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Paul calculated that their destination was approximately one thousand
air miles from their departure point. It was a turbulent trip and the aircraft was
buffeted by violent air currents and eddies. Carl went back to the passengers
with the thought that at last he might be able to snatch a little sleep - but it
wasn't to be. Half of them soon proved that they weren't good air travellers
and the other half surrendered to the results of the first half's weak stomachs.
Even the handcuffed Flight Officer had a faintly green tinge to an already
pale face. He made no complaints and so Carl elected to leave him alone. It
was nightmare three hours before Paul poked his head through the entrance
to the cockpit and announced that they were close to their destination. He
withdrew quickly when he saw the status of his passengers.
Carl was glad to escape to the relative sanctuary of the pilot's cabin.
He sat down wearily into the empty co-pilot's seat. Paul's grin widened.
"Our brothers and sisters look the worse for wear."
"I honestly don't know what they would have to get airsick on - we
haven't eaten in thirty-six hours."
"Well, I guess we won't have to drive them off the plane with a stick."
"You said we were getting close?"
"About fifteen minutes, give or take a little - that's if my navigation is up
to scratch."
Carl looked out of his side of the plane - the terrain was a red as the
map-code had indicated. A flat expanse of desolate, depressing semi-desert,
which showed no signs of life except for a few clumps of sage-green desert
bush that was struggling against the aridity. He was assailed with doubts -
Was this the place where God wanted them to spend the next three and a
half years? Even if he was wrong, there was no alternative, they were now
committed.
"Where's the green patch?"
"The Ranges? They're beyond the strip. Look - straight ahead - see
the teeth sticking up from the desert floor?
It was a good description - the peaks were like teeth, broken and
jagged - but green. Carl didn't have time to look longer.
"The strip's coming up - so make them all secure back there - and then
come back and give me a hand - "
Carl did as he was told, hurrying the brethren into crash landing
positions before returning to Paul and reporting:
"All set back there."
Paul nodded.
"The strip's a short one - which is just our luck. There's a good chance
that we might run off the end, especially if the ground's soft and the brakes
don't bite."
He was already lining up the plane as he gave Carl his instructions.
They brushed salt-bush as he attempted to set the plane down with the
maximum extent of strip ahead of them. A great cloud of dust spewed out
from each side as the wheels touched - bounced - and touched again. Carl
cut the engines as per instructions, while Paul stood on the brakes. The wing
tips touched tall grass on each side of the strip as they raced along, barely
decreasing speed. Everything was a blur, except for the fast approaching end



of the runway. They were still rolling when they came to it and the nose was
buried in tall grass. They finally shuddered to a halt and Paul collapsed back
and closed his eyes, his face trickling with sweat.
"Now, I'm sure God's on our side," he murmured.
Carl slowly unbuckled his seat belt and then went back to the brothers
and sisters. The hot smell of vomit hit him as he stepped into the back
section. They were surprisingly calm and quiet - he supposed that they would
have considered anything better than the constant pitching and yawing they
had endured for the previous three hours. He gestured to the doors.
"Let's get out of here - from now on, it's back to our legs."
A second invitation wasn't required. Two of the brothers released the
ramp doors, which swung down into the tall grass. The passengers poured
down them into the desert heat.
"Would it be too much to ask that I might be released?"
Conroy's voice was civil - but only just. Carl turned to him as the last
Apostolics vacated the plane.
"I'll see to it - but no funny business!"
"Oh! Come on, Steinbecker! I'm one against sixty. What can I do?"
Carl eyed him speculatively.
"You can stay with us, or you can fly out of here - think about it!"
Conroy's glare was frosty.
"Good of you to give me the option - now that there's only a trickle of
fuel left."
"You would have a little under two hours flying - if that's what you
really want."
"That's what I want, Steinbecker!"
Carl returned to Paul and obtained the key of the handcuffs. He
unlocked the Flight Officer's restrainers and stepped back warily. Conroy was
more inclined to rub his sore wrists than to contemplate revenge. He walked
to the ramp without a word and joined the Apostolics on the dusty strip. Carl
was the last to leave the plane. Paul had already dropped down through the
forward hatch. He was starring beyond the aircraft's nose.
