
  CHAPTER 4

        The man moved quietly through the burnt forest and tried to ignore the 

  bitter   wind   that   penetrated   the   tattered   scrap   of   blanket   that   covered   his 

  upper body. It was hard to ignore the cold, for the strips of cloth that swathed 

  his feet did little to repel the ice crystals on the frozen ground. Occasionally, 

  he would stop and try to shelter behind what was left of some great tree that 

  had once towered in a forest glade. The tree, like the forest that once had 

  covered   the   hillside,   was  a   distant   memory  and   belonged   to   a   time  when 

  there was sunshine and warm breezes, not the eternal, blinding blizzard of 

  the nuclear winter.

          There was little that he could see. Now and then, the wind would drop 

  momentarily and the snow storm would ease and through it, he could see a 

  further few yards. The world was a white out, like that which once explorers 

  had experienced in the polar regions. He navigated more by instinct than by 

  sight, having learned the invisible paths through the blackened forest, when 

  he   had   first   had   to   venture   out   of   the   bunker   because   of   dwindling   food 

  supplies. On that occasion, he had descended to the flat lands around the 

  town and had been lucky to escape with his life, for he had nearly blundered 

  into a sentry posted by the Town Gang.

        It was by the same instinct that he had found his way back to June and 

  Daniel. Some would have said that it had been more by luck than judgement 

  but he knew differently. He had learned to accept the special grace he had 

  been afforded during the Time of the Dragon. The special grace that was the 

  portion of the Woman Clothed with the Sun, who was to be sustained in the 



  wilderness for three  and a half years.  Once, he and June had questioned 

  whether they were of the Woman or of the Remnant of the Seed, now he 

  knew and was sure of the special grace.

          David moved cautiously. The slope was precipitous and the ice cover 

  made it treacherous. The blackened stumps were few and far between now 

  and meant that he was emerging on to the flatlands close to the perimeter of 

  the town. Close at hand, there was a road. It was a place to be avoided, the 

  Town Gang used it as a track for their own foraging parties. 

          Behind   the   bunker,   deeper   into   the   hills,   were   the   Hill   People,   a 

  community who occupied the ridge and what remained of a small hamlet that 

  once had nestled among the trees. The fact that the bunker lay between the 

  two, created a bluff situation, for he raided each of the communities in turn 

  and each in turn, blamed the raid as an incursion of the other community. The 

  bluff had worked for three years, as he paused yet again, he reflected that his 

  luck was going to run out one day.

        His caution  became greater,  he was close  to the  town and sentries 

  were   posted,   usually   huddled   behind   trees   to   shelter   from   the   screaming 

  wind. He spared a little sympathy for them, it would be a task to make the 

  average man out of temper.

        He made a cache in the snow of that which he had already filched from 

  the Hill People. It wasn't much, it looked as if their pickings were getting less. 

  Because of the little  he had been able  to steal, he had been prompted to 

  spend  another night in  the open, hoping  to  creep  into  the town under the 

  cover of another night and raid the town supply. He knew that he would have 

  to be especially careful, the leader in the town had doubled his guards.

          Towards the end of the afternoon, he began to doubt the wisdom of 

  what he was doing. He found that he had to keep moving instead of resting to 



  conserve his strength for the night's activity. To sit in the open forest was to 

  risk falling asleep, with the expectation that it would be the last sleep. He was 

  obliged to keep moving and expend the little energy he had left. He weighed 

  the option of returning to the bunker. June would be expecting him, already, 

  he was twelve hours overdue. He hoped she wouldn't be tempted to leave 

  their haven. Because of his preoccupation, he became careless.

        He thought he had blundered into one of the Town Gang sentries and 

  he tried to jump back into the little cover that remained around the tree stump. 

  His heart thumped painfully, waiting for the slumped figure to get to its feet 

  and sound the alarm, which would surely mean that other members of the 

  Town Gang would be close. There was no movement from the bundle of rags. 

  David waited until his heart stopped racing and moved forward cautiously. 

