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The last year of the Kingdom of Peace was one of unsurpassed

fruitfulness. Fifteen days before its close, Asher ben Jacobi summoned

another meeting of the Administrators. Marcus stared at the communiqué

which had been placed on his desk by one of his secretaries. It was

disturbing, it was not a good time to be away from the focus of his activities.

He was conscious of time ebbing away and the looming presence of

something he could not identify with any certainty. It was nothing tangible,

more a sense of foreboding, an atmosphere charged with tension, like the air

before a storm.

The thirteenth harvest of the year promised to be magnificent. There

was barely room in the storehouses for the estimated yield. The climate was

as benevolent as ever, without a hint of change in the pattern to which they

had become accustomed over the long centuries. In short, there was nothing

to suggest a disaster - but the feeling of apprehension was increasing.

Marcus toyed with the summons from Asher. Theoretically any one of

the Administrators had the right to call a meeting if he felt it warranted. Since

the meeting which had taken place three years earlier, when the decision to

increase the yield and storage facilities had been agreed, no one had seen fit

to exercise that right. Marcus sighed and walked to the window and stared

out over the city. It was to be expected and Asher ben Jacobi would be just

the one to summon them all together for one last time. Marcus pulled himself

up short. He wondered why he had thought of it in those terms - one last time.

Was that the way it would be? Would things become so unmanageable



between them that they would feel unable to come together to formulate a

concerted plan to handle the new pressures?

Future meetings might depend on the degree of co-operation

experienced on this occasion - not doubt, this was one of the reasons behind

Asher's summons - but his feeling of reluctance would not go away - it was

still not a good time! Marcus made the firm decision that he would be back in

Salem before the last day of the Millennium dawned.

His decision wasn't only based upon the need for the Administrator to

be in his place of authority when the transition from the Kingdom of Peace to

something else, took place. There was a personal element in his reluctance.

Leah was becoming increasingly tense and preoccupied. Despite his best

efforts and a determined display of cheerfulness and outward calm, it was

becoming increasingly difficult to raise a smile. To compound the problem,

she avoided the subject, quickly shifting ground if he tried to raise it. If he

insisted, she would listen and agree with whatever he said, but he knew she

wasn't convinced.

He replaced Asher's communiqué on the desk and activated the

control to summons his secretary.

"Peter, I would like you to respond to Administrator ben Jacobi's

invitation. Inform him that I will be present for the conference - and then liaise

with his people with regard to travel arrangements and accommodation. - Oh!

One more thing, Peter - My wife will travel with me! She will act as my

assistant on this occasion."

He saw his distant cousin's eyes widen a little, but he was too well

trained to make a comment. Marcus smiled a little as the door closed behind

him. Peter was no doubt surprised that he was remaining behind on this

occasion - but Leah would be a great deal more surprised to find herself



included. He wasn't quite prepared for the strong objections she raised. He

had saved his bombshell until after their evening meal. The children were

already in bed. In the darkness of the terrace overlooking the valley, he had

explained his plan.

"It's quite impossible, Marcus! You must surely realise that my place is

here - with the children and our home."

"The children will be well looked after - and our home isn't going to run

away. We have a bevy of young, female, Steinbecker cousins who are

panting to look after John and Rachael, the children will be thoroughly

spoiled, but it will only be for a few days. I need you with me!"

"Why? - Peter is your right hand man."

"I need a right hand woman!"

"You can do without the comforts of home for two or three days!"

"That wasn't what I meant - but I'm not sure that I can!"

"Well, that is a surprise! - What else did you mean?"

"I mean that I need someone to hold my hand tightly when I go like a

lamb amongst the wolves."

"Oh! Come on, Marcus! You're a big boy now! That story doesn't hold

water anymore."

Marcus stared at her profile in the darkness.

"All right, then. Try this for an argument. Asher must an excellent

reason for calling this meeting. I want you there, you know the way he thinks

better than anyone."

"What reason could Asher have, other than being fifteen days away

from the end of the millennium and facing - I don't know what we'll be facing!"

"Neither do I - but I do know I'll be facing Asher in the next few days

and that I need you to back me up!"



"Asher is only one of twelve Administrators - he isn't senior to you in

any way - and he will face the other ten as well as you."

"Whether we like it or not, Asher is in a unique and pivotal position,

Leah. It isn't quite true to say that he's equal to the rest of us. His

administration will lie in the path of Gog, Jerusalem is the declared target.

Whatever happens against Asher will have a direct bearing on the rest of us."

