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It wasn't many nights before he awakened to find his rifle gone. There
was no outward sign of a change of command. He didn't find himself staring
down the muzzle of the missing rifle and he was free to hunt down his
erstwhile fellow guard, whose watch it had been. Bill had an unhappy
expression of accepted and apologetic guilt. Paul glowered in white hot fury.
"I suppose your rifle has gone too?"
Bill nodded unhappily. Paul turned on his heel without another word.
He would have liked to have flattened him but he needed all his strength for a
showdown with the major. Michael was easy to find, going about his self
appointed task of issuing rations for the day. John had abdicated his
responsibility and had readily accepted Michael's casual adoption of the role.
Paul came straight to the point.
"Where are the weapons you took from me and Bill Pascoe during the
night?"
The Major paused in doling out a measure of dried milk to one of the
sisters. His eyes narrowed warily.
"If you have mislaid one of our rifles, mister - don't come running to
me. If you feel insecure without them, try sucking your thumb."
Paul took a step forward, ready to start a fight. The Major sighed and
slowly put down the measuring cup. Out of the tail of his eye, Paul saw Allen
move closer - this was compensated by the arrival of Bill and the gathering of
the rest of the Apostolics, attracted by the high voices. The Major went on:
"Back off, mister. The rifles are government property and I would be
perfectly within my rights to recover them and I've had plenty of opportunities
to do so - but I haven't taken them, last night or any other night."
Paul glared back into the Major's eyes.
"You're lying - "
"Please yourself - I don't need guns."
"You've changed your tune from a few days back."
Bill had entered the discussion. The Major flicked a glance at him,
before returning his concentration to Paul.
"I thought you had more intelligence than this fly-boy. I could have
gotten those rifles at any time since we left the surface - if it comes to that, I
know where I can get others. I would be perfectly entitled to use them, this is
a prohibited zone and you have breached security. If I had elected to open
the armoury, I could have shot down the two of you and the rest would either
be dead or back on the surface - which would come to much the same thing.
Go and look for your toys some place else, I'm busy - "
Paul took another pace forward, the Major moved very quickly and
clipped him under the jaw. Paul found himself flat on his back. He jumped to
his feet, ready to continue the battle.
"Stop!"
The combatants hesitated and then straightened up as Carl stepped
between them. He looked from one to the other.
"I have the rifles - or better said, I had the rifles. Yours was easy to
take, Paul - I had to wait a while for Bill's. Eventually, he fell asleep - he
makes a lousy guard. I've put them somewhere hard to find - and the cache
you were talking about, Major, is with them. Who needs weapons? We all



need to stay alive and I don't think it's a good idea to have loaded weapons in
reach of young children - Do you?"
No one answered. Carl looked his old self. The Major was making a
rapid reassessment. Carl turned to him.
"Major, I've been thinking over the situation - I think we should place
ourselves in your hands. I notice that you’ve taken over administrative control
and I have no doubt that you've had far more training in that subject than any
of us. It's a good idea, especially when weapons are not involved. You have a
working knowledge of the extent of this complex and its limitations. You know
the status of supplies and resources. This may be a prohibited area and we
may well be a security breech but this is the place of safety designated by
God. He has prepared this place for us, even if the ones who made it ready
for others, didn't know it. We are His children, if you want to fight against
God, you can try. I think you are more intelligent than to do so. I think and
hope that you are a rational and compassionate man and will act accordingly.
My plan will work - you will look after us materially and I will try to attend to
the spiritual needs of the group. We have a lot of preparing to do for the
Kingdom of Peace."
The Major stared at Carl for what seemed to be an eternity. It was very
quiet, even the children were still. It was like a tableau depicting some scene
from the middle ages, except that the dress was modern. The surroundings
were more unreal than any that an artist could have imagined. Carl continued
softly in the stillness.
"Eighteen hundred years ago, an ageing man, who had known Jesus
personally, was exiled to an island in the Aegean sea. His steps led him into
a cavern - perhaps it was like this. We are not told of how sorrowful he must
have felt to be exiled from those that he loved but he must have been sad.
For years, he had laboured in the city of Ephesus. The followers of Jesus
loved him and deeply respected him, but the temporal ruler of that time had
decided to suppress the upstart sect of the Christians that threatened the
stability of the Roman Empire. This was the reason for his exile - but even in
this, the pagan emperor became a tool in the Almighty Hand of God. This
exiled man rested in the cavern. We do not know why he was there. Perhaps
he was being pursued. Perhaps he was seeking solitude. Perhaps he closed
his eyes. Perhaps he wept, staring into the darkness, but he was a prepared
vessel for the purposes of our God. He was commanded to write. We do not
know what he possessed in the way of writing materials and maybe, his
writing table was a flat rock.
