
  CHAPTER 12

        As Carl and Myra walked out into the rubble strewn street, they were 

  conscious of the three pairs of eyes following their every move.

          "They're very suspicious, Carl. I thought all of those thoughts would be 

  subdued as well."

        "It   takes   time   to   win   trust   and   we   have   to   remember   that   it   is   still 

  possible for man to sin out of the evil of his own heart. These people have 

  never   known   a   Christian   ethic,   let   alone   had   any   contact   with   what   we 

  believe. Now I can understand what was meant when it was said that it will be 

  no easier to convince people of the truth of the Gospel of Christ during the 

  thousand years, and that a Firstling might have to testify for five hundred or 

  more years before someone was fully convinced of the teaching."

        "I still find it hard to accept what's happened!"

          "And you have been New Apostolic all your life - if you find it hard, how 

  much harder for those people who have only known orders to fire missiles at 

    pre-programmed targets and who heard the death throes of their own nation 

  relayed   to   them   through   their   communication   links,   before   they   were 

  silenced?"

        Most of the nearer buildings were similar in design to that which they 

  had   first   entered.   From   that   building,   they   heard   the   low   murmur   of 

  conversation that rose and fell as someone tried to emphasise a point. Carl 

  wondered how large the group was. Wherever they were, they were keeping 

  under cover. He was a little puzzled. Two wanderers hardly posed a threat - 

  unless there was a suspicion that they were the forerunners of a much larger 

  force. 



        If   only   the   Firstling   was   with   them,   Carl's   attempt   to   explain   had 

  seemed totally inadequate. In any case, when it came to future planning, it

  would have to be the Firstling who gave the directions. Carl prayed that his 

  coming would be sooner rather than later.

        The Captain watched them moving between the nearer buildings. The 

  first meeting of the town committee on the previous evening had broken up in 

  disarray after the interjection of the Councilman and Martha - he remained 

  confronted   with   the   problem   of   feeding   and   housing   over   seven   hundred 

  refugees   and   now   a   further   complication   had   arisen   with   the   mysterious 

    appearance of the man and woman and their version of events. 

        He half listened to the opinions of his junior officers from the Minsk. 

  Their   comments   counted   for   little.   If   this   Carl   Steinbecker   had   something 

  more to say, he might make a little more sense than the crazy Councilman 

  and his elderly lady companion. He made up his mind, got up abruptly and 

  walked to the open gash in the wall that had once been a window, his fellow 

  officers broke off in mid sentence.

        "Come back, please!"

        Carl and Myra returned and waited silently.

        "I   have   decided   -   we   will   call   the   people   together.   You   will   talk   to 

  them!"

        Carl nodded, the man was used to being obeyed. 

        The Captain led the way to the centre of the town - to an open space 

  surrounded by the rubble of tumbled buildings. He indicated a flat slab to be 

  used as a podium and sent his officers to round up the townsfolk. 

        Carl waited patiently for the people to assemble. Distantly,  he could 

  hear   the   ocean   lapping   against   the   shore.   He   had   a   sudden   hunger   to 

  experience   it,   it   had   been   so   many   years   since   he   had   seen   the   waves 



  washing   against   rocks,   or   the   spray   flying   before   the   wind.   The   square 

  around  the flat rock started  to fill  with  a strangely muted group  of people, 

  even   when   the   numbers   increased,   they   remained   quiet.   The   remaining 

  daylight steadily diminished and the sun was already set before they were all 

  gathered. 

        The   stars   shed   enough   light   to   allow   him  to   see   the   grey   mass  of 

  people listening to his words and he had to wonder if there had ever been a 

  more   peculiar   set   of   circumstances   in   which   the   word   of   God   had   been 

  proclaimed. It was a beautiful  night, warm and soft and his voice  rang out 

  across the open space, so that even those at the back could hear.

