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Carl called the group together.
"There's no transport and there's no coming back here once we leave.
The cloud is spreading and will cover this area. I am confident however, that
Our Heavenly Father will provide for us a shelter from that cloud. I don't know
how but He will - but not here! We must do our part still, everything will be
carried on our backs - as much as our strength will endure - man, woman and
child - young and old. We must all carry our share according to our strength.
Mr. Clancy has told us to strip the store of what we need. We do not have to
think of ourselves as looters. If you need a biblical reference, I would remind
you of the bread that was brought to Elijah in the desert - one could say that
the ravens must have stolen it from someone. So we are not stealing - God
has provided through the Clancys'. I'm deeply sorry that the Clancys' didn't
accept the provision of God through us. Now, let's get together essential
supplies - remember, no luxuries - only take those things that are essential.
The cloud drew perceptibly nearer while they bundled up their needs.
It had the effect of emphasising the time-scale
‹within which God was moving. Carl didn't have to urge them on to greater
efforts, but for all that it was past noon before they started out along the track
leading to the distant peaks. It was hot and the pace was slow, governed as it
was, by the stamina of the weakest.
Carl counted them out, one by one. Only the very smallest children
had no burden. It wouldn't be long before someone would have to carry them
as well. He cast a weary eye to heaven and secretly pleaded for strength, or
even for some Godly intervention or sign - but there was none. This stretch of
the journey, the Woman had to make by herself.
The priest took up his bundle and followed after them, leaving Clancy's
store and the strip to the birds of the desert - and the gathering cloud.
Bill Pascoe paced himself doggedly by Carl's side. He was disposed to
chatter."
Well, the Children of Israel had a column of smoke by day and one of
fire by night. I guess they didn't need a compass."
"We can see our destination and we won't be travelling by night."
"How can you be so sure - ?"
There was a trace of wonderment in his tone.
"I'm not - but God is sure!"
There was a time of silence.
"They all seem to be keeping up well."
"You mentioned a column of smoke just now. That was leading the
Israelites. There's a difference with us - we're being pursued by the breath of
the Dragon. We have a cloud behind us - under these circumstances, anyone
would tend to keep up."
The conversation lapsed after that.
The road was rough and the heat started to take effect. They walked
for about four hours. The sun was in front of them, starting to dip down
towards the distant hills which were thrown into shadow. It made them look
unattractive, menacing. Carl tried to shake off the sense of foreboding. There
was no need for it. He looked at the struggling, panting but otherwise silent
group and could tell that they felt the same. He called a halt. The place he



chose for the camp was neither better nor worse than a hundred others. It
was flat, open country, blasted with heat during the day and it would be
bitterly cold during the night. They had no tents and would have to rely on
blankets for heat and protection. He prayed that it wouldn't rain.
Some one started a fire and suddenly it was more cheerful. Then,
another was started and another and they grouped in a great circle around
them, with their backs to the gathering darkness. The sisters prepared some
food and Carl was pleased to see that they used it carefully and that there
was no waste. When they had eaten, Carl spoke to them.
"Dear Brothers and Sisters, I cannot help wondering what Moses might
have said to those who were fleeing out of Egypt on the first night of their
journey. The circumstances were very different. By that time, Pharaoh’s army
was already pursuing them. In scripture we can read that the heart of
Pharaoh and his servants was hardened and he said: 'I will follow after them
with my army'. He overtook them when they were encamped by the sea and it
was then that the Children of Israel cried out to the Lord in their fear and also
turned upon Moses and attacked him for leading them into the wilderness to
die. - Well, my dear brothers and sisters, we have no army of Pharaoh
pursuing us - as far as we can tell. We appear to be alone in this desert - just
as the Children of Israel were alone for forty years in the wilderness on their
journey to Canaan. No, we are not pursued by an army, unless it is an army
of devils. Satan himself in the form of the Dragon, pursues us. We can see a
visible expression of this in the cloud of radioactive debris that is swirling up
from the cities we have left. It menaces us, we can see how it rises higher
and higher and spreads wider. The sunrises will become darker and
eventually, so will the sunsets. The days will become shorter, because the
sun will have to rise higher to show above the bank of cloud. We have heard
of the nuclear winter, where the sky will be covered with a dense cloud, so
that plant growth will die and the climate will become intensely cold. I say to
you brethren, don't be concerned with these things - God has led us thus far.