"It isn't certain that we're talking about a physical attack on Jerusalem -

You astound me, Marcus. You were the one who once said that the testing of

mankind will not be confined to those living but to the dead as well.

Revelation says that the onslaught will be against, 'the camp of the saints',

you said yourself that the 'camp of the saints' represents the Kings and the

Priests - now you say that Asher is going to be on the receiving end of Gog

and his Horde.!"

"According to Ezekiel, he is! I'm well aware that all men have to be

tested, whether living or dead, but I've always had the opinion that Gog and

his Horde and their activities will be a physical symbol for what will happen all

over the world and eternity."

She sighed in the darkness.

"Have it your way, Marcus - I would still prefer to stay home with the

children."

"And I would prefer that you come with me to Jerusalem!"

There was another long silence.

"If you insist, Marcus - then, of course, I shall do as you say."

"I do insist, Leah!"

He didn't know why he was being so stubborn. They sat in silence and

he could feel the tension between them. If he was being stubborn, she was

being unreasonable! He could think of no good reason why she should resist



the idea. He dismissed the thought that it might be a residue of her parting

from Asher, three years earlier. If that was the case, then it was high time to

bring the matter out into the open and come to an amicable settlement with

the old man. He rejected the thought that it might have something to do with

meeting Joshua Aristides or Michael ben Levi. As far as the first of the two

was concerned, the fires of passion were long since spent - and as far as the

second was concerned, the fires of passion had never been kindled!

They went to bed and it wasn't long before he fell asleep. It wasn't

unusual, given the workload he was handling. Leah lay awake in the

darkness and thought about their conversation. She tried to push aside an

aberrant thought that marriage to Marcus had been a mistake. He was a

dear, good man, who indulged her and the children and ensured that they

never lacked for anything their hearts desired. She acknowledged freely, that

he deserved a better wife than she could be. It was becoming increasingly

obvious to her, that no matter how she had tried, she couldn't be that wife.

The problem was simple - she didn't love him.

He slept soundly beside her and she wept silently into her pillow. She

loved her children and she was very fond of Marcus, but her fondness wasn't

sufficient. She dreaded the future. In her heart, she knew she was not in a

good condition to face the end of the Kingdom of Peace. 

Two mornings later, she found herself in the familiar surroundings of

the Salt Sea terminal. She had eased back into her familiar role of assisting

the Administrator and had spent most of the flight from Salem buried deeply

in the files Marcus had brought with him. It had been a good excuse to avoid

conversation and he had mistaken her reticence for dedication to preparation

for the conference and had left her in peace. He interrupted her concentration

by touching her arm and giving her one of his loving looks. It tore her heart to



see it. He was so trusting that everything was as it should be between them.

"It's time to put your books away, my darling. I think you've done more

than enough homework."

"You wouldn't want me to be unprepared for the conference, Marcus."

"We can't prepare when we don't know the agenda - and I have the

details of our harvest yields at my fingertips - just supposing someone might

ask - which I doubt. I think Asher has other priorities."

She replaced the documents in her valise and set the electronic lock.

She looked up abruptly and found him grinning at her.

"There's nothing earth-shattering in that material!"

"Call it force of habit."

He continued to smile.

"I think you're feeling a little better about me twisting your arm to

come."

"I don't like leaving the children - you know that."

"I think it might do them the world of good! On the other hand, it might

do you the world of good to visit your old haunts and see some of your old

friends and colleagues."

"I closed the door on Jerusalem - and my old friends, when we

married."

"Now, you make it sound like a prison sentence!"

"I'm happy in Salem - it's a nice city. I've made new friends."

"Be that as it may - I still think its a good idea for you to rejoin the

human race! You have a fine mind, Leah - it mustn't be allowed to go to rust!"

"Why - Marcus! You surprise me."

"You're surprised that I speak the truth? You have got a fine mind - it

wasn't my choice that you stopped being my assistant, you know."



"We've had this discussion before - and you were certainly involved in

giving me children! I preferred to be a full time mother to being a part time

assistant."

The suborbiter eased into a parking bay and it was time to vacate the

cabin. As always, Marcus experienced a degree of unreality. He felt that he

ought to be able to look round and find Joel treading impatiently on his heels.

He still missed the old man and Jerusalem was the one place where those

feelings came into focus. He followed Leah out into the short passage leading

to the reception area. There was a surprise in store, Asher ben Jacobi stood

waiting, facing the exit door. He raised a hand in greeting, clearly he was

there to meet them and not somebody else. Marcus tried to read his

expression but it was diplomatically neutral. They met and extended hands in

greeting.

