shown   every 
  determination that they were to get their money's worth out of the meeting.
          There was still  one outstanding  matter - it was by no means certain 
  that Leah would join him. The proposition had been unresolved at the end of 
  the   short   time   available   on   the   previous   visit.   Joel   had   been   unable   to 
  convince Asher. Holo-transmissions and other messages had left the matter 
  in limbo. Joel had prepared Marcus on the assumption that he would confront 
  Joshua alone. 
          Marcus clung to one slender hope - Asher had not actually said 'No!'.
        He was conducted to his place on the Suborbiter and led through the 
  requirements for the flight by the onboard computer. Marcus listened silently, 
  there was nothing new. He had his own private opinion about what could be 
  done if something untoward happened during the transit. It could be summed 
  up in two words: 'Pray Fervently!'
        They  left  on  time  -  gently   and   silently.  It  seemed  as if  they  floated 
  higher and higher above the Salem Metropolis.  He saw the contour of the 
  coast from a unique perspective. The central core of the old Capital and the 
  town of Pringle's Head, was now the nucleus of the sprawling city. He picked 
  out Jacob's Bay and the promontory where once had stood a lighthouse in 
  the   time  of   his   ancestor   Carl.   The   promontory  still   jutted   out   like   a   green 
  finger   into   the   blue   waters   of   the   bay.   Joel   had   resisted   any   attempt   to 
  convert it into something other than an oasis in the midst of the ocean of city 
  towers.
        The Shuttle floated higher and the landmass lost definition. The sky 
  darkened and the stars appeared and the vessel seemed to hover motionless 
  between them. The lack of motion was a fantasy,  they were moving at an 
  incredible speed. In two hours they would be touching down by the Salt Sea 
  and he would experience the uncomfortable heat on the salt plain, until they 
  climbed high into the Judaean hills. He was to spend one night under Asher's 



  roof, before going on to Iberia. He wished he had been able to contact Leah 
  prior   to   his   journey.   Reluctantly,   he   had   elected   not   to   do   so.   Holo-
  transmissions were notorious for their lack of privacy.
          There was no sign of Leah when he arrived at his destination. He was 
  met by one of Asher's senior aides, but there was no sign of his host. He told 
  himself   that   there   was   no   significance   in   Asher's   absence.   A   man   of   his 
  responsibilities could not be expected to cancel everything in order to meet 
  every visitor. No matter what he told himself, he felt a little uneasy as he sat 
  silently in the back of the Pod which carried him to Asher's estate.
        He   stepped   out   of   the   Pod   and   a   figure   moved   forward   out   of   the 
  shadows   of   the   porch.   It   was   Michael   ben   Levi.   Marcus   summoned   up   a 
  smile.
          "Brother Michael, greetings."
          "Brother Marcus, greetings of peace."
        The traditional greeting - Michael added a little more information.
          "Brother   Asher   asked   me   to   receive   you   -   Unfortunately,   he   had 
  important   meetings   with   some   of   his   senior   people,   which   were   arranged 
  before   he   knew  you   were   coming   -   They   had   to   travel   from  many  distant 
  cities. He felt sure you would understand."
        "A   man   of   Asher   ben   Jacobi's   standing,   can   hardly   abandon   his 
  schedule at a moment's notice."
        His   trip   had   been   discussed   for   the   past   six  months  and   his   travel 
  plans had been detailed for four weeks. His uneasiness grew. Casually, he 
  asked.
          "And how is Leah?"
          Michael seemed to hesitate momentarily.
        "Leah is very well - and very busy - Asher relies a great deal on her."
        They were  moving  into  the  house.  Michael  escorted  him to  a  guest 
  suite. It was different to the one he had shared with Joel. The balcony was 
  small and looked out to the steep slope of the escarpment behind the house. 
  Marcus dismissed the comparison. He was a guest for one night only and his 
  view from the balcony was hardly significant. He unpacked his night bag and 
  found himself with nothing  to do. Michael  had politely absented himself as 
  soon as he had fulfilled his duties as proxy host. Marcus assessed his own 
  feelings. Perhaps he was being over-sensitive, but he felt a distinct lack of 
  warmth. He was puzzled as to why. On the previous occasion, the parting 
  with Asher had been cordial. This time, he had been treated with courtesy 
  and politeness - but there had been no cordiality.
        He assumed that the hour for dinner had not altered and presented 
  himself in the main reception room. Asher awaited him - of Leah, there was 
  no sign.
          "Greetings of peace, Marcus Steinbecker."
          "Greetings   to   you   and   your   house,   Asher   ben   Jacobi   -   and   cordial 
  greetings from Father Joel."