The cave was filled with visions and scenes so unreal that men
disputed the authenticity of this Revelation for centuries. Finally, after much
debate, it was accepted into the collection of books we call the New
Testament.
Major, these people whom you see here, are some of those seen by
the Apostle John on the island of Patmos at about the year 100. We are a
fragment of that revelation, there are many others like us and they like
ourselves, have been led so far, by the Hand of Almighty God. Everything
John saw has been, or will be fulfilled - even the Millennium of Peace, which
we now await."
The Major seemed incapable of speech. Carl went on.
"In this cave, we have been provided with electricity to enable us to
see. There is food and water and a place to sleep, even if it is the hard floor.
The Apostle John may well have had none of these comforts but he had light.



The cavern was illuminated by the radiant vision of the Resurrected and
Victorious Son of God and the candle sticks and the shining stars and then,
the wonderful picture of the rainbow surrounded Throne of God and the Glory
of the Father, who sat therein. John saw a crystal sea shot through with fire
and a shining host of those who stood as victors and overcomers and who
sang a new song. He saw the evils that have overtaken the world in our time
and the fires of hell that have been unleashed. Lastly, he saw a wonderful
city, come down from God who dwelt in the midst of it and provided all the
light that it needed. He saw so much more - and in all this time, he was given
the light of heaven to write all these things for us.
Major, we are a people who cannot be manipulated, we are a people
especially governed by God Himself. If you try to control us by force, or
abuse the trust we put in you, you will fail and I earnestly council you not to
try to put God to the test. With or without your co-operation, the Plan of God
will continue to unfold - for us and for many others who share similar
circumstances elsewhere. We are prepared to place ourselves into your care
according to these conditions. I hope you will accept the proposition."
The Major looked as if he had some difficulty managing a slight smile.
"I have no doubt that you believe what you've said, Mr. Steinbecker.
What can the Sergeant and me do. You have us outnumbered - sixty of you,
the Apostle John and the Heavenly Host into the bargain. If you can live with
the arrangement, I guess we can - One thing however, I wouldn't advise you
to keep the location of the weapons all to yourself. You never know when
they might be needed."
Paul stepped forward and stopped abruptly when Carl glared at him.
The Major nodded.
"Don't blame him, he's a professional - so he should confirm what I
have to say. We aren't the only ones who know about these caves. We could
expect desperate visitors - desperate enough to blast their way through the
door. If that happens, we will need those guns at short notice!"
Carl looked at Paul, who nodded in reluctant agreement.
"Some might have escaped from the cities and will be desperate for
any shelter. They won't stop to ask please!"
"And if they are New Apostolics?"
Sr. Heston's voice crackled like a whip.
"They will stop to ask please," Carl responded.
"The answer will be the same, mister - no special cases. I tell you this -
No one! But no one! Opens the door to radiation, or to any pleading fools
who left it too late!"
Carl swallowed and remembered the words that applied to them all.
"Afterwards came also the other virgins saying, Lord, Lord, open to us.
But he answered and said. Verily I say unto you. I know you not."
Had it come to this, that even they who had fled from the Dragon's
breath, could not hold out the hand of compassion to their brethren who came
after? Carl hoped that it would never be put to the test.
The ensuing days were a settling in period. A trend developed that
saw the Apostolics moving apart by mutual, unspoken consent. The Major
didn't attempt to regulate the choice of individual families to occupy whatever
part of the cave complex they wished. For the time being, he seemed
satisfied to dole out the rations and to supervise the use of communal
facilities. Some of the sisters tried to complain to Carl about the limited time
they were given to access the laundry and others tried to complain about the



almost minute amount of water they were allocated. In all of these things, Carl
listened politely and then referred them to the Major. Whether or not the
Major appreciate the courtesy, he didn't say.
Carl tried to determine the extent of the cave system. In its heyday, it
had been a tourist attraction and a good deal of work had taken place to open
up lower levels of the limestone caverns. As soon as a stage was prepared,
the general public had been given access. Other areas had remained closed
off because they had not measured up to the safety standards. Carl found
that the military had sealed off these passages, or had converted some of
them into the complex the group now occupied. At each turn, he seemed to
find a dead end. He returned to the occupied areas.
There were three main caverns, none of them very lofty - perhaps
twenty or thirty feet high at the most. From each, pathways led into side
grottoes. Each of the grottoes had their own claim to fame and had been
given fancy names like: ’The Cathedral' or 'The Organ Loft' or 'The Fairy
Glen'.
