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          Gideon   Steinbecker   showed   every   sign   of   confidence   as   he   sat 
  opposite   Michael   ben   Levi.   He   was   aware   that   his   movements   had   been 
  tracked since the incident in Salem. His first move on arrival  in Jerusalem 
  had   been   to   make   an   immediate   request   for   an   interview   with   the 
  Administrator. Michael had greeted him when a secretary had shown him into 
  the Administrator's office and had gestured to a chair. There was a long and 
  appraising   silence.   Michael   sat   and   watched   the   man   he   suspected   of 
  complicity in the murder of his own father. He waited for his coolly possessed 
  guest to open the conversation.
          Gideon took his time, he was a heavy man and there was a certain 
  resemblance  to Marcus physically,  but that was as far as it  went. Michael 
  sensed   that   he   had   none   of   the   charm  of   his   father,   or   of   his   diplomatic 
  nature. Gideon's first words confirmed it.
        "I   have   been   given   to   understand   that   my  sister,   Deborah   is   under 
  arrest for some reason or the other."
          Michael answered slowly.
        "I am sure that if someone has taken the trouble to inform you of her 
  arrest, they would have also told you of the charges, brother Steinbecker."
        "I considered  it an no more than an inflated  rumour. I was given  to 
    understand it was on some vague charge of conspiracy to detain my father's 
  widow against her will."
          Michael nodded.
          "You have been correctly informed, brother Steinbecker."
          Gideon relaxed back in his chair.
        "I would like to confront the person who has made such a ridiculous 
  accusation."
          "You are doing so, brother Steinbecker!"
          Gideon eyed him for a moment.
        "I understand you correctly? It is you who has brought these charges?"
          "Correct - and also the suspicion of complicity in the murder of your 
  father, brother Gideon!"
          Gideon permitted himself a slight smile.
        "Now, that is something I find too ridiculous for words, brother ben Levi 
  - It is surely beyond the bounds of possibility that a daughter would conspire 
  to kill her own father?"
          "You find that difficult to believe?"
        "I find the suggestion incredible to the point of being farcical!"
        "It comes down to a question of motive - let us for a moment take the 
  motive for detaining your cousin Leah against her will. Your sister is heavily 
  implicated - Leah was found locked in a room of your sister's villa in Gazera. I  
  find it impossible to believe that Deborah had no idea she was there. Another 
  of your cousins has already confessed to his part in the arrangement and has 
  implicated Deborah. On those grounds alone, I was justified in arresting your 
  sister."
        "I presume that you're talking about David?"



        "I see that you  know all  about  the  relationship  between  them - and 
  your late cousin Rebecca!"
          There   was   a   hint   of   emotion   on   Gideon's   face   at   the   mention   of 
  Rebecca. It was quickly suppressed.
        "I think we all suspected Rebecca was a little unbalanced - although 
  we could never have imagined she would go to extremes. I think you will find 
  that  Deborah  was  a very innocent party in  all  that  transpired,  brother  ben 
  Levi. If she was involved, it would have been to a very minor degree."
          "Involvement in the detention of another person, whether to a minor or 
  to a major degree, has to be answered, brother Steinbecker."
        "Of course, brother ben Levi."
          "You   have   suggested   that   Rebecca   was   unbalanced   -   would   you 
  accept that this lack of mental balance was enough for her to plant a bomb in 
  your father's baggage, prior to his last journey? I put this to you - if she was 
  able to influence Deborah to assist her in the matter of Leah, couldn't it be 
  argued that your sister was also involved in your father's death?"
          Gideon stared at him and shook his head.
        "It   will   never   hold   water,   brother   ben   Levi.   You   have   no   proof   that 
  Rebecca planted a bomb in my father's baggage - and you certainly have no 
  proof that Deborah was involved one way or the other."
          "Rebecca destroyed  herself  with one of her own devices - and your 
  family estate as well - are you trying to tell me that she had no hand in the 
  murder of your father?"
        "I   am saying  that   you   have   no   direct   proof   that   Rebecca   planted   a 
  device   in   my   father's   baggage   -   and   according   to   your   own   knowledge, 
  Deborah was at her villa  in Gazera when Rebecca was killed  - or are you 
  trying to imply that my sister can be in two places at the same time? You will 
  also find that Deborah was on the other side of the planet when my father 
  was killed - perhaps she used her unique ability to be in two places at once, 
  on that occasion as well?"
          Michael held his gaze.
        "It   needs   only   one   to   pack   baggage   with   a   lethal   device,   brother 
  Gideon, but all conspirators are equally guilty no matter where they might be 
  at the critical time. I can assure you that I will track down every conspirator 
  involved   in   the   death   of   your   father   -   and   those   involved   in   the   illegal 
  detention of Leah Steinbecker. We already know that your sister received a 
  number   of   incoming   messages   from   a   man   during   the   time   of   Leah's 
  detention. It will  be only a matter of time before that man is identified  and 
  called to account!"