        The wind stirred the clothing but that was the only movement. When 

  he looked closer, he saw the reason. He had been hardened during the three 

  and   a   half   years   of   privation   but   he   nearly   vomited.   The   corpse   was 

  someone's  meat cache,   kept  refrigerated   in   the   freezing   air.  David   looked 

  around   cautiously   and   hastened   on   his   way.   He   felt   no   surprise   that   one 

  human   being   would   be   desperate   enough   to   use   another   for   food   but   he 

  thanked God that he had not been driven to it. 

          Taggert  was a methodical  man and he laid  his  plans  carefully.  The 

  Town Gang had failed in every attempt to catch the most elusive of those who 

  pilfered their stores. When it came to the Hill People, the Town Gang had 

  proved that they were capable of attack and defence and the honours were 

  drawn about even in the many skirmishes in which they had engaged. This 

  one man was different - loners always were the difficult ones.

        He was irritated, somehow it  was a reflection  on his own skills  and 

  training that he hadn't been able to corner this character who had slipped in 



  and out of the town almost at will. It had taken some time for them to come to 

  the conclusion that there was a loner. At first, they had supposed the raids to 

  be those of the Hill people, but when one happened only one night apart from 

  a major raid by their enemies, Taggert began to have his suspicions.

        The loner became an irritation, who began to assume the proportions 

  of a legend. The rest of them were beginning to refer to him as the Invisible 

  Man. Taggert spat into the snow just beyond the lean-to he had constructed 

  in the ruins of one of the houses. No one was invisible and this man's luck 

  couldn't hold for much longer - they would get him and then he would pay.   

        Half of the Town Gang was composed of the remnants of a military unit 

  that had been stationed close to the town before it had been blown apart by 

  the blast from the nuclear detonations on the city. A loose kind of discipline 

  remained,   although   they   could   hardly   be   called   a   fighting   unit   anymore. 

  Taggert had been the senior non-com. At the time of the attack, his officers 

  had been junketing in the city and had caught the full blast of the warheads - 

  Taggert considered it to be poetic justice and hadn't wept any tears at their 

  demise.

        The remainder of those who made up the town's occupants had filtered 

  in after the devastation. Some of them had been residents before the attack, 

  others had been refugees from the distant city or other centres. They had all 

  accepted the rule of the men in uniform. Taggert glanced down at the tatters 

  he   was  wearing   and   smiled   grimly.   It   was  an   effort,   the   bitterly   cold   wind 

  penetrated every fissure between the loose stones of his shack. There wasn't 

  much of a uniform left now but it was still the symbol of command.   

        He wondered how much longer they could survive. Rations were low 

  and after three and a half years it was well nigh impossible to find caches 

  hidden   away  in  ruined  houses.  Perishable  food  had  long  since  become  a 



  memory.   The   few   stocks   of   tinned   goods   were   all   that   remained.   The 

  countryside   had   been   scoured   and   his   patrols   had   to   venture   further   and 

  further   afield   to   try   to   forage.   This   brought   them   into   contact   with   other 

    communities   and   the   skirmishes   were   developing   into   pitched   battles,   as 

  territories were invaded.This   was   why   it   was   imperative   that   the   lone 

  pilferer had to be stopped and punished before the eyes of the whole town, 

  before some of their own number were tempted into breaking down the little 

  discipline that remained and doing the same thing. 

        One or two who had been captured in the course of skirmishes had 

  carried  a  brand  mark on  their  hands,  some even  on  the  forehead.  In  one 

  case, the brand mark had been placed there by a hot iron, in others, some 

  sort of indelible dye had been used. The men had revealed under torture, that 

  it was an indication  of the clan to which they belonged and gave them an 

  entitlement for rations.

          Taggert had been impressed with the idea, it was becoming harder to 

  control the odd one or two who slipped into the community as neighbouring 

  gangs broke up. He had ordered the branding of his own people, He was a 

  merciful man, he had used indelible dye. When that ran out, he would have to 

  resort to the iron. He looked down at the fresh stain on his own right hand, 

  the order applied to all.       

        His thoughts returned to the so-called Invisible Man, he would have to 

  be   caught   by  the   same  weapon   that   he   employed   himself   -   stealth.   They 

  would have to set a trap. They knew roughly where he was - his refuge was 

  somewhere above the town on the ice clad hills. A patrol had been sent after 

  him on one occasion, but he was as elusive as an eel and his tracks had 

  soon been smothered out by the persistent snow storm. The man was no fool, 

  he had survived a long time and he had earned the grudging respect of the 



  Town Gang leader.  