"We were very lucky we pulled up when we did."
He pointed to a cluster of termite mounds only metres from the plane's
wheels. Carl nodded.
"Some would say that we were blessed."
Paul flushed.
"I'm sorry! I'm not too conversant with your terminology."
"I wasn't aware that I had one."
"Well - you have - or your church has. As I remember, the word 'lucky'
isn't in your vocabulary - you're always 'blessed' - I should have remembered
that. The word 'coincidence' doesn't apply either - you're always recipients of
God's guidance - All this tends to make you prickly people to talk to!"
Carl blinked at the sudden attack. Paul walked slowly back to the main
group. Conroy studiously ignored his fellow crewman. Carl took a final look at
the termite heaps and offered a silent prayer of thanks. The plane would have
flipped over if it had ploughed into one of them.
"There's some buildings over there," Bill Pascoe called.
"This place is called Clancy's strip. That's Clancy's place - a sort of
general store come homestead."
Carl eyed Paul sharply. All signs of the previous outburst of
annoyance had disappeared from his voice.



"Clancy runs a small business that services the surrounding properties
- it's a kind of clearing station for everything and anything the neighbouring
range bosses like to order - "
"Then - what are we waiting for?"
Bill sounded in high spirits. It was good that someone was. The
remainder of the group looked dispirited to the point of sullen acceptance.
They took his lead and trailed back along the length of the strip in the
direction of the small group of shacks.
Clancy had stepped out on to the front porch of the store at the first
sound of the plane. It wasn't something he had expected. The last of his
regular clientele had pulled out on the previous day. They had loaded
supplies and had put the cost on the tab - as they had always done until they
were flush again with money after the next harvest.
Somehow, it had been an act of faith that credit was offered and
accepted on that basis. Or perhaps, it was an act of defiance against the
odds that there would not be another harvest and that the time-honoured
pattern of their lives would never return. Clancy had allowed the credit - it
would not have been civilised to do otherwise. There were hungry mouths to
be filled and he had the supplies - but he knew in his heart that he would
never see his customers again. They were pulling out, going wherever they
thought they might find shelter from the gathering black clouds of radiation
and the nuclear winter that would follow.
The big plane had been a surprise, nothing like it had ever attempted
to land on the small strip before. He had watched it plough along with
narrowed eyes, calculating the odds. He had watched the small group
emerge and then trudge in his direction. He guessed correctly that they were
refugees from one of the cities. The question in his mind was, whether they
would be desperate enough to kill him and his wife. - Not that it mattered
much. - His wife joined him on the porch and they stood in silence until Carl
Steinbecker came to a stop three paces from the steps leading into the store.
Carl's greeting was banal - civilised.
"Good morning - "
Clancy nodded. He was small, dried out and middle aged. He flicked a
glance at the two servicemen who had flown the group in. They were a small
sign of law and regulation. The uniforms had once stood for something but
some of the last reports from the cities had spoken of mutinies in the armed
forces and a total break down of law and order - Those reports had ended
abruptly, to be replaced by heavy static. It hadn't been long after that, that the
ominous, fiery cloud had appeared on the horizon. Clancy tried to focus on
what the spokesman was saying.
" - so you see, we're desperate - we have no food - none of us have
eaten for more than thirty hours - and we have no money - "
Clancy measured him from head to toe and then looked at the silent
group behind him. He contemplated them in dazed amazement. They were
actually asking - begging might have been more accurate. Didn't they realise
that they had only to brush aside his wife and himself and they could have
taken everything that was left?
"Come and take what you need."
His wife took up the cue.
"And you ladies, bring those children through into the house - poor
little lambs - "
She led the way into the residence and the women and children



followed her. Carl cleared his throat.
"We have no means of repaying you."
It was important to make it clear. Clancy stared at him.
"Pay - with money?"
Carl dropped his eyes, the question was eloquent with what wasn't
said.
"I guess you city folk have forgotten all about helping each other and
being neighbourly. I don't like the city. I go there only to visit family. My
daughter married a city man. They live in the capital. The wife and me, we're
going down again - as soon as we've closed up - "
Carl and Paul exchanged glances.
"Mr. Clancy - I wouldn't try to do that if I were you."