          Gideon nodded slowly.
          "And just what are your plans to call these so-called conspirators to 
  account? How will you proceed with a trial? Who will be the judge or judges? 
  Who will carry out the verdict? I am sure we will  all be interested in those 
  answers, brother ben Levi."
        "We, brother Gideon?"
          "Those who are interested in justice. In the meantime, my sister and 
  her - co-conspirators - are being held without trial - that is also a matter for 
  justice being seen to be done."
        "It   is   also   a   matter   of   justice   that   one   who   has   been   improperly 



  detained, has redress for the wrong done to her."
          Gideon relaxed his face into a thin smile.
          "Perhaps   I   should   try   to   talk   some  sense   into   my  dear   stepmother. 
  Leah appears to have a persecution fixation."
        "If you do, brother Steinbecker - I will ensure that you join your sister 
  and her - co-conspirators - on the charge of interfering with a witness!"
          Gideon's smile expanded.
          "You appear to have an excessive personal interest in this matter, my 
  dear  Administrator  - perhaps  your  judgement is becoming prejudiced.  I do 
  hope - in the event that this interesting trial does take place - that you will 
  disqualify yourself from acting as a judge on the grounds of partiality."
          Michael glared back at him without smiling.
          "You may rest assured, brother Steinbecker, that I have already made 
  that decision. I will not be the judge - I will be the prosecutor!"
          Gideon's smile didn't waver.
        "I am quite certain - given your attitude - that you will be quite vigorous 
  in the exercise of your duty!  May I enquire if you intend to keep my sister 
    incommunicado, or am I to be permitted to visit her?"
          "You can visit her, brother Steinbecker. It will not be a private visit, but 
  one under supervision."
        "I would expect nothing else, brother ben Levi." 
        It took some time for Michael to quieten down after his visitor had left. 
  He had never known that he was capable of such rage. He was more than 
  ever certain that Gideon was as involved as his sister, in Leah's abduction. 
  He was beginning to waver about both of them being involved in Marcus's 
  death. More and more it looked like the work of one person, an unbalanced 
  and insanely jealous woman who had decided that if she was to be denied 
  the love of the man she professed to love, then no one else would have him. 
  Michael would have given a great deal to know the conversation which must 
  have taken place between Rebecca and Marcus in the hours before he had 
  left   on   his   ill-fated   journey  to   Jerusalem.  Perhaps,   there   had   been   a   final 
  rejection which had triggered Rebecca's insane act.
        Two majors themes chased each other in his mind - on the one hand 
  was Leah - and on the other was Gog. Leah had retreated to her small house 
  in the suburbs of Jerusalem. She had spent three days under his roof and 
  had recuperated from her ordeal, before declaring herself well enough to set 
  up house with her children. Since that time, he had seen nothing of her and 
  when he had spoken to her through the communicator, their conversation had 
  been  nothing  more than  an enquiry after her health  and well  being  and a 
  polite   response   that   all   was   well.   He   held   his   patience   and   subdued   his 
  desire to pursue her. He knew she needed time and that it would be a serious 
    miscalculation to try to exert too much pressure.
        The other theme - that of Gog - was showing much more progress. 
  Michael already knew that the Siberian refugees were now spread out in a 
  great arc, some two thousand kilometres long, across northern Russia. From 
  this arc, they were drifting southward towards the boundaries of his extended 
    responsibilities. He assumed that Feodor still considered himself part of the 
  Central Administration. In reality, Feodor had very little alternative. There  
  a total severance of contact with Alexei Kharkov on the Yenesei. By this time, 



  the old man might well be dead. The young Cossack had two options, either 
  to remain with Michael - or to go it alone.
          There was no clear indication of the whereabouts of Georgi Malenski. 
  Reports from Anatole Balenkov placed him somewhere south of the Baltic - 
  which Michael considered to be a gigantic leap from his last known position 
  just west of the Urals. A cautious enquiry to Grigor Suskov, confirmed that 
  Malenski had moved camp with the last of the huge group who had followed 
  him   across   the   mountains.   Anatole's   report   had   also   mentioned   another 
  factor.   There   was   the   rumour   of   a   secondary   leader,   nominally   under 
  Malenski's command, who was leading an armed force and doing battle with 
  the   Scandians.   It   was  causing   Anatole   considerable  apprehension  and  he 
  was   making   plaintive   requests   for   advice   and   assistance   to   deal   with   the 
  situation.
          Michael   acknowledged  that  there  was  nothing   he   could   do.  Anatole 
  Balenkov had charge of the lands from the Carpathians to the Baltic coast. 