          Asher's face relaxed into the tremor of a smile. 
        "Please convey my greetings to him in return."
        "It is kind of you to offer me hospitality and the opportunity to break my 
  journey."
        "I am always pleased to meet a kinsman of Father Joel."



        So far, the conversation had been confined to strict formality. Marcus 
  took the plunge.
        "I had hoped to renew Leah's acquaintance - "
          Asher turned to him and raised his brows.
          "You will  forgive me, Brother Marcus, if I say I am surprised to hear 
  that - "
          "Surprised, Brother Asher? Leah and I are cousins - and I thought we 
  became friends on my previous visit."
        "No more than friends, Brother Marcus?"
          Marcus stared into Asher's eyes.
        "It could hardly be otherwise, Brother Asher - in such a short time - If 
  my behaviour led you to think otherwise, I offer my sincere apologies to you - 
  and to Leah."
          Asher continued to stare into his eyes.
          "Perhaps it was something Father Joel mentioned - "
        "He mentioned something which led you to think that Leah and I were 
  more than friends?"
          Asher turned to the window and stared out into the fading light.
        "It isn't of any consequence."
        "On the contrary - I feel a barrier between us and I can't understand 
  why."
          Asher turned again.
        "I thought Joel's insistence that Leah should accompany you to Joshua 
  Aristides, to support you, was a ploy to further a romantic attachment!"
          Marcus's mouth sagged open momentarily. He closed it into a firm line.
        "I   can   assure   you,   Brother   Asher,   I   do   not   have   any   romantic 
  inclinations towards Leah - and even if I had to admit that I did, I would not 
  ask Joel to engineer strategies to support me. I have always dealt openly with 
  such things - on the other hand, Leah is already attached to someone else - 
  or hadn't you noticed!"
          Asher's response was cautious.
        "I am not aware of any attachment - Leah hasn't mentioned it."
          "Perhaps it isn't formalised. I thought - Michael ben Levi!"
          "Michael! - You must be daydreaming!"
        "I can assure you that my eyes are wide open - perhaps a stranger 
  sees more than someone who is very close."
          There was another long silence.
          "You might be right, Brother Marcus - they've known each other since 
  they were children."
        "They are about the same age - "
          "He's like one of the family - On the other hand, Leah has been very 
  preoccupied during the recent months - I must apologise to you, Marcus - I 
  thought you were the reason and when you made no further overtures to her, 
  I formed the wrong opinion - Michael ben Levi! I would never have imagined 
  such a union."
          Marcus interjected hastily.
        "I have to emphasise that this is only conjecture, Brother Asher - there 
  might easily be some other lucky man who has laid claim to her."
        "I find that hard to believe, Marcus - No! Michael ben Levi it has to be!"



        An electronic chime announced dinner. Leah joined them at the table. 
  Marcus rose and greeted her warmly.
          "Leah! It's wonderful to see you again. I hope you are well and happy."
        Her smile looked an effort.
        "I am quite well, Cousin Marcus - I hope it is the same with you."
        "I am well - and a little excited that my visit to Brother Joshua is now 
  happening. There was a time when I thought it would never happen - now it 
  is!"
        "I'm very happy for you, Marcus."
        "Tell me! Whatever happened to that suggestion of Father Joel's that 
  you should go with me? We all thought it was a wild idea at the time, but no 
  one has been suggested as an alternative, I am still going by myself. I have a 
  formidable task in front of me. I would really appreciate an ally! What do you 
  think, Brother Asher? Can I prevail on you to allow Leah to go with me?"
          Asher   was   silent   for   a   moment,   masticating   slowly.   He   looked   at 
  Marcus thoughtfully and then across at a silent Michael ben Levi.
        "What do you think, Michael. Should Leah go with Marcus?"
          Michael looked startled. He stammered.
          "Surely,   that   has   to   be   your   decision,   Brother   Asher   -   yours   and 
  Leah's. What does she think?"
        Leah stared down at her plate.
        "I   think   Uncle   Asher   has   made   his   position   clear   in   the   past   few 
  months. He thinks I would be more valuable here in Jerusalem."
          Asher looked a her thoughtfully, then he said gently.
        "Yes, I know what I have said, my dear Leah - But what do you think?"
        Leah toyed with her food.
        "I  think  as you  think  -  but I believe  I  could  be  of use  to  Marcus  in 
  Iberia."
          There was another long silence.
          "Very   well!   Leah   shall   accompany   Marcus   as   my   representative. 
  Marcus,  after  dinner,  we have  much to  discuss. Michael,  perhaps  you  will 
  entertain Leah!"