          Perhaps,   if   it   had   not   been   so   numbingly  cold,   Taggert   might  have 

  considered a determined sweep of the hillside in order to find him, but that 

  would   have   expended   valuable   energy   and   resources   and   these   were 

  needed in the patrols for food. He had no men to spare to be squandered on 

  the apprehension of one man. Even the plan for ambush, was going to tie up 

  more resources than he liked.

        He could  have  blasted  the  hillside  with  the  remaining  surface  to air 

  missile under his command, but it would have been wasteful, they couldn't be 

  sure   exactly   where   their   solo   target   was   and   it   would   have   been   an 

  extravagant overkill. He thought of the last time they had used the weapon, 

  remembering the crazy manoeuvring of the enemy aircraft all around the sky, 

  as it desperately tried to escape, before the missile had found its target. He 

  hadn't seen the impact because of the storm but he had heard it. The plane 

  had screamed out of the sky and then crashed. He had scored a hit. It was 

  the  last military triumph against an enemy that had already occupied  their 

  homeland.   It   hadn't   been   a   matter   of   patriotism,  it   had   been   a   gesture   of 

  revenge. He turned his mind back to the present and the matter the intruder.

        It was late  evening,  about the  time when he surmised that the  lone 

  scavenger   descended   from  the   hillside.   They   had   counted   the   number   of 

  days since the last incursion - it was about time for him to return. Taggert 

  sent out his men  to lay in wait. There would have to be one time when they 

  got lucky - perhaps this time.

        It was the time!   

        They caught him when he emerged from the treeline. It was David's 

  own   fault,   he   was   exhausted   and   he   should   not   have   tried   to   raid   both 

    communities   on   the   one   excursion.   Just   for   once   he   had   not   varied   his 



  pattern after leaving the treeline. The ambush had been well laid and he had 

  walked straight into their trap. He hadn't had a chance to defend himself or to 

  take   flight.   They   hadn't   used   any   refinement   when   they   threw   him  to   the 

  ground to bind him and he had been trussed up like an animal except for his 

  feet. He was expected to walk into his own captivity.

        He had been to the town often, usually in the depths of the night, to 

  steal from their stores. He had become quite good at the stealthy approach 

  and the evasion of their sentries. This time it would be different, he would 

  enter openly, trussed up and surrounded by twenty tattered men, struggling 

  through   the   snow   drifts   and   leaning   against   the   persistent   icy   wind.   His 

  captors didn't make a lot of noise at the satisfaction  of his capture  but he 

  could tell that they were jubilant. He must have been a thorn in their sides for 

  quite a while. His heart sank when he thought of June and the child, without 

  him they would starve, it was a simple fact. 

        By this time they were coming close  to the  town. Their  appearance 

  was greeted with a little more excitement, as soon as the sentries were sure 

  of who was approaching. There were shouts which brought the rest of the 

  population   from   the   ruins.   David   didn't   have   much   chance   to   count   them 

  before he was thrust down on to his knees in front of the one who was clearly 

  the leader. The man examined him and his voice was grim with satisfaction.

        "Well, look what we've got ourselves - a real prize. He looks as if he 

  lives real well - mostly off of our supplies, I expect. We've got ourselves our 

  thief! We know what we have to do with thieves, don't we? But, let's not be 

  too hasty, perhaps he wants to tell us something first. He might even want to 

  plead for mercy!"

          There was a hoot of derision from the crowd which subsided quickly at 

  a gesture from the leader. David was pulled to his feet by his hair and forced 



  to confront Taggert. He tried not to show fear but he had a fair idea of what 

  he could expect. The stealing of stores was no game and he had seen what 

  had happened to others who had been clumsy enough to be caught. It wasn't 

  uncommon  to  lose   both   hands  as  a   grim reminder   to  others   who   had  the 

  same inclinations. Occasionally, a more merciful end was to be put to death.