  He was in the direct path of any further movement to the west by Georgi's 
  people,   whether   they   were   commanded   by  a   military   genius   or   otherwise. 
  Anatole   was   also   a   weak   link,   he   had   only   reluctantly   followed   his   more 
    enthusiastic brother, Alexander, and cousin, Feodor, into the new relationship 
  with the Central Administration. Much would depend on the decisions Georgi 
  Malenski  would  now make - or whether he was still  in  a position  to make 
  decisions.
          Fleetingly, Michael thought about Elena and wondered if she and her 
  son were still with the intense man some suggested was the monstrous Gog. 
  He wondered if any woman could be counted upon to stay with someone who 
  became identified with an opponent of the forces of good. Michael was under 
  no illusions that the conflict which would eventually take place would be the 
  last great battle  between good  and evil  - Armageddon. He returned  to  his 
  mental question. Would a woman like Elena Malenski stay with a man who 
  became   Gog?   He   supposed   there   had   been   many   monstrous   and 
  contemptible creatures in the history of man - and he supposed as well, that 
  at least some of their  women had remained with  them, regardless of what 
  horrors they had perpetrated.
        His thoughts turned to Leah. Did his question operate in the opposite 
  direction?  If he was to  become the  mystical  Michael  who stood  up for his 
  people, as well as a physical Michael, would a woman like Leah want to be 
  associated   with  the   man  he   had  to  become? Was   this  the  reason   for   her 
  aloofness?  He stared  out into  the  wintry sunshine  of the Jerusalem winter 
  and wished he knew the answers.
        The position with the influx of Siberian refugees became clearer during 
  the next few weeks. There was no headlong movement to the south, rather it 
  was a slow infiltration down the rivers of the Russian plain. More and more 
    communities found themselves required to share what had been stored, with 
  the   extra   mouths.   The   advance   began   to   lose   momentum  as   the   weather 
  slowly improved. Most of those who had walked the thousands of kilometres 
  across the Siberian  plains were weary of dragging themselves forward. By 
  nature, they were not nomads and so, they began to settle  amongst those 
  who had been established for centuries. There was inevitable conflict.
        Feodor watched the progress, sending his scouts northward to monitor 



  what was happening. Much the same was happening in the lands controlled  
  by Anatole Barenkov, except that here, there was a definite  encroachment 
  across the unofficial dividing line between the Central Administration and that 
  of the Asia Heartland. There were occasional sightings of Georgi Malenski. 
  He   appeared   to   be   following   a   program   of   visiting   the   larger   settlements 
  along the corridor from the Urals. He was travelling alone, as far as could be 
    determined.
        The one positive result from the westward thrust was that the Scandian 
  raiders were being blunted on its northern flank. Malenski's unknown general 
  and his forces were acting as a buffer. For some time, this general remained 
  unknown, and then he was given a name - Pik Sedova.
          Michael  looked over the report which had been placed on his desk. 
  Luke Belin hovered silently close to the window. 
        "So - our military genius has a name - Pik Sedova."
          Luke objected.
          "He's hardly a military genius, Michael! I suppose anyone who can turn 
  back the Scandians would get an inflated reputation. On the other hand, this 
  Pik Sedova is hardly fighting  against an organised  army - just a rabble  of 
  hungry and ruthless scavengers."
          Michael nodded.
          "Perhaps you're right. What do we know about him?"
          "Nothing! Except that I doubt if that's his real name."
          "Why?"
          "Translated,   the   name   simply   means   Mount   Sedova   -   I   think   its 
  situated in the north of Siberia somewhere."
        "So, you think this Pik Sedova joined the march when Georgi moved 
  down from the mouth of the Lena?"
        "He was either with him when he started out - or he joined him on the 
  way. Either way, he's a new dimension in what we're facing. He's formed an 
  armed group and that's something new. Originally, Georgi's people got what 
  they wanted by sheer weight of numbers - a kind of intimidation - now, they're 
  prepared to take what they want by force."
          Michael joined him at the window and looked out into the broad square 
  in which the offices were situated. The warmer weather had brought out the 
  citizens in greater numbers. He murmured.
          "Against a people living in peace in unfenced cities."
        "Say again!"
          "Gog   and   his   Horde   will   come   against   those   living   in   peace   in 
    unprotected   cities   -   they   will   come   with   weapons   -   enough   weapons   to 
  provide firewood for seven years - if we are to take the thirty-ninth Chapter of 
  Ezekiel at face value."
          "And you do?"
        "I see no reason to doubt it! You are right, the rise of Pik Sedova has 
  implications far greater than acting as a buffer against the inroads of the men 
  of Scandia."
        He returned to his desk.
        "I think it's time to have  another talk with  Feodor and the Barenkov 
  brothers. We must find out more about this Pik Sedova and his relationship 
  with Georgi Malenski."