          Michael looked across the table at Leah, it was clear that the concept 
  of entertaining her was novel for both of them. Marcus distracted Asher.
        "I   would   like   to   go   over   Father   Joel's   strategies   with   you,   Brother 
  Asher." 
        He saw nothing of Leah for the remainder of his time under Asher's 
  roof.   There   had   been   a   long   and   exhausting   briefing   after   dinner   and   he 
  crawled   into  bed  in  the  early  hours   of  the   morning.   Breakfast   was served 
  early   in   his   suite   and   then   he   was   whisked   away   to   the   spaceport   by   a 
  pensive Michael, in readiness for his transit along the length of the Great Sea 
  to Iberia. Leah and Asher travelled separately. There was no doubt that she 
  was receiving instructions which Asher wished to keep confidential.
        They met at the spaceport, it was an awkward quartet made up of the 
  two   travellers   and   Asher   and   Michael,   who   seemed   to   have   adopted   a 
  permanently bemused look. They made their farewells and promised to carry 
  felicitations   to   their   host   and   beyond   that,   to   those   in   Salem.  Then,   they 
  boarded the flight and sat in a kind of distant proximity in a twin seat. The 
  transporter floated into the air and turned her nose westward. Leah turned to 



  Marcus and stared into his laughing eyes.
        "What miracle did you perform this time!"
        He raised his eyebrows in astonishment.
          "Miracle! What miracle?
          "You know well enough what I mean, Marcus?"
        "I told no lies - Asher made a few assumptions."
        "What assumptions? Whatever you said to him has turned you from a 
  persona non grata, to a trusted courier for his and Father Joel's views."
        "How did you enjoy your evening with Michael?"
          "Don't change the subject, Marcus!"
        "I can assure  you  that its all  part of the same subject, Leah. Asher 
  knows you have been under stress, and thought I was the culprit - and now 
  he thinks otherwise!"
        Her face flushed crimson.
          "Marcus! You never suggested - ?"
        "I suggested nothing - well, nothing much - Asher assumed a lot!"
        He looked out of the window, as the ship rose to her cruising altitude. 
  He looked back at his companion, her face was a little less flushed. After a 
  while, she giggled.
          "Poor Michael - I do hope Uncle Asher doesn't press him to declare his 
  intentions."
          Marcus relaxed and responded placidly.
        "Our Brother Michael ben Levi might be in for a perplexing, if not to 
  say, torrid time!"
        They   settled   down   to   enjoy   the   sights.   The   Transporter   was   not 
  designed  to  operate  at a high  altitude  and  unlike  the  Sub-Orbital  ships,  it 
  cruised rather than hurtled. The land and seascape passed serenely beneath 
  them. The pilot crossed the coast near to the ancient ruins of Haifa and set 
  his course for Crete, ancient Kaftor. Distantly, Cyprus was a smudge on the 
  northern   horizon.   The   ancient   names   wafted   through   Marcus's   thoughts   - 
  Kittim and beyond that, much further was Tubal and Meshech and Gomer and 
    Beth-Togarmah. From that direction, Gog was supposed to come - From out 
  of what power base, he wondered? 
        The   ancient   Great   Sea   -   the   Mediterranean   of   historical   times   had 
  shrunk  into  two  vast  lakes  and  still  they reclaimed more of  the  seabed  to 
  provide for the increasing millions of the Kingdom. Between Crete and the old 
  mainland of Greece, the comparatively shallow Aegean Sea, had been for the 
  most part reclaimed, leaving a scattering of deep lakes amidst the flourishing 
  croplands.
        The same had happened along the Egyptian coast. The delta of the 
  Nile was now an area of ravines between low hills, sloping down to what had 
  once been the shallows along the old coastline.
        They   were   flying   between   the   two   areas   of   reclamation,   over   what 
  remained of the ancient sea. He turned to Leah.
          "You   know,   there   is   an   ancient   legend   which   says   that   the 
  Mediterranean   was  once   dry land,   with  lakes   occupying  the   deeper  parts. 
  Ancient   Greek   mythology   tells   us   that   one   of   the   lakes   was   called   Lake 
  Tritonis - the lake of the Tritons. Hercules was supposed to have fought a 
  battle with the Tritons on behalf of the gods and in the course of the battle, to 



  have placed one foot on Iberia and one on Africa and in so doing, to have 
  parted Iberia from Africa and allowed the Atlantic ocean to pour in and fill up 
  what became to be known as the Mediterranean Sea - "
          "And we have done the opposite. One of the wonders of the Kingdom 
  is the Gibralter Dam - I'm sure Joshua will show it off to us. We have rejoined 
  Iberia to Africa and pumped out the salt water and now we are left with two 
  great lakes and hundreds of smaller ones."