          When   Carl   was   finished   with   testifying   to   the   entire   population,   the 

  Captain decided to call another meeting of the Town Committee. It was timely 

  to do so, the newcomer had poured out his version of the events that were 

  taking place around them. With such a mixed bag of listeners, it had been 

  hard to assess the reaction. The captain had been a little surprised to see 

  some of the more hard bitten of his own men, crossing themselves. Men who 

  he had known to be womanisers and who wouldn't have thought twice about 

  murdering their own grandmothers.

        It showed him how little he knew about men with whom he had lived in 

  the confinement and intimacy of the ships. It showed him too, how shallow 

  had been the doctrine of their political masters. The inner thoughts of men 

  whom he had imagined to be party stalwarts, were now revealed. Orthodoxy 

  had never been eliminated from their hearts. Following the priests had not 

  been the sole prerogative  of elderly women agonising  over the atheism of 

  their sons and grandsons.

        He   went   over   the   words   of   this   stranger   who   had   appeared   out   of 

  nowhere. He ought to view his coming with professional suspicion. Another 



  component in the chain of events that had started with the rays from the sky. 

  He ought to be equating his coming with some deeply laid and cunning plan 

  that had already seen them abandon the shelter of their ships. That thought 

  process refused to come together. It was too much hard work to maintain the 

  hostility and caution. Like his men, he was becoming lethargic.

        This meeting of the Town Committee was limited to his officers. This 

  was not an occasion into which he desired to invite Dar and the crazy man 

  and the old woman. It concerned the remaining ships of his flotilla and their 

  disposal.  An irrevocable  decision  about their future had to be made, there 

  would be no turning back. He faced his officers in one of the lower rooms of a 

  building that was open to the sky. The rest of the crews and the other town 

  people had drifted away, no doubt to argue and discuss among themselves, 

  the sensational speech they had heard from the stranger. 

        His eight fellow officers squatted in a circle on the hard ground and 

  waited for him to begin. The captain looked at them without speaking for a 

  while. How well did he really know them? His own officers from the Minsk, the 

  best, perhaps. But then, he had known Alexei Chernov since their academy 

  days. His face was hard to read but it was significant that he wasn't pouring 

  his mockery on what they had just heard. Peter knew Ivan Gorky less well but 

  they had served together for the previous four years, with little opportunity for 

  eyeball contact since the strike against the city beyond the hills.

          "Comrades,   I   haven't   called   you   together   specifically   to   discuss   the 

  words of the stranger. I think we all need to digest his message for ourselves 

  and form our own opinions. Time will tell whether he is as demented as the 

  crazy old man from the city and his companions, or whether there is some 

  truth in what he has to say."

          Alexei interjected. 



          "You cannot take his words seriously!"

        He sounded far from certain but there was no mockery in his voice.

        "That is for me to decide and for you to decide, Alexei. I repeat, time 

  will tell. Comrades, time is a problem for us. We  have to make some hard 

  decisions. Whether we like it or not, we have hundreds of people who depend 

  on those decisions, including our own comrades, the crew members. 

          When the atmospheric conditions changed, we left the shelter of the 

  submarines. I freely confess to you, comrades, I still find it hard to understand 

  why I made that decision! I can tell you only this, I looked into the faces of the 

  men of the Minsk and saw what I felt in my heart - a total weariness with living 

  in the confinement and stink within the hull - "

        His officers sat motionless. Alexei murmured.

        "I   think   we   all   felt   the   same,   Peter.   I   believe   you   made   the   right 

  decision."

        It was the nearest he would get to a vote of confidence. He hoped the 

  rest  of the  crews felt  the  same way and  that they wouldn't  have  cause  to 

  regret evacuating their shelter.

        "The   next   decisions   will   be   harder.   We   are   confronted   with   an 

  uncertain future. If we make the choice to remain here, we are faced with the 

  need   to   rebuild   this   town.   It   will   be   necessary   to   organise   a   civilised 

  community   and   not   one   that   survives   by   pillaging   other   communities.   We 

  must have houses in which to shelter, not holes in the wall. We must plant 

  crops to feed ourselves, so that we cease to be scavengers."