Let us not be like those who followed Moses and then started to murmur
about the conditions they met. God will take care of everything - only
believe!"
"If we hadn't believed, we wouldn't have followed you
this far," Sr. Heston said evenly.
Carl shook his head.
"I've tried to make it clear to you all - I don't want
‹to be the leader and I don't want you to follow me - just do as God wants."
"Still trying to avoid going to Nineveh, Carl Steinbecker? Still trying to
off-load the responsibility? You are named wrongly - you shouldn't be Carl,
you should be Jonah!"
Carl didn't answer.
They moved off again at first light. The fires were stamped out after an
early breakfast. The light was strange, as if the sun was trying to pierce
through the atmosphere. Carl glanced at his watch, it was later than he had
thought. His prediction of late dawns had come true earlier than he had
expected. The nuclear night was beginning to take over as the cloud spread.
The sun was flickering through the turbulent edge of writhing vapours. The
eddies and currents within the cloud possessed an incredible power, not only
brought about by up-currents from the incandescent embers of the cities of
devastation, but as well from the violent nuclear reactions between unstable
elements released from the atomic blasts.



Carl watched it fascinated for a while, cold with apprehension. It was a
living thing like a monstrous beast curled up to spring at them. The struggling
disk of the sun wasn't golden, it was smoky red. 'The sun shall be darkened
and the moon shall turn to blood on the terrible day of the Lord'. There could
be no doubts that the cloud was growing, fed not only from the one source of
the city they had left, but from an amalgamation of sources, other major cities
that had been destroyed. It was expanding at an alarming rate. It wasn't
necessary to emphasise the fact to the rest of the group. One glance at the
sky told the story.
The group maintained a faster pace when they moved off, even the
little ones trotted along without complaint. By mid-morning they started to
climb away from the scrub floor of the desert into the rolling foothills of the
range. It was still desert country, the elusive green of the map still lay ahead
beyond the first of the guardian peaks. The road began to twist and climb and
as the sun also climbed into the clear patch of blue sky in the centre of the
billowing horizon of cloud, it got hotter and the struggling group slowed down.
He wanted to urge them on to greater efforts but he didn't have the
heart to do it. He looked into the sweating, stressed faces of the adults and
then at the children, labouring under heavy loads and clamped his jaws shut.
Truthfully, he couldn't have made a greater effort himself. The pace would
have to be fast enough - they were doing their best. Bill Pascoe found breath
for a little philosophy.
"I suppose this place up ahead will be preserved in some way," he
suggested. "A kind of oasis in the middle of the cloud?"
John Prentice chimed in.
"Like the eye of a cyclone - I suppose the cloud could behave like that
- with a cyclonic circulation."
"I've never heard of a cyclone staying in one place for three and a half
years, have you?"
"There has to be a first time for everything."
Carl kept his mouth shut, he didn't have the breath to argue or chase
conjectures, but he couldn't deny that he hadn't wondered how it would be. It
all came back to the word 'sustained'. The Woman would be sustained - but
as yet, her flight was not complete. He glanced again at the sky and tried to
measure the growth of the cloud - today against yesterday. Bill summed up
the hard facts.
"It will be over us by daybreak tomorrow."
"Unless it has an eye - "
John Prentice clung doggedly to his theory.
"Agreed - unless it forms an eye - "
"But it won't!"
Carl was suddenly, sickeningly certain.
"It won't form an eye - and even if it were to do so, the radiation
wouldn't be confined to the cloud debris - the eye would be irradiated too."