        "Yes, I know, the Western and the Eastern Basins - Did you know that 
  there is a plan to build another dam between the two basins, following the 
  ridge between Italy, Sicily and the North African coast?"
          "Whatever for?"
        "As a  safety measure to  protect  the  Adriatic  and  Aegean  croplands 
  and those  along  the Libyan  and Egyptian  coasts - if the Gibralter  Barrage 
  should fail."
        "Fail! How could that be possible? Is it showing signs of weakness?"
        He shook his head.
        "Our scientists tell us that its impossible - unless a freak combination 
  of conditions arise."
          "And on that basis they want to expend time and resources to build 
  another wall - which might be swept away if the sea comes rushing through!"
        "They tell us that it wouldn't rush through, the opening is too small."
        "What  a  terrible  waste  of  time and  resources!  Don't  they know that 
  they won't have time to do what they plan?"
          "Apparently   not   -   I   suppose   they   belong   to   the   growing   group   who 
  have the opinion that everything is to continue the way it is."
        "I sometimes find it hard to understand why the Firstlings are so non-
  committal on these sort of plans."
        "Man proposes, God disposes."
          "Pardon?"
        "A quotation from scripture which Father Joel once used. It means that 
  man can have big plans but in the end, our God is the one who decides what 
  shall   be   and   what   shall   not   be.   Perhaps   the   Lord   and   the   Firstlings   are 
  waiting and watching to see what man will do in these days. Perhaps we are 
  already coming under the last test - or the beginning of the last test. Perhaps 
  the ground is being prepared for the release of Satan."
        "That seems a lot of 'perhaps'. It sounds as if you've become a convert 
  to Joel and Asher's view."
        "We   are   supposed   to   be   trying   to   persuade   Joshua   to   change   his 
  mind. I suppose its a good idea to make sure that our own mind is changed 
  before   we   try   to   change   someone   else’s.   Jesus   once   said   to   the   Apostle 
  Peter: 'But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art 
  converted, strengthen thy brethren'."
        "I ask again: Are you converted, Marcus?"
        "I'm here, am I not?"
          "You   are   a   typical   Negotiator,   always   answering   a   question   with   a 
  question. Give me a straight answer."
          Marcus was silent for a while.
        "I still find it hard to accept that all this will change - but I concede that 
  it is possible."



          "Which is precisely the argument Joshua uses."
        He looked sideways at her.
          "You   must  have   had   many  discussions   on   the   differences   between 
  Asher and Joshua."
        "We used to argue a lot, it so happens. Then, we found other things to 
  talk about."
        "I wondered how you met."
        "It so happens that Joshua and Asher work closely together, especially 
  when   it   has   something   to   do   with   the   Gibralter   Dam.   Sometimes   I   was 
  delegated to take over from Asher and at other times, Joshua sent a deputy. 
  It   wasn't   long   before   he   started   to   always   come   himself.   Our   personal 
  relationship expanded from there."
        "It must have been difficult for you."
        "A conflict of interests, you mean? Are you asking whether I gave away 
  any of Asher's secrets?"
        "I wouldn't suggest such a thing - in any case, this is the Kingdom and 
  surely the Administrator's have no secrets from one another?"
        "I used to think so, but now certain subjects are avoided between the 
  Secretariats - especially when it has to do with the end of the Kingdom."
          "You have an advantage over me, in Salem we deal only with those 
  who have the same convictions as Father Joel."
          "Perhaps, that's why Asher allowed me to come with you."
          "Perhaps."
        She was very quiet again, then:
          "Joshua has no idea that I am with you."
          "Perhaps Asher has sent a message."
        "I don't think so - he seemed very determined that I should arrive as a 
  total surprise."
        "I wonder why."
        "He wouldn't say - "
        "I can't imagine what he thinks he can gain by the element of surprise - 
  unless - "
          "Unless?"
        "Unless Asher suspects your relationship with Joshua."
        "I   doubt   that   -   and   even   if   he   did,   what   could   he   hope   to   gain   by 
  springing a surprise on Joshua?"
          Marcus deliberated his answer.
        "We shall just have to wait and see - perhaps Asher wants to show you 
  something."
        "What exactly?"
        "That - you would have to ask Asher."
        They fell silent and looked down at sleek transports on the great lakes, 
  carrying  the riches of the Kingdom north from Africa. The journey was half 
  finished. Joshua's secrets, if any, would soon be revealed.