Stalagmites and stalactites abounded. Not huge, notable formations but small
and delicate, with the down thrusting spears holding a dewdrop of lime
soaked water, to be released on the upthrusting spire below. Some had
joined over the ages, to form slender waisted pillars.
The display pieces were bathed in various hues of coloured lights,
which had been festooned around the walls, or from small floodlights focused
on a particular cluster. It had been tastefully done and would have attracted
many visitors to that remote place in a more carefree time.
The connecting passages wound back and forth, always connecting to
one or the other of the main caverns. Beyond the third cavern was a passage
marked: 'Not open to the public - Staff only'. Carl guessed this to be the
domain of the Major and his sergeant. No doubt, it housed the storeroom and
the administrative centre for the original planned occupants.
Carl wondered momentarily, what had happened to those Regional
Governors, who had not fled in time to escape the nuclear attack, they would
never occupy this place of refuge, even if they now tried to enter. That was
how he read the Major's uncompromising statement.
He had stopped to contemplate the passage, standing very still for a
few moments. He had not had time to penetrate it very far when he had
removed the small arsenal of weapons and added them to the two he had
taken from Paul and Bill. A lot had to be hidden deeper in that direction - the
power source and other systems that kept the enclosed complex viable -
other things he didn't know about - perhaps, another way out of the cave
system. He became aware
that he wasn't alone. He turned and met the derisive smile of the Major.
"You're quite at liberty to investigate, if you wish - but then, you
already found your way to the arsenal."
It was hard to tell if it was a concession or an invitation - perhaps it
was a little of both. Carl nodded and preceded his recently appointed coadministrator
down the passage. It opened out into a brightly lit chamber,
whose walls and ceiling had been clad smooth with cement. They passed
through another heavy door, similar to the one that had closed off the outside
world - this too, looked as if it was waiting to be closed. The Major's smile
increased a little.
"The last redoubt, Mr. Steinbecker. The final chamber in the event that
the outer chambers are breached. This complex was constructed to satisfy



the requirements of a war footing. It was calculated that an enemy might try to
breech the outer entrances. This part of the cave system is encased in
reinforced concrete within a steel shell. The door is made of titanium steel
alloy. All the life-support systems are in here, including the small nuclear
generator that provides power. There are even defence mechanisms that can
be activated to pump inert gas into the outer chambers - should they be
occupied by hostiles. Add to that, laser defences and ultra-sonic beams and
you can realise that we could hold out indefinitely."
It was a clear warning, delivered like a tour guide, very
conversationally. It was nevertheless, a clear warning that the Major was
totally in control, with or without the weapons Carl had removed. Carl kept his
voice soft and calm.
"But who would anyone want to hold out indefinitely? Surely your
expected Regional Governors intended to do what they were supposed to do
- govern? Surely, they weren't going to sit inactive for decades?"
"I presume you mean that they would continue hostilities even after the
Central Government was destroyed? Continue hostilities with whom? By the
time it was planned to activate these centres, it was assumed that our nation
would have been invaded by the other side, or that a state of complete
anarchy existed. There would be no resources left to wage a total war. In fact,
it was estimated that there would be no nations still existing - only regions,
spheres of influence on a local scale - "
"Like petty states - only hidden in holes in the ground?"
The Major stared and then nodded slowly.
"If you like - centres governing small areas."
"Well then - to go back to my question - how to govern?"
Again the Major hesitated.
"Until the radiation levels died down on the surface, they could do
nothing. At the right time, they could go back out to the surface - "
"To survey a devastated kingdom whose inhabitants - if any survived -
would be radiation ridden mutants. Even in those conditions, they could be
guaranteed to have created their own balance of power. The stronger
subduing the weaker. I wonder if they would be inclined to cry out in
rapturous greeting at the sight of your emerging Regional Governors?"
The Major gestured to a chair and sat himself opposite. He eyed the
hollow eyed priest with a growing respect.
"If the Command Centres were to be fully manned with their
contingents of support personnel, they would soon whip the malcontents into
shape!"
"I thought you said that this place was designed to accommodate no
more than twenty people - that doesn't leave much room left over for a
contingent of support troops."
The Major's smile became wary.
"Who's to say that we're the only complex in the Wilde Ranges?"
The Major rose, clearly he considered the discussion was at an end.
Carl was not given a tour of the service areas beyond the office. He walked
back through the heavy door with more questions than he had answers.