"Then, we're going to die"
"No - we're going to be sustained - now save your breath and walk, we
have to be under cover by nightfall."
He was glad that they didn't ask what sort of cover. They walked on in
silence.
Gradually, the sandy outcrops became covered with stunted plant
growth and then, as they came to the top of the climb, there was an abrupt
transition. A lush, green wall welcomed them. The aura of gloom lifted from



the group, the pace quickened, they ran towards the coolness and shade,
pushing past Carl who had been leading. He followed after them and then
found it was his turn to push through from behind. The reason was soon clear
as to why they had come to a stop. Two men, from the look of them National
Estate Rangers, had appeared from the shelter of the trees. To Carl's certain
knowledge, automatic rifles did not form part of the Ranger's standard
equipment, however these were strange times and nothing ever again would
be described as standard. The two rifles were not pointed at the group,
instead, they were set at the ready across the chests of the stationary figures.
"This is a restricted area," one said. "Turn around and go back to
where you came from!"
One of the older children wailed and was quickly hushed by her
mother.
"We have nowhere to go - except on - "
Carl and the armed man eyed each other.
You are ordered to turn around and leave this restricted area!"
"And I say - we go on!"
There was another long silence. The battle of wills continued without a
blink. The Ranger slowly shifted his weapon and pointed it at Carl's chest.
"Ten seconds, mister - "
Carl didn't move but the other Ranger slowly trained his weapon to
back-up his companion. Admittedly, he didn't look as if he liked the situation.
There was no way of knowing how much support they could call upon from
the tree cover - quite suddenly, their green haven looked menacing. Sr.
Heston snapped out a command. While the men had been occupied with the
stand-off, she had been doing a little organising of her own.
"Forward sisters and children!"
She pushed through the protective wall of brothers before they could
gather their wits. One after the other, the sisters moved through with their
children. She marched up to the muzzle of the rifle that threatened Carl and
pulled it round to her chest.
"You can gun down the women and children first and then the adult
men - we're going nowhere and prefer a quick death!"
It was a stand-off, the gunman and Sr. Heston stood nose to nose and
neither looked about to back-off. Carl sighed, no doubt she meant well but it
wasn't the way to deal with the situation. Why couldn't they get it through
their heads that these things were not in their hands? He glanced up at the
sky, the menacing cloud was already boiling and twisting almost above their
heads - there was very little time left. He had a feeling of quiet detachment
and waited to see what the Lord would do. Their times were in His hands.
The confrontation continued and the second man assumed a battle
stance. Bill Pascoe whispered urgently into Carl's ear.
"If you're going to do something, you'd better do it now!"
Carl didn't answer - instead, he moved the request and the urgency
before the One who could do something about it.
"What are you waiting for - Divine intervention?"
"Yes."
There was no movement in the group of women and children who
stood opposing the gunmen. It was like looking at a scene in a waxworks
museum. Carl's heart started to hammer. Maybe the Lord was expecting them
to do something for themselves. The phrase: God helps those who help
themselves - came to his mind. Surely that wasn't the way they were



supposed to behave? The answer came in a crashing explosion of thunder,
the gunmen were as startled as the rest of them and this was distraction
enough for Bill and Paul - they took matters into their own hands, wrestling
the guns from the two Rangers. Sr. Heston turned to face Carl, her look was
eloquent - nothing was said but he knew that her opinion of him had abruptly
plunged to zero. He wasn't sure why it concerned him, but it did.
There was no time to be lost if they were to escape a deluge of
radiation laden rain. Suddenly this was a dangerous place, the breath of the
Dragon was almost upon them. They had to reach the location of their refuge
but it was still not clear what form it would take. The two Rangers had been
pulled to their feet in none to gentle a fashion. Carl gestured to his two robust
brothers to ease off with the rough stuff. He was mildly surprised that they
were still inclined to take notice. He tried a soft line with the gunmen.