        He paused again, there were no arguments so far, that would come 

  after the next proposal.

        "It will be vital to use every resource we have at our disposal. One of 

  those resources are the submarines. I suggest to you that we must remove 



  from the hulls the equipment we require. In other words, comrades - strip the 

  submarines of everything  useful  - and - and even  cut them apart for their 

  metal!"

        He leaned back on his haunches and watched them. He saw the sharp 

  exchange of glances and resigned himself to a long argument, during which 

  his legs would cramp. He would have given a great deal for a decent chair to 

  sit in. Before they could start arguing, he had one more shot to fire.

        "I remind you, comrades, of the words of this Carl Steinbecker. If he is 

  correct, we can expect a visit from a group of people who cannot be resisted - 

  No! don't argue, Alexei - We have to be prepared for the situation where our 

  decisions will no longer be effective. You and I will no longer have command. 

  Our   units   will   be   disbanded.   We   might   be   making   the   last   decisions 

  concerning our ships. The last ones that are possible for us to make. For this 

  reason, I say to you Alexei and to you Ivan - If you wish to take your crews 

  back to your ships and go to sea, I will not stop you! If you Serge Belin wish 

  to take command of the Minsk and do the same thing, I will not stop you! I will 

  ask only, where will you go and how long will you survive?"

        They argued well into the night and as he had predicted, he had grown 

  cramped   and   weary.   His   argument   that   they   ought   not   to   discuss   the 

  testimony of Carl Steinbecker, had fallen on deaf ears. It was such an integral 

  part of the 

  ‹future  that it  couldn't  be  avoided.  In  the  early hours  of the  morning,  they 

  decided   to   cannibalise   the   submarines.   They   would   remain   together.   He 

  knew   Alexei   and   Ivan   had   weighed   the   odds   and   had   decided   that   the 

  unknown sea voyage  offered no advantage to them. In their opinion, there 

  were no ports, only shattered remains. Pringle's Head was as good a ruin as 

  any in which to start a new life. Alexei had tried to make the comment sound 



  like a joke but it sounded too close to home to raise a laugh. Peter snatched 

  a few hours sleep before the dawn. The biggest test was yet to come, the 

  officers had decided but how would the men react?

        At the  end  of his  testimony of  those  things  that  had happened  and 

  what they might next expect to happen, Carl Steinbecker had watched the 

  town people disperse from around the large fallen stone upon which he had 

  perched himself. They all drifted away talking quietly among themselves until 

  only one remained. It was hard to assess how much of what Carl had told 

  them had been believed. He had seen the religious gestures from some of 

  them,   but   there   had   been   no   enraptured   cries   of   thankfulness   for   the 

  provision   of   the   Kingdom.   He   felt   a   little   cheated   and   disappointed.   He 

  reminded himself that he had no right to expect anything. He was simply a 

  messenger. Myra Heston spoke from the darkness.

        "That went down like a lead balloon!"

        Carl felt a surge of irritation, he pushed it away.

        "I have to admit, it could have been better. It might have been more 

  acceptable from one of the Firstlings."

        "Well, why wasn't it done that way?"

        She sounded annoyed.

          "Because our Firstling chose to do it another way. Stop trying to push 

  them around, Myra!"

        The   sole   figure   that   had   remained,     moved   forward   as   the   moon 

  started to shed some light on the open square. Carl looked up sharply and 

  then climbed down from his perch. He had hoped the Firstling had been there 

  after all, but this was another stranger.

          "Greetings."

          "Greetings, Uncle Carl!"



        Carl looked hard at the young man.

        "Do you know me?"

        "We know each other, Priest Carl."

          "Don't call me that - I'm no longer a priest. Who are you?"

        "Sorry!  Old habits die hard! You don't recognise me - I've changed a 

  bit since we last met."