One of the results of each family group staking their own claim to part
of the cavern floor, was the distancing of each one from his neighbour. He
found that they had also distanced themselves from him - probably it was
nothing consciously done. He knew that he would be welcome if he chose to
bunk together with Bill and Paul but some unfathomable reluctance kept him



solitary. The rest were families except for one pair, a boy and a girl, who
openly set up house together. Carl reflected on it and decided that it was no
longer an issue where he could or should interfere. It was likely that they had
done so secretly back in the city, now they didn't bother to hide it. They met
his eye with a kind of defiance, as if waiting for some reproof. He had none to
give. None that he could expect them to accept.
He found himself a place in a small grotto that had been avoided by
the others. It had been called: 'The Altar', perhaps that was the reason why it
had been ignored. Slightly blue tinted lights gave the arrangements of tiny
columns an unworldly look. To one side, a small cup of rock held crystal clear
water that dripped infrequently from an overhanging spear of rock. A drop
was forming on the tip, it took a long time to gather enough volume for gravity
to overcome surface tension and drop to the little pool. The plop sound was
loud in the stillness. Carl peered closer at a little display card and read: 'The
Baptismal Font'
He unrolled the blanket he had been allocated, selecting one side of
the walkway. The floor was dry but the dripping water here and there in other
parts of the cave system, disturbed him. He wondered how long it would be
before those innocent droplets and seepages became laden with radioactive
fallout. He tried to visualise the conditions on the surface. It was beyond his
powers of imagination. He had seen the change brought about in a few
minutes of the lethal cloud's storm winds ripping around the entrance to the
caves. What it would be like after so many hours defied imagination. The
green oasis that had beckoned them at the end of their journey, would be a
lifeless desert of broken tree stumps and scorched undergrowth. Any animal
life would be decimated. Conceivably, a wild blizzard raged, blocking the
entrance they had used and the full horror of the nuclear winter would be
manifesting itself.
His grotto had one entrance, whereas most of the others had two or
more. A pathway led from the main caverns to a space before the display. A
wooded barricade had been erected to keep the itching fingers of despoilers
from the delicate lattice of limestone filaments. It was a sad commentary on
the habits of the human race that such precautions were found to be
necessary. He had noticed that some of the other exhibits had been
vandalised. In earlier years it would have been unthinkable but recently they
had lived through the ugly manifestation of the Time of Laodicia, when the
human race had been revealed at its most unattractive.
This was a place for contemplation, not only because of the subject
matter of the display, or the theatrical blue lights but because he was
separated from the rest. He felt the need to be isolated, to try to come to grips
with what remained for the Woman fleeing into the Wilderness - and beyond
that, for the duration of her sojourn - three and a half years. Then would take
place the Third Coming of the Lord, when the Kingdom of Peace would be
established.
Much as he would have liked it, he knew that he wouldn't be left alone
with his thoughts. He didn't want to be the leader, he rebelled against it and
he had fought hard to offload the burden on to other shoulders. He knew that
it couldn't be avoided, he had a responsibility to maintain the balance with the
Major and his sergeant and to ensure that the Apostolics remembered from
whence they came and to where they were going.
In order to enter his grotto, it was necessary to stoop. The organisers
of the cave system had deliberately left the entrance so. It had added to the



supposed solemnity of the 'Altar' chamber. In real terms, it was a head
cracker that caught Bill Pascoe of the occasion of his first visit. He rubbed his
injured skull ruefully and swallowed the unappreciative comment he would
have made if he hadn't been in the presence of his priest. In the moment it
took to recover his composure, he summed up Carl's condition.
The blue lighting made him look sepulchral. His eyes were deep in his
head, sunken into dark caverns. Yet they were sharp, not glazed as they had
been earlier. He had lost a good deal of weight. He had never been a heavy
man but now in the blue light, he looked skeletal. Bill tenderly touched
a rising bump on his own skull.
"Before I started growing an extra head, I came to tell you that we are
gathering for the communal meal."
Carl hesitated, he wasn't hungry but his hesitation went deeper than
that. They wanted him to pray and when he prayed, he felt that he was
shouting and hammering at a closed door, behind which he knew a feast was
being celebrated to which he had not been given access. Like the rest of
them, there had been many invitations and the provision of a wedding
garment but they had not chosen to put it on. When he prayed, it can back to
him like an echo from a glacier - no warm knowledge that someone had been
waiting and listening for his supplication. Someone who had been only too
ready to respond and provide. How bleak was that cold echo of his own
words, now he understood the words of God when He had asked the
question: 'Shall my words return unto me void?'
He sighed deeply and responded to the eloquent appeal in his
brother's eyes and very carefully, bowing his head, followed Bill back to the
chattering Apostolics.
 