"A pleasure to greet you, Marcus Steinbecker."

"As it is for me, Asher ben Jacobi."

There was nothing to be read in the greeting, it was strictly formal and

followed protocol. Asher turned to Leah, who stood a little behind Marcus.

"A pleasure to greet you, Leah Steinbecker."

"For me also, Asher ben Jacobi."

Asher gestured to some hovering aides, who stepped forward and

relieved them of their baggage.

"I trust you will accept the hospitality of my house?"

Marcus made the polite answer.

"We are more than delighted to do so."

Once again, it was strict protocol. They followed their surprise host to

a multi-seater Pod. Asher gestured for them to enter the passenger cabin and

then followed. The door closed and they were sealed off from the heat and



brilliance of the salt basin. Marcus was conscious of the ramrod stiffness of

his wife. She perched primly in the seat beside him and appeared to be

concentrating on the scenery which she must have seen hundreds of times.

Asher commented softly.

"Nothing changes very much around the Salt Sea Terminal, my dear

Leah."

She seemed startled that he had addressed her.

"It is very much as I remember it - Uncle Asher."

The use of the familiar term sounded more like a probe of the

relationship than a confident assumption that all was well between them.

"The Land of the Holy Covenant does not change a great deal and

particularly in this area. Despite our best efforts, we found it impossible to

include these lands into the extra cultivation upon which we agreed. If I

remember rightly, Leah, you had a theory that this place has been reserved

as a reminder of what happened to those who defied God in the time of

Sodom and Gomorrah. If I remember rightly, it was the basis of your first

discussion with Marcus?"

Marcus laughed.

"That seems such a long time ago, brother Asher!"

"Perhaps, perhaps! But look where that innocent conversation has led

- I understand you are blessed with two children."

Their host was trying very hard to soften the restraint. Marcus obliged

by acting the doting father, it wasn't hard for him to do. Leah remained less

communicative.

The journey to Asher's home in the Judaean hills was quickly over. In

that time, a great deal of the awkwardness had been dissipated but the

intimacy of earlier times was still not there. The guests were shown to their



quarters and as the door closed behind the house servant, they stood facing

each other in the centre of the room.

"I must say, I'm surprised, Leah."

"And I say - be on your guard, Marcus! Asher has his reasons for

being so friendly."

"You're not suggesting that he isn't being genuine!"

"I'm suggesting that there is more to his friendliness than trying to

smooth over past differences."

"I couldn't imagine what his hidden motive could be!"

"You said it yourself - His Administration is pivotal, Jerusalem is the

physical expression of the Camp of the Saints. Believe me, Asher has his

reasons for being so friendly!"

He took her in his arms, she was stiff with tension.

"My goodness, Leah! You're like a board - relax! We're together and

together we can handle whatever this conference will bring."

"I'm not exaggerating, Marcus. I know the way Asher works - I've been

in too many planning sessions with him, not to know how his mind moves."

"And that was one of the reasons why I wanted you with me, my

darling!"

"As I recollect, it was also to hold your hand when you are like a poor,

little lamb amongst the wolves!"

"You can hold my hand any time!"

She pulled away from him.

"Right now, we'd better concentrate on getting ourselves unpacked

and organised. Asher has an early dinner."

Marcus rolled his eyes upward in resignation.

"I never have this trouble with my other assistants."



"That's probably why you're developing bad habits!"

They were hardly prepared for the surprise which awaited them when

they assembled in the large anteroom over which Leah had acted as hostess

on so many occasions in the past. They were by no means the only guests

Asher ben Jacobi was entertaining on the evening before the first session of

the conference.

Miriam Aristides confronted them almost they could enter the room.

She reached up on her toes and planted a kiss on Marcus's cheek and then

embraced Leah.

"I knew you would be here, my dear! That's why I insisted on

accompanying Joshua on this occasion. I think I gave him a surprise he well

deserves! He has asked me so many times and always, I have refused. This

time, I said yes! Now, he has to contend with what to do with his poor, old

mother." Marcus found himself clenched in a bear hug. Joshua beamed into his

face.

"By all that's holy, Marcus. I'm glad to see you again, my friend!"

He turned to Leah and they stood facing each other like two prizefighters

assessing the opposition. Joshua asked softly.

"And how are you, my dear Leah? Really, I don't have to ask - you look

radiant. It is very obvious that marriage and motherhood suits you completely.