          Within  the  hour, the  link  was established.  Michael  waited  whilst  the 
  three separated images coalesced. Alexander was the first to arrive by a few 
  seconds.   He   looked   wary   but   certainly   not   as   ruffled   as   his   brother   who  
  emerged from the mist of light a few seconds later. Anatole looked a wreck. 
  His face was a mask of anxiety,  which in turn was hiding sheer terror and 
    hopelessness. Michael's spirits sank as soon as he saw him, but he hoped he 
  kept his emotions hidden under an impassive facade. Feodor was the last to 
  emerge. As always, he looked ready for a fight and on this occasion, it looked 
  as he was ready to take on Michael in a frontal attack.
          "Welcome, brothers - I'm so glad you could join me."
          Michael  used  the  maxim that a soft  answer turned  aside  wrath.  His 
  greeting had the effect of blunted the antagonism.
        "I think it's high time to review our current status and to make tactical 
  plans."
        Feodor snorted.
        "By   this   time,   we're   lucky   to   have   anything   to   make   tactical   plans 
  about!"
          Michael murmured.
          "Perhaps, you had each better bring me up to date."
        The latest reports were no more than a few hours old and he knew that 
  it was unlikely that there was anything new to report. Anatole blurted out.
          "There is a steady movement south towards the mountains. I estimate 
  fully a half of my area is occupied by the invaders!"
          Michael interjected.
        "Do you mean the Scandian invaders or the Malenski invaders?"
          Anatole hesitated.
        "Why - the Malenski people, of course - the Scandians are being held 
  back."
        "By the Malenski invaders, I suppose?"
          Anatole nodded.
        "Then it would seem that they are earning  their keep!  Wouldn't  you 
  agree that the provision of rations is a good price to pay for being protected 
  from   those   who   would   strip   your   storehouses   and   drive   you   out   of   your 
  homes, and perhaps molest your women and children?"
          Anatole hesitated.
        "If you put it like that, Michael - "
        "I do put it like that, Anatole. I put it to you all that Georgi Malenski has 
  shown no hostility against any of you. Even you, Feodor, can only report that 
  there is a slowing down of the flood of refugees from the north and that they 
  are trying to find living space to replace that which they have lost in Siberia."
        Feodor interjected angrily.
        "In so doing, these  - peaceful  - people  are  fighting  those  who have 
  possessed the land for centuries. Can you blame people for defending what 
  has been theirs for hundreds of years?"
        "Can   you   blame   people   who   are   hungry   and   who   have   dragged 
  themselves   thousands   of   kilometres   across   a   wilderness,   for   trying   to 
  establish themselves in a new land - where there is plenty for all?"
        Feodor gestured impatiently.
          "This is an argument we shall  never resolve,  Michael!  There  is one 



  ultimate   fact   you   cannot   deny!   Every   kilometre   these   people   move   to   the 
  south brings them one kilometre closer to the Plain of Esdraelon - where you 
  are   destined   to   meet   Gog!   Let's   forget   the   logistics   of   feeding   tens   of 
  thousands   of   people   out   of   limited   resources   -   let's   focus   on   the   ultimate 
  issue - the Battle of Armageddon!" 
          Michael nodded wearily.
        "I hear what you are saying, Feodor. The ultimate issue is always with 
  us - like  the poor. The Battle  of Armageddon will  take place. The Plain  of 
  Esdraelon will be the place of carnage - but that is not now! Now is when we 
  must act in Christian love and charity towards those who hunger, who thirst, 
  who   are   dispossessed,   who   are   wretched   and   nearly   naked.   If   we   do 
  otherwise, we are no better than those we will meet one day in that ultimate 
  battle. Don't you realise that this is part of OUR final test? How we handle the 
  situation now, is being watched and assessed and forms part of that which 
  we will have to answer for at the End of Time?"
          There   was   a   profound   silence.   Feodor's   tone   had   altered   when   he 
  asked.
        "So,   Michael,   what   do   you   suggest   we   do   now?   -   What   are   these 
  tactical plans you want to put into action?"
        "Feed them and in so doing, pacify them. Make room for them and in 
  so doing, make them your friends and neighbours. Extend a hand of love and 
  friendship and in so doing, show whose Children you are!"
          Alexander hadn't spoken until that moment. He cleared his throat.
          "You   suggest   that   we   open   our   borders   and   our   storehouses   and 
  convince our people to welcome the newcomers?"
        "In so doing you will show brotherhood and friendship."
          Anatole interjected.
        "What about this general, Georgi Malenski has turned loose on us."
        "I think you will find that he has turned him loose on the Scandians - I 
  think we need to know a great deal more about Pik Sedova and I think you 
  are in the best position to get that information!"


