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        They were interrupted  by the sound of the door control.  Simon and 
  Luke exchanged glances. Michael placed his finger to his lips.
        "Follow my lead!"
        He   activated   the   door   panel   and   Rebecca   stepped   through.   Her 
  expression was carefully neutral.
        "I have prepared dinner for twenty hundred hours, brother ben Levi. If 
  you and your staff would care to prepare for it."
          Michael's tone was honey sweet.
        "I am most grateful for your consideration. I feel we are putting you to a 
  great deal of extra trouble."
        "Not at all, brother ben Levi - it is my pleasure."
        For a moment, there was animation. He almost could believe that she 
  meant what she said. She continued carefully.
        "Is there any news of Leah?"
          Michael's face creased into a beaming smile.
          "You will be happy to know that she's been found - and is very well!"
        The bland face twitched into a smile. It quickly faded.
        "That is exceptionally good news, brother ben Levi!"
        "I knew you would be delighted, sister Steinbecker!"
        She made her exit and Michael turned to face his two assistants.
        "How quickly we have learned to lie with conviction."
          Simon objected.
          "She doesn't believe it, Michael!"
        "Of course she doesn't believe it - but she doesn't know what I'm up to 
  - and my objective is to keep her off balance. Did you arrange for monitoring 
  all communications from the house?"
          Simon nodded.
        "I think we can assume that sister Rebecca will be contacting someone 
  to reassure herself that Leah is where she's placed her."
        "Unless - "
          "You   were   going   to   say,   'unless   Leah   is   dead'.   I   am   praying   that 
  Rebecca decided to be cautious - especially after Marcus's death."
        "If Rebecca is really the one responsible - "
          Michael turned to Luke.
        "Are you telling me you have doubts?"
          "You mustn't forget Deborah and Gideon."
          "Marcus's daughter and son."
        "The Steinbecker whisperers are not very complementary when they 
  are the subject."
        "I find it hard to swallow that they would kill their own father!"
          "You   might   be   right   -   but   they   despised   Leah,   especially   Deborah. 
  Gideon is ploddingly ruthless. He gets what he wants by wearing down the  
  opposition. Deborah, on the other hand, is spiteful and totally unprincipled. 
  Kidnapping could be her style."
          Simon declared.



        "My bet is still on Rebecca."
        "In   which   case,   we   had   better   watch   our   step   when   we're   in   this 
  house."
        A few minutes before eight, they made their way to the dining room. 
  Promptly   on   the   hour,   Rebecca   appeared   dressed   in   her   evening   finery. 
  Michael took her arm and escorted her to the table. Out of the tail of his eye, 
  he saw the irrepressible Simon gesture his arm to Luke - it was declined.
          Michael   sat   opposite   his   hostess   and   appraised   the   change   in   her 
  appearance.   The   dowdy   housekeeper   was   subtly   altered.   He   had   to 
  acknowledge   that   she   was   still   a   fine   looking   woman.   He   couldn't   help 
  wondering why she had chosen to bury herself in the thankless task of caring 
  for the Steinbecker estate - Perhaps it was the only way she could see of 
  being near the man she wanted. She looked up suddenly and he switched on 
  his smile.
          "Forgive me for staring, sister Rebecca. I must compliment you - you 
  look radiant! Don't you think so, Simon?"
        "Oh! Indeed, brother Michael. Absolutely radiant!"
        "You are both most kind."
        "May I add my wholehearted agreement?"
        Luke was displaying hidden diplomatic talents.
        Rebecca bowed acknowledgement.
        "Please tell me more about Leah."
        "Details are still very sketchy, I'm afraid - and communication with the 
  area is deplorable. The nearest search party reached the Shuttle just a few 
  hours   ago.  They  found  it   undamaged  and  reported   that  the  occupant  -  or 
  occupants - had stayed with the ship. There was some problem opening the 
  outer door, but they have assured us that they could see someone inside who 
  was co-operating in trying to clear the entrance."
        "Can we be quite sure that it is Leah?"
          Michael looked astonished.
        "I think we can rest assured it is - after all, there is only one shuttle 
  missing and the occupant must be Leah!"
        "But - she hasn't actually been identified?"
        "It can only be a matter of time! You can be absolutely confident that 
  Leah will be home with us soon - and then we shall learn the whole story!"
        They continued their meal, the conversation turned to trivia. Michael 
  deliberately took his time. He looked supremely at ease, complimenting the 
  dishes   and   admiring   the   wine.   It   was   fully   two   hours   before   they   were 
  finished.
          "This   has   been   a   most   enjoyable   evening   -   with   a   most   charming 
  hostess. I can assure  you,  sister Rebecca, you  are  a rare  jewel, who has 
  chosen  to hide  herself  away.  Your presence  would  have  graced  the finest 
  gatherings in the world."
        She flushed a little, the colour quickly subsided.
        "I have only ever wanted to serve in this house, brother ben Levi.
        "And   what  a   magnificent   house   it   is   -   such   history!   You   must  have 
  seen many wonderful events take place here - especially in the time of Father 
  Joel.   Then,   you   would   have   seen   Marcus   bring   home   Judith   -   and   have  
  watched their children grow - and now, another generation is growing up in 