I am so glad that you found happiness."

He sounded totally sincere. Leah managed a flickering smile and then,

surprising, placed her hand in his. Marcus watched them, he felt no alarm at

the familiarity. He was also conscious that Miriam, who had folded her arm

into his, was also watching silently. She whispered.

"You did well, Marcus. Leah is a fine woman - my stupid son couldn't

make up his mind and you waited patiently until it was your time - and then



you acted! I am so glad she is happy - She IS happy, isn't she?"

Marcus hesitated.

"She's feeling the tension we are all feeling - perhaps, more than most.

We have two beautiful children, Miriam - a boy and a girl - John and Rachael.

She worries about their future - our future."

"We are all worried about the future, Marcus. It shouldn't surprise you

that I worry about my children too! Don't think I'm too old! Age has nothing to

do with worrying about children, no matter how adult they have become. My

own future doesn't worry me - I have so little left - but Joshua and his

brothers and sisters - yes, I am concerned for them and their families."

Marcus watched Michael ben Levi move across the room towards Leah

and Joshua. The man seemed even more darkly handsome than before and

the intense, vital energy, even more apparent. Joshua excused himself,

smiled at Michael and moved off into the room. Marcus watched his wife greet

the younger man. She seemed more animated than he had seen her for so

many months. He knew he ought to be pleased, it was, after all, the reason

he had insisted that Leah should accompany him to Jerusalem. Miriam said

softly.

"What an extremely handsome young man. I suppose he has a

beautiful young wife and a crop of children?"

"I really don't know, Miriam - I don't think he's married - He wasn't

three years ago and I haven't heard otherwise."

"Really! I'm surprised. Tell me, Marcus - do you think I'd stand a

chance?"

He looked down at her sharply and her face was alive with mischief.

"Miriam! If I was single, I'd seriously think of marrying you myself!"

She chuckled.



"Now, that would really set Joshua on his ear! I wonder how he'd take

you as a stepfather?"

They laughed at their private joke but Marcus watched Michael and

Leah. There was nothing improper in their conversation, they were old

friends, they had known each other from childhood - and three years earlier,

Michael ben Levi had approached him to test the waters about his intentions.

He watched the young man's face. There was no doubt that his feelings

hadn't changed. If it wasn't for the restraints imposed by the Kingdom of

Peace, there could be difficulties - but then, the Kingdom of Peace was due

to come to an end in the matter of eleven days. Miriam murmured softly.

"This gathering reminds me of an ancient Teutonic legend. It spoke of

a time when even the gods would come to an end. They called it

Gotterdammerung - The Twilight of the Gods! What do you think, Marcus? Is

this the final defiant gesture of the Administrators, before they face the

inevitable rise of Gog?"

She didn't wait for his answer, she propelled him into the room and he

lost sight of Michael and Leah. They were soon surrounded by other guests.

Somehow, he wasn't surprised to see Alexei Kharkov holding court from a

chair. He looked a great deal more frail, three years after their previous

meeting. He was surrounded by his anxious coterie of minders. He couldn't

be restrained when he spotted Marcus, he came to his feet, his face glowing

with pleasure. He thrust out a gnarled hand and his grip was surprisingly

strong.

"Marcus Steinbecker, my dear brother and friend. The Grace of our

God be upon you and your house. Now, tell me, where is your beautiful

bride? - Where is Leah?"

It was the perfect opportunity to retrieve Leah from the attentions of



Michael, who melted away into the crowd. Alexei made a great fuss of her

and appropriated her attention for the next half hour. Marcus was gripped on

the shoulder by another hand, he turned and found himself returning the

smile of Feodor Chernienko, there was no sign of his kinsmen, Alexander and

Anatole.

The electronic toner announced the serving of the meal. Marcus

escorted his wife to the table. There were about thirty in the party. One group

he hadn't met. He was sure it would be corrected before the evening was

over. Leah whispered in his ear.

"The big man is Micah Perga, his administration borders that of Asher

to the south."

She could say no more without attracting attention. Marcus looked

around the table and thought he gained some idea of Asher's intentions. In

the last few days of peace, he had invited Alexei, the King of the North;

Micah, the king of the South; Joshua, the King of the West; and Marcus, the

King of the East; to surround him at his table, just as they surrounded him as

a potential, defensive confederation to encompass the Camp of the Saints.

The atmosphere was convivial, almost light-hearted, but they all knew this

was likely to be the last time they would share a meal in time of Peace.

 