"But then, you're not me are you? The wife and me, we're going - the
daughter and the grandchildren might need a hand."
Conroy interjected harshly.
"The capital's destroyed. Millions have died and are still dying from
radiation sickness. You'll waste your time and you'll die as well!"
Clancy nodded in calm agreement.
"You see mister - we've only got the daughter and the grandchildren.
We're going - I guess there isn't anything else we want to do - "
He gestured to the store entrance.
"Take what you need and put it on credit like all the other folks."
He made it sound like a great joke.
"We'll pay you - when we can."
Carl was doggedly insistent.
"You've got paying on the brain, mister."
The store was still well-stocked. Carl's spirits rose a little. 'There to be
sustained for twelve hundred and sixty days'. The group numbered sixty and
that would require a great deal of sustaining - certainly, the store didn't
contain a fraction of what they would need for three and a half years - but
God had started his provision.
"Where are you heading now?"
Clancy enquired without a great deal of curiosity.
"The Wilde Ranges."
"The National Reserve, you mean? I doubt if the Rangers will welcome
sixty refugees - even for a short while."
He sounded sure.
"We'll have to take our chances on that."
"Just as you like - Least ways, I'll know where to find you when it
comes to settling the bill!"
There wasn't any humour in the attempted smile. He went on -
"You don't reckon that you'll get away from the cloud there, do you? It's
coming this way for sure - I've been watching it - and it's spreading."
Carl didn't answer. He didn't have an answer. He knew that only God
could have the final say on how they would be protected from the lethal
breath of the Dragon. The experts had forecast that it would spread over the
entire face of the earth, carrying with it lethal radiation - and the nuclear
winter that would destroy the earth's ecological life-cycle. Set against those
experts, was the Godly promise: While the earth remaineth, seedtime and
harvest shall not cease.
There wasn't room for them all in the homestead. The women and
children were offered makeshift beds inside, while the men were left to fend



for themselves under the stars. Carl looked up into the beautiful night sky and
wondered how long it would be before those stars were blotted out. The
desert atmosphere was still crystal clear and the stars huge - almost within
touching distance. He remembered how often, when he had still been a boy
on nights such as this, when he had looked at the stars and them between
them at the utter blackness. He had tried to imagine that God was there
somewhere in that darkness looking back at him - and he had grown afraid.
Now, God's plan was unfolding, just as the Apostle John had seen it
on Patmos. It was unfolding for them in the desert, where they waited for God
to provide a haven. It was unfolding in Heaven before a throne and beside a
crystal sea, with one hundred and forty-four thousand in white array singing a
new song that no man could know. It was unfolding for an uncountable
multitude - and it was agonising to think that even for that uncountable
number, this little group of Apostolics had been considered unworthy. A
feeling of utter desolation swept over him like a cold wind.
The cloud was perceptibly closer the next morning. Clancy and his
wife were ready to start and no amount of argument could persuade them
against travelling across the desert towards that looming, ominous cloud.
They had loaded the back of their pick-up truck with 44 gallon drums of fuel
and supplies for a couple of weeks. The finality of their action was brought
home when Clancy turned to Carl before he joined his wife in the cab of the
truck.
"The rest is yours. We won't be back this way - if - when we reach the
city and we find our daughter and the kids, we'll go on to the coast - perhaps
there'll be a ship."
Carl had no answer - they would find nothing - no daughter, no
grandchildren - no city - no ship. It was committing suicide because the
circumstances were unbearable - and they had no promise.
The Apostolics watched the truck lurch away slowly towards the dark
horizon, until it was swallowed up in its own dust. Carl shook himself
mentally. He felt defeated, he had tried to explain God's plan to Clancy and
his wife when it became plain that they intended to go ahead with their death
trip. His testimony had not been accepted. Clancy had simply responded that
it was too late for them and their child and grandchildren. If someone from the
Apostolics had spoken earlier, when there had still been time - then it might
have been different. In their view, the fact that no testimony had been given
to them, meant that God didn't consider the Clancys' eligible for His grace.
Clancy's opinion didn't waver, even when Carl tried to tell him that it might
have been the fault of people like himself, who had been left behind, perhaps
because they hadn't tried hard enough to spread the word when they should
have. It had been of no avail and now, Carl redoubled his efforts with Conroy.