  this ancient house!"
        He sounded a little tipsy.
        "They have been pleasurable years."
        The mask was back again. Michael smiled genially.
        "I really think it must be time for bed - it's been a long day."
        He thanked their hostess once more and then made his way to his bed 
  chamber.  Simon  and  Luke  followed   and  closed  the   door   after   them.  They 
  eyed each other solemnly.
        "One of these days, Michael, I will have to get you well and truly drunk 
  - you would have to be the world's worst actor!"
        "Let's hope Rebecca is less critical, Simon."
        "What did you make of our hostess?"
        "She doesn't give much away - I think we'd better check if she's made 
  any calls."
        The   corridor   was   deserted.   They   made   their   way   quickly   to   the 
  Communication   room.   Simon   made   a   quick   check   and   gestured   with   his 
  hands.
          "Nothing!  She hasn't bought  our story.  She either  knows it  can't be 
  true, or she's waiting. Either way, she's confident."
          Michael sat on the edge of the bench.
        "We have to think of something to force her out into the open."
          Luke murmured.
        "If you find the right lever she might crack."
          Michael drummed his fingers on the bench top.
          "Simon,   let's   run   a   check   on   the   present   location   of   Gideon   and 
  Deborah - and whilst you're at it, track down David Steinbecker - the one I 
  fired for incompetence - he's Rebecca's nephew!"
          Luke pursed his lips in a silent whistle.
        "The plot thickens." 
        "Now,   my  friend,   Luke   -   let's   see   if   we   can   come  up   with   the   right 
  lever!"
          Michael was back in the control room early on the following morning. A 
  neatly itemised list of Pod movements was awaiting display. Most of them had 
  checked out and the occupants had proved to be bone fide. However, there 
  was one from the Terminal which appeared to go nowhere and the occupant 
  had not been traced.
          "This one looks interesting."
          "We're following that one up, Michael."
        "What do we have so far?"
          "Leah's Pod arrived  at the Terminal  at 19.07 hours. Eleven  minutes 
  later, a woman boarded this one and set a destination for the main parking 
  area in the city centre."
        "What about identification verification?"
          "There was none!"
        "How is that possible?"
          "There   was   no   positive   destination   -   it   was   a   casual   ride   from  the 
  Terminal to the city - thousands of people do the same thing every day."
        "I thought there was an automatic retina read."
          "There is - but there are literally millions of them   taken every day - 



  we're still working on it!" 
        "All right! I wasn't trying to be critical. On the subject of identification - 
  was   Leah   positively   identified   as   being   the   passenger   from   here   to   the 
  terminal?"
        "No - for the same reason - "
        "I think we have to determine that as a matter of urgency."
          "We're working on it."
        "How about incoming traffic to the estate?"
          "There was only one movement - Rebecca Steinbecker returning from 
  an excursion to the city - that was at 22.18."
          "And she was positively identified?"
        "Yes - because we have the access identification records from the in-
  house computer."
        "What   about   Leah   leaving   the   house   on   the   night   of   her   supposed 
  journey to the Terminal?"
          "She is shown as leaving the house."
          "Interesting!"
        "I'm glad you think so - I don't think we're very much further forward."
        "Not so, Simon! We can start to put a picture together. I predict that if 
  we ask Rebecca about her visit to Salem on the day in question, she'll  be 
  quite  happy to  confirm that  she was nowhere  near  the  house  in  the  early 
  evening - when Leah was supposed to have left. Conscious or unconscious, 
  Leah is recorded as having left the house. She could have been carried out 
  and put in a Pod with its controls set to take her elsewhere. I suggest that a 
  second by second examination of its progress from here to Salem will reveal 
  that   there   was   a   short   stop   somewhere   on   the   way.   It   will   be   nothing 
  significant - just a few seconds which would normally be ignored. Perhaps the 
  mysterious lady took Leah's place. When  she arrived  at the Terminal, she 
  dismounted and made her way to the other Pod, which she took to the city 
  centre - "
          "And from the city centre, Rebecca returned home - "
        They stared at each other.
        "It's very feasible, Michael  - but it doesn't tell  us what they did with 
  Leah."
        "It also tells us that there is more than one person involved. Whoever 
  was responsible must have had help!"
        During   the   morning,   the   information   he   had   requested   about   the 
  location   of   Gideon   and   Deborah   Steinbecker,   was   patched   through   from 
  Salem Control. Gideon was in the South American Administrative  area, no 
  doubt   relentlessly   wearing   down   Ruis   Peres   in   the   pursuit   of   some 
    advantageous   deal.   Deborah   was   much   nearer   at   hand.   She   was   visiting 
    Steinbecker relatives resident in the Gazera Province. Michael felt a prickle 
  of apprehension. Perhaps his earlier assessment of Kurt Weber had not been 
  so wide of the mark.
        He   looked   through   the   report   again.   Deborah   had   arrived   in   the 
  provincial capital one day after the shuttle supposedly carrying Leah, had left 
  Salem. She had travelled by Pod with a woman companion and a pilot. Since 
  that time, she had been indisposed at the home of an absentee Steinbecker 
  cousin. Michael reached for his communicator. He gave precise instructions 