        The youngster didn't immediately introduce himself. Carl looked at him 

  in the light of the rising moon. He was solidly built and clearly hadn't starved 

  in the three and a half years of the devastation. He sported a full beard and 

  his hair hung half way down his back. He looked as if he tried to keep himself 

  clean   and   groomed,   which   was   more   than   could   be   said   for   some  of   the 

  others Carl had seen. There was a glint of amusement in his eyes, when he 

  saw Carl's perplexity.

        "I'm Dar - but that won't mean much to you. I used to be called Darren - 

  Darren Meredith!"

          Impulsively, Carl flung his arms around him in a bear hug. Eventually 

  they disentangled and he stepped back.

          "Incredible! Of all the people I least expected to meet!  - How did you 

  survive?"

        "It's a long story - but like most, I suppose - by my wits and the Will of 

  God!"

        Carl eyed him with growing respect. Bob Meredith's son could still talk 

  about   God,   despite   his   father's   influence   -   or   perhaps,   because   of   his 

  mother's. Casually, Carl asked.

        "Is your mother with you?"

        He saw the boy's face change.

          "That's another long story - "



        "I have plenty of time, Darren - er - Dar - What am I thinking about! 

  This is Sr. Myra Heston. We all have a lot to tell each other - a lot of long 

  stories! Come back to where we're camping."

        They returned  to the room Carl  had commandeered and shared the 

  food they had been allocated. Carl waited patiently until the boy had wolfed 

  his   down.   The   youngster   looked   much   older   than   his   sixteen   years.   Hard 

  living  and fighting  for survival  had bred  him tough. Dar swallowed  his last 

  mouthful.

          "You   didn't   tell   me  if   your   family   was   with   you.   Your   father   -   your 

  mother."

        Dar swallowed.

        "My father  was caught  by the  flood  in  the  railway system. We  took 

  shelter down there and then the water mains burst and the tunnel flooded. 

  Dad was swept away - "

        It was calmly said - almost dispassionate.

        "I'm sorry, Dar - and your mother?"

        The boy hesitated.

        "She's dead too! She has to be - she and David were expelled from the 

  Refuge."

        Carl swallowed hard.

        "Dar, I'm really sorry - I can't tell you how sorry - I know how much she 

  wanted to come with us. - Did I hear you right - you mentioned David. Do you 

  mean David Johnstone?"

        Dar nodded.

        "He was mum's cousin, you know."

        It was Carl's turn to nod. He listened as Dar spilled out the full story. 

  The boy's voice was tightly controlled for most of the time, except when he 



  spoke about the Councilman and Martha.

          "Twisted minded bigots who tried to impose their ideas on the rest of 

  us! They're here with us now, Uncle Carl - they came out of the tunnel system 

  after us and the captain caught them, together with their honour guard!"

        The bitterness was obvious.

        "It's funny how we've all ended up together. I had plans for them if I 

  ever was to get my hands on them, Uncle Carl - now, I can't be bothered - 

  they're pathetic!"

        Carl answered slowly.

        "I guess we all  might have  had other  plans, Dar. God's  plans  have 

  overridden   everything.   It   isn't   only   a   physical   change   that's   happened   - 

  Captain Kharkov keeps talking about it - it's a mental change. The Kingdom 

  of Peace means a lot of things and a lot of adjustments."

        It was late when Dar reluctantly left them to return to his group. The 

  town was already quiet, except for the murmur of voices where Peter Kharkov 

  and his officers were deep in discussion. Carl looked into the darkness at the 

  shadow of the woman across the room. For the most part, she had remained 

  silent whilst Dar had told his story.

        Carl had let him pour it out in his own way. Not only was there a story 

  but there was a lot of bitterness, of venom, that also needed to be poured out 

  as well. Dar had started his story from the moment he had last seen Carl, 

  when June and himself had been forced away from group seeking to leave 

  the city.  He described the anger of Bob Meredith, his father and then, the 

  decision to seek refuge beneath the city in the old rail system. 