"You still insist on flying further?"
The Flight Officer nodded curtly.
“There's nothing you can say that will make me think otherwise - I don't
believe this claptrap you're trying to sell me. I'm a serving officer in the
Defence Forces. I have my duty to perform and I tell you, Brookes, if I was in
a position to do so, I would execute you for mutiny in a time of war!"
This was directed at Paul, who stared back at his senior officer and
said nothing.
"At the most, you have two hours fuel left."
There was a note of pleading in Carl's voice.
"With nursing, a little more I think."



"You'll come down in the desert, or you'll fly into complete chaos -
man, don't be foolish!"
Conroy’s answer was savage.
"You have your duty as you see it and I have mine. If I told you to
abandon this crowd of no-hopers, would you do it? I'll save you the answer.
You'd tell me that it was your duty to see this expedition through. I suppose
you've sworn some sort of oath somewhere along the line. I don't know the
practices of your cult and I don't want to, but your sort always have their
oaths. Well, for the record, I've sworn something too - I've sworn to uphold
the sovereignty of this country. For me that still holds, even if the seat of
government is destroyed - even if there isn't a government as we know it
anymore. I am certain that I have a Commanding Officer somewhere. My task
is to use the resources at my disposal to find him."
Carl stared at his for a long moment.
"I understand you perfectly, Conroy. I won't argue the whys and
wherefores with you. I suppose you're right up to a point. I also made a vow. I
promised to carry the burden of my ministry like an ox carries the burdens of
others. My lines of communication to my earthly superiors are interrupted too
and like you, I will go on with the resources at my disposal until I find my
Commander in Chief - who is God. I ask you one last time. Who is more
important - your Commanding General - or God?"
Conroy didn't answer. He picked up a small bundle of supplies and
turned on his heel. They watched him stalk along the strip to the distant
plane. He asked for no assistance and would have resented any attempt to
provide it. Carl felt cold again. What hope was there for anyone, if even in
these circumstances people wouldn't listen?
John Prentice sat on the top step of the store and thumbed through a
battered bible.
"And the fourth angel poured out his vial upon the sun; and power was
given unto him to scorch men with fire. And men were scorched with a great
heat, and blasphemed the name of God, which hath power over these
plagues: and they repented not to give him glory. And the fifth angel poured
out his vial upon the seat of the beast; and his kingdom was full of darkness;
and they gnawed their tongues for pain. And blasphemed the God of heaven
because of their pains and their sores, and repented not of their deeds."
Conroy turned the plane where it stood and positioned it to face back
along the strip. Paul Brookes watched tensely, Carl could see that his fists
were clenched. The engines revved higher until they screamed. Conroy
released the brakes and the ship seemed to explode into motion.
"He won't make it! - Lift, you cow, lift!"
Paul was oblivious to the presence of the others. The plane lurched
into the air almost too late, but Conroy made it, banking her into a shallow
climb. He pointed her nose back towards the distant city.
"Will he make it?" Carl asked quietly.
"Pray to your God that he doesn't." Paul responded savagely.
"I thought He was your God too - you must pray as you think fit!"
Carl left the young airman to stare after the dwindling speck of the
aircraft. He realised that it was a final severance with the past for Paul, but he
didn't have time to devote to one man's agony - there might be time for that
later. He had to consider the well-being of the rest.
From the time they had left the plane, their inter-relationship had been
strangely muted. It had resulted in an absence of complaints - which he had



to acknowledge had been a blessing - but it had also resulted in the
loosening of the common ties that had led them thus far. Each family group
had attended to their own needs and no one else. Carl wasn't naive, he
realised well enough that as soon as they reached the ultimate sanctuary, the
relationships within the group would tend that way. Until then however, it
would be their collective strength and co-operation that mattered.
He had to get them moving again. The place God had prepared for
them was not Clancy's strip or store - nor was it the comfortable residence.
He looked at the distant hills shimmering in the gathering heat. They looked
unreal, nebulous, but they were the refuge. Clancy had told him that they
were almost fifty kilometres away. The road would be along a desert track.
They would travel through the heat of the day with rough wayside camps at
night.
 