  to the chief of the security group who had accompanied him from Jerusalem. 
  Then, he judged it was time to inform Rebecca of his intentions.
        She joined him, at his request, in a small reception room adjacent to 
  where dinner had been served on the previous evening. He placed her in a 
  chair   with   all   the   deference   one   was   expected   to   show   to   the   older 
  generation. She acknowledged his courtesy with a brief smile. Michael came 
  to the point.
        "I   thought   I   should   be   the   one   to   tell   you   the   happy   news,   sister 
  Rebecca. We have found Leah!"
        She looked at him steadily.
        "I was under the impression that you had done so yesterday, brother 
  ben Levi."
        He smiled gently.
        "I hope you  will  excuse my little  deception  - there  was a very good 
  reason  why I had  to give  that impression.  In  fact,  Leah  was never  on the 
  stranded shuttle. I have located her in the Gazera province and at this very 
  moment, my personal staff are on their way to escort her home."
        She was ramrod straight.
        "I see - "
        "We shall soon know what this mysterious disappearance  is all about 
  - but I wanted you to be the first to know. I know how worried you have been."
        She rose.
        "I am most grateful, brother ben Levi."
        "Just   a   word   of   caution,   sister   Steinbecker.   We   must   keep   this 
  conversation   strictly   confidential   -   at   least   until   we   are   sure   that   Leah   is 
  released unharmed."
        She nodded and moved slowly to the door and Michael followed her 
  with his eyes. She was totally controlled. It was ten minutes later when the 
  door opened once again, this time it was Simon. He nodded.
        "The call has been made."
          "You know what to do - there must be no other calls."
          Simon nodded again and left him. Michael stretched out his long legs 
  in a fair imitation of casual pleasure. In reality, his heart was racing, the next 
  hour was going to be critical. He reminded himself that his men knew what 
  they were doing, but the uneasy feeling persisted that he was dealing with 
  ruthless and unprincipled people who would stop at nothing. It was a feeling 
  which would not go away. He glanced at his chronometer, it was nearly noon 
  and   the   minutes   were   dragging.   He   tried   to   visualise   what   might   be 
  happening eight hundred kilometres away in Gazera.
          Another quarter hour passed and the door opened once more, it was 
  Rebecca. She looked a little agitated.
          "Brother   ben   Levi   -   there   appears   to   be   something   wrong   with   our 
    communication links to the city!"
          Michael blinked in surprise and sat to attention.
        "Are you quite sure, sister Rebecca?"
        "I cannot contact anyone outside of the estate!"
        "That IS unusual - I'll ask Simon to look into it - in the meantime, if you 
  have   an   urgent   message,   perhaps   I   can   relay   it   for   you   through   the 
  Communication Room?"