        They had  torn  open  the  bundle  that usually  contained  what he  had 

  foraged. If there  was anything  in  his favour,  it was that he had  not had a 

  chance  to raid  the town on this occasion. Most of the  gangs marked their 

  supplies, as much to prevent pilferage from within their own communities, as 

  against theft from rivals bands. Most of the gangs marked their own members 

  in  some way - on their  hands or their  foreheads, with  some indelible  dye. 

  Momentarily,  he realised  that this complied  with a passage in  the Book of 

  Revelation. It was a fleeting thought, it was strange what went through the 

  mind when you were faced with death or mutilation - a method of escaping 

  from the horror, he supposed.

        They took him to the ruins of a building in the centre of the town, which 

  served as some sort of command post. It clearly doubled as the domain of the 

  town leader.  He was still  pinioned  and  the  walls  were  ringed  by men and 

  women. Some held children in front of them, so that they could see the show. 

  Taggert walked around him and then came to a stop to face him. The man 

  smelt rancid but then, most of them did. David held the stare, determined not 

  to show fear - the time might come when he would scream in agony, but not 

  yet - Taggert spoke softly.

        "Tell us about yourself."

          David remained obstinately silent.

          "You  will  tell  us, you  know, before  we're  finished  with  you.  You  will 

  plead   with   us  to   let   you   speak!   So,  save   yourself   the   pain.   Where's   your 



  place? On the ridge, isn't it? Who have you got up there with you and what 

  are you hiding - I've said it before, you live well - too well!"

          When they found that approach didn't work, they started to beat him 

  about the face and body until finally, he collapsed into a senseless heap. He 

  hoped it was death as he lost consciousness but that wasn't the case, soon 

  enough he was revived and it started all over again. By the end of the day, he 

  was a sorry mess but he still hadn't told them about the bunker, or June and 

  his son. There was a glint of respect in the eye of the leader when he called a 

  halt late into the night. He changed tactics and tried to be more persuasive. 

  He didn't go so far as to feed his captive, that would not have entered his 

  thoughts. He make an offer.

        "Tell us what we want to know and you can join us - it will be much 

  easier for you with a group. You must have found out long ago how hard it is 

  for one man to compete. Throw in your lot with us and you can stop the pain! 

  It   stands   to   reason,   we're   going   to   find   your   place   before   much   longer, 

  whether you tell us or not - it's only a matter of time, we know you're up there 

  somewhere!"

        "I belong to the Hill People, what makes you think I'm alone." 

          Taggert eyed him without humour.

        "So, you can speak - I thought you might find your voice - but - lies 

  won't help you!  You're a loner all  right, or perhaps you  have something or 

  someone tucked away up there that you want to keep to yourself?"

          "There's nothing! I'm one of the Hill People."

          Taggert   gestured   to   one   of   the   guides.   David's   arm   was   yanked 

  around from where it was pinioned, he gasped in pain. Taggert inspected it 

  and grinned.

          "You're lying! The Hill People mark their clan, just as we mark our clan.



          Taggert extended his own arm and held it close to David's face. He 

  tried   to   focus   on   the   smeared   image   imprinted   on   the   hand.   It   was   a 

  postmark,   similar   to   that   which   was   used   to   manually   frank   letters   in   old 

  fashioned mail offices. The date was a smear but clearly above it, was the 

  wording 'DEVIL'.

        "Our town is Devil Town and we are marked as such. Hill People have 

  another mark, tell us what it is!"

        He   remained   silent   and   defiant,   they   beat   him   again   until   he   was 

  senseless.   After   that,   they   left   him   alone   for   a   while.   Soon   after   that 

    conversation, there was an interruption and the leader and most of his guards 

  left in a hurry. There was a good deal of shouting and soon the sounds died 

  away. David was too sore to move, his guard was not sympathetic, no doubt 

  he resented the fact that he wasn't permitted to join the rest of the gang in 

  whatever had taken them away. 

        The ropes were tight and circulation was cut off to his hands and feet 

  and the prospect of escaping was as remote as before. It was still dark. His 

  first guess   was that it was around the middle of the night. Another guess 

  placed the hour at a little before the dawn. 