        It had seemed a safe enough haven until the earth had convulsed and 

  torn apart following  the triple  nuclear detonations above  their heads - and 

  then had followed the horror of the darkness and suffocating dust and then 



  the relentless surge and rise of waters pouring through the passage ways. 

        Dar told of the bitter cold and the struggled to tear rocks away with 

  their   bare   hands   and   the   winning   free   of   the   lower   tunnels,   only   to   meet 

    imprisonment  by the Councilman and Martha. He had been separated from 

  June and then from David and he had not known what had become of them, 

  until   someone   had   whispered   of   their   expulsion   from   the   shelter,   by   the 

  arbitrary command of the Councilman.  The old woman, Martha, had tried to 

  brainwash and manipulate him for some obscure religious purpose. 

        In the end, Dar had rebelled  and had gathered a group around him 

  whom he led out of the Command Post and the authoritarian influence of the 

    Councilman.   A   smile   came   to   Carl's   lips   when   he   recollected   the   boy's 

  description   of   the   ranting   and   raving   that   had   accompanied   the 

  announcement of secession. Dar had led his people to another section of the 

  underground system and had lived by his wits and always under the threat of 

  residual radiation and the irretrievable damage this could do to his genes and 

  bone marrow.

        Carl's reverie was interrupted by Myra Heston.

        "You   do   understand,   Carl,   that   this   arrangement   is   most 

  unsatisfactory?"

          "Arrangement, Myra?"

        "Yes - this arrangement - these quarters. It seems that the captain has 

  made an assumption and that you've allowed him to continue thinking that we 

  have some sort of - agreement!"

        "I Don't think I could be accused of allowing him to do anything! What's 

  the matter with these quarters - they're clean and that's more than I can say 

  for some of the filthy dens I've seen earlier."

        "I'm referring to the fact that we are expected to share one room - I 



  assume that you agree that the Firstling did not expect us to set up house 

  together?"

        "I didn't know that we had! I would hardly call this setting up house!"

        "Then what do you call it?"

        "I   would   describe   it   as   the   best   guest   accommodation   they   have 

  available. I think that would be a good start!"

        "That being the case, I find myself compelled to look for somewhere 

  else!"

        She   rose   in   the   darkness.   He   stared   as   she   started   to   gather   her 

  possessions.

        "Oh! Do sit down, Myra, this is quite ridiculous!  - I assure you that I 

  have no improper designs or intentions. If it worries you so much, you have 

  the guest room - I'll go to sleep on the beach!"

        He delivered a parting shot as he stepped out into the moonlight.

        "I'd advise  you  to bar the non-existent door and sleep with one eye 

  open - and mind the bogie man doesn't get you!"   

        He found a road that led down to the seashore and stepped out onto 

  the   sand   -   at   least   it   was   sand   and   not   pebbles.   He   made   himself   as 

  comfortable as he could and laid on his back and stared up at the stars. He 

  shook his head in disbelief,  Myra Heston was incredible  and he wondered 

  once again, what could have induced the Firstling to send them out together. 

  It was a momentary thought which he banished, he reminded himself that he 

  knew nothing.

        The moon was shedding a lot of light, it was almost dazzling, as if the 

  incredible   changes   mentioned   in   scripture   and   reaffirmed   by   the   Firstling, 

  were already happening. He asked himself: Why shouldn't they already be 

  happening? How much delay did he expect? 



        His eyes took in the black silhouette of the wrecked lighthouse which 

  commanded  the   promontory.   He  was  drawn  to   it,   it   was  as if   it  had   been 

  brought to his attention. He decided that it was a place to explore.

        He slept surprisingly well, considering his bed. The ocean had had an 

  hypnotic effect, lulling him into a deep sleep. The air was warm and it was 

  impossible to imagine that only a three nights before, he would have frozen in 

  sub zero temperatures and that the whole beach had been ice encrusted and 

  the ocean had been a frigid wasteland.