        "I assure you, brother Michael, that will not be necessary."
        "It would be no trouble, but if you are quite sure, sister Rebecca."
        "I'm quite sure, thank you."
        She left him alone again and a slow smile crept up from his lips. He 
  wiped it away as the door opened once more. This time, it was Simon who 
  entered. Michael leaned forward.
          "Well?"
          "Very well - alive and well - if a little weak!"
          Michael leaned back and closed his eyes in relief. He felt a little weak 
  himself! Simon went on.
        "The interested parties have been persuaded to join us for talks."
        "That   should   be   very  interesting.   Perhaps   you   would   ask   our   sister 
  Rebecca to rejoin us, Simon - and Luke Belin also."
        "With pleasure, Michael!" 
          Luke was the first to arrive. He was wearing a broad grin. He had no 
  time to comment, Rebecca almost trailed him through the door.
          "You asked to see me, brother ben Levi?"
        "Yes indeed, sister. I thought you would like to know that we have just 
  released Leah from detention in premises in the Gazera Province. There will 
  now be a full investigation and all those directly or indirectly involved will be 
  brought to account. I have no doubt that we will find a link with the murder of 
  your   cousin,   Marcus.   I   felt   sure   you   would   be   delighted   to   hear   the   good 
  news!
        Oh!  There is one other thing. I would  like  you  to prepare  John and 
  Rachael for a visit to their mother. Leah has particularly asked for them to be 
  brought to her. In fact, you might pack all their clothing! It is my intention to 
  take Leah and the children back with me to Jerusalem!"
          Rebecca remained rigidly upright, her face impassive.
        "If you insist, brother ben Levi."
        "I   most  certainly   do   insist,   sister   Rebecca.   Children   should   be   with 
  their   mother   -   especially   when   she   has   been   subjected   to   the   sort   of 
  treatment Leah has experienced."
          Michael turned to Luke Belin.
          "Luke, perhaps you could assist Rebecca to make the children ready." 
        "That is quite unnecessary - "
        "But I insist, my dear sister. Luke will help you!"
        Their eyes locked in a battle of wills. This time she didn't try to hide her 
  hatred. He didn't shrink from it, he had always known how it stood between 
  them. She turned and left the room, followed closely by Luke Belin. Simon 
  turned to Michael.
          "Surely, you're not going to allow her to go free!"
          "She will never be free - but she may still try something. Let's get the 
  children out of her clutches first."
        They waited until the children were brought to them. They immediately 
  ran to Michael with squeals of delight. He caught them up in his arms.
        "I am absolutely certain you grow bigger every time I come to see you."
        "Are you going to take us to mummy?"
        "Yes, we're going to your mummy, John."
          Rebecca turned and walked to the door.



        "I will pack your luggage, brother ben Levi."
        "Ah! Thank you, sister Rebecca. I had almost forgotten that you always 
  pack for a journey."
          Simon followed her from the room.
          Michael chattered with the children until Rebecca returned. She eyed 
  him and the children with rigid formality.
        "Say goodbye to Rebecca, children." 
        He put them down and they ran across to her. She stooped and held 
  them tightly to herself for a long moment. When she looked up, Michael was 
  almost surprised to see the trace of a tear in her eyes. She made no gesture 
  of farewell,  other than to walk with them to the main entrance. Simon had 
  organised the baggage. He stood by one of the larger Pods, as if he was on 
  guard.
          Rebecca remained at the top of the steps. Michael had to look up to 
  her when he turned. She was the mistress of the ancient house. She was part 
  of it, but he doubted whether it meant very much to her at that moment. There 
  could be no doubt in her mind that she was seeing the last of the children she 
  had considered to be her own.
          Michael shepherded them into the Pod and took one last look at her. 
  She remained motionless, not even raising  her arm in farewell  as the Pod 
  gathered speed and moved away down the long avenue of cypresses which 
  Joel had planted seven hundred years earlier. Michael was conscious of the 
  history of the place and when they passed the outer security gate, it was as if 
  an era had finally closed. What Carl had started, when he had moved from 
  the lighthouse to this site in the hills, and what Joel had continued in his time, 
  followed by Marcus and Leah, was now coming to an end.
        The house was still in view. It commanded the crest of a hill and was 
  visible long after they had left the immediate vicinity. They described a great 
  curve, with the house as the focal point. The children were not interested in it, 
  they   were   being   kept   busy   by   their   new  friend,   Luke.   Michael   glanced   at 
  Simon.
          "You did attend to the luggage?"
        "It was stowed as you suggested."
        They stared at the house, it would be their last opportunity. Soon, the 
  Pod would turn to descend through a long winding valley to the outskirts of 
  Salem. It was almost at that point when what they had anticipated happened. 
  There   was   an   eruption   of   smoke   and   flame   from  the   centre   of   the   single 
  storied house. After a few moments, the percussion of an explosion rocked 
  the Pod. 
          Silently,   they   watched   the   flames   spreading   along   the   spine   of   the 
  building and soon, it was ablaze from end to end. The children turned and 
  looked on solemnly. Michael doubted if they understood, or associated the 
  smoke and flame with their home. Simon whispered.
        "I returned our baggage to your room, as you instructed. How did you 
  know what was going to happen?"
        "I didn't - and I still can't understand how someone who is supposed to 
  love these children, would deliberately plant a bomb which would have blown 
  them to eternity. I will never understand Rebecca Steinbecker - I suppose she 
  planted a bomb in Marcus's baggage before that fateful flight. She had come 



  to realise that every hope was gone. I suppose she felt the same way about 
  the children, she knew she would never meet them again - I told you, she 
  would never be free - and she must have known, that soon, someone would 
  have come for her and she would be brought to account!"

                    