        He heard the town come to life when the men returned. They sounded 

  jubilant. Whatever had been the urgent business that had taken them away, 

  must have worked out to their advantage. Taggert and some of his men 

  re-entered the room and David steeled himself for another session of torture. 

  For   a   while,   they   ignored   him   and   concentrated   on   crowing   about   their 

  success in the battle with the Hill People. It sounded as if a pitched battle had 

  been fought and that the outcome had been decisive. He heard no mention of 

  June   or   the   bunker   on   the   hillside.   On   this   occasion,   they   had   not   been 

  found. While they talked, he tried to plan his way out of his predicament. A 



  guard had been placed over him at all times, even when Taggert and the rest 

  had been absent. He knew he had no chance of wriggling free of his bonds 

  unless he was left alone. 

        He wondered if it would be possible to bargain his way free but there 

  was nothing he could offer excepting the bunker - and June. He dismissed 

  the idea and tried desperately to think of something else.

          Then, one of the men asked:

        "What are we going to do about him?"

          Taggert eyed David, as if he had suddenly realised that he still  had 

  some unfinished business that needed attention.

        "Finish him off!  We  don't need to make him talk and we haven't got 

  time to waste on him - not after this night's work. We'll  find his place soon 

  enough.”

        It was nearly the dawn and David realised that it wasn't likely that he 

  would  see another day.  There  would  be no opportunity for bargaining.  He 

  thought of June and his son and the preservation he had enjoyed up until 

  then. It seemed incredible that after all that time, it was to come to an end. He 

  saw one of the men lift a murderous club. Taggert snapped sharply.

        "Not  in   here,   do  you   think   I  want  his   blood  and  brains  all  over   the 

  place?"

        They   pulled   him  outside   and   threw   him  down   to   his   knees   and   he 

  started   to   recite   the   Lord's   Prayer   aloud   as   they   raised   the   murderous 

  weapon.   They   let   him  finish   and   he   looked   up   expectantly.   The   club   was 

  raised once more and he watched it reach the top of its swing, refusing to 

  bow his head. He stared into the eyes of the man with the weapon and heard 

  him swear.

          "Make him look down!"



        One of the other men moved forward through the flurries of snow and 

  tried to force his head to his chest. As soon as he took his hand away, David 

  looked up again into the eyes of the man who was to execute him. The man 

  swore again. 

          "Make him look down!"

        Then the wind dropped away. It seemed to unnerve the executioner. 

  He looked up uncertain of what was happening.

        "Get on with it!"

        The complainer was impatient, stamping his feet into the packed snow. 

  The wind had dropped completely, there was an uncanny quiet. David could 

  even see the cloud above him, it was moving, rolling in turbulence like an 

  ocean of grey smoke. He was aware that it was getting lighter and he couldn't 

  imagine why and then he thought he saw something deep within the cloud. 

  The   others   saw   it   too   and   there   was   a   rising   chorus   of   alarm.   Taggert 

  emerged from his lean-to and glared up at the sky without speaking.  

          Shafts of fire pierced the cloud, sending it writhing away as if it was a 

  living   thing  that  was being  scalded.  Taggert  had   a  fleeting   thought  of   the 

  remaining   ground   to   air   missile   and   then   dismissed   the   idea   as   being 

  impractical.   He   watched   open   mouthed   as   the   shafts   of   fire   touched   the 

  ground and buildings of the town and then the sides of the hill above them. 

  He expected some sort of fire storm but it wasn't forthcoming. The lances of 

  fire stabbed here and there randomly, describing  different angles, at times 

  they were almost vertical and at others nearly horizontal.

          David looked upward and tried to see the origin of the manifestation. 

  The whole sky was a brilliant haze of light intermingled with the fleeing cloud 

  cover. Detail  was almost impossible  to pick out but he caught glimpses of 

  rhythmic   shapes   and   undulating   forms.   It   was   like   opening   one's   eyes 



    underwater, he blinked and squinted but it was as much as he was permitted 

  to see.

        He looked at the man with the club, it had been lowered slowly. The 

  display continued, shafts of light touching the town people and the men who 

  stood   around   him   and   then,   himself.   Taggert   looked   at   him   for   a   long 

  moment.

          "Free him! We'll have no more killing. Give him something to eat!"

 