"I suggest to you that we had better call a truce. You'd be advised to
show us where to take cover - otherwise, you'll get rained on as well as us."
The leader eyed him speculatively. Carl sounded innocuous enough
but there was no mistaking the determination. The ranger jerked his head in a
slight nod of acceptance. Carl was quite certain that he would require
watching. He was also sure that Bill and Paul were of the same opinion. The
second of the two men looked quite green. He might prove to be a more
compliant companion - unless he saw the chance to better himself at their
expense.
Paul had taken charge of one of the guns and was now aiming it in
every professional way at the two captives. In between ear-splitting thunder
claps, rolling around the surrounding hills, Carl had to shout to continue the
conversation.
"I'll say it again - one of you had better show us what you were trying
to keep for yourselves - otherwise, you'll die out here with us!"
The second ranger didn't wait for a lead from his more truculent
companion. He gestured towards an opening in the trees and set off at a trot,
risking a burst from the weapon Paul had trained on him. There was no time
for hesitation or a debate as to whether the trees held others who might try to
reverse the balance of power. The Apostolics ran after him, some looking
fearfully back and upward, as the sky darkened and the lurid cloud rolled in,
shutting out the sun and covering the patch of blue sky that remained.
It was a relief to have the tree canopy close in overhead and to lose
sight of the menace. The cloud was terrifying, a picture of malevolence. It
was more than a cloud, it was alive, its energy uncontainable. It reminded
Carl of one of those speeded up films of ordinary cloud movement, when
perhaps, a thunderstorm or a cyclone was forming. It looked the embodiment
of evil. Carl started to pray as he ran. Later, he wasn't able to remember the
words that formed in his mind.
They stumbled along through the trees as the world darkened, making
it even harder to keep a sure footing. Some fell and were pulled back to their
feet by their companions. The feeling of desperation and urgency intensified
with each step.
The trees suddenly ended but it made little difference
‹to the amount of light. A phrase from one of the old hymns, repeated itself
over and over in Carl's mind. 'O may no earth-borne cloud arise, to hide me
from my Saviour's eyes'
Their guide was running across an open space towards an opening in
the side of a hill. It was almost too dark to make out what it was, but they



could just see that it appeared to be the entrance to a mine. The ranger didn't
wait for them, he ran in as if it was a familiar place. It could have been a trap
but the group didn't hesitate, they followed. The danger inside was less than
the danger outside.
A tunnel ran into the side of the hill. Carl stopped at the mouth and
made sure that they were all inside, before he took one last look at the
changing world. The thunder claps were almost continuous, the very hills
seemed to shake under the impact. Lightning forked the sky, providing the
last light to illuminate the scene. The trees were suddenly caught in a
shrieking wind that blasted and scoured their crowns, twisting them with an
invisible hand and tossing them aside - it started to rain out of that lethal
cloud and drive in great scuds of water against the mine entrance. Carl
shrank back and turned to run after the others.
The little light that remained, wasn't enough to allow him to keep up
speed for more than thirty paces. He stumbled against the rough wall and
lacerated his arm, it made him slow down and feel his way along. The wound
started to throb and a trickle of blood dripped from his fingers. He stopped
and listened intently but there was no sound from his companions. He felt
totally alone, hardly daring to breath so that he could hear any other sound
no matter how distant. Fear came up from somewhere inside of him. He
stopped again, not able to force his legs to move forward. There could have
been a dozen reasons why he couldn't hear them. It was as if they had
vanished - perhaps they were gone for good. He couldn't understand how
they could be so far ahead of him. A sickening thought came that they might
have been swallowed up in some hidden chasm in the floor of the tunnel - but
then, surely he would have heard something?
His mind played so many tricks that he could do nothing but stand and
stare into the blackness. For the first time since they had left the city, he felt
out of control. It was more than that, it was as if the guidance they had
received up to that point had suddenly been removed. It felt like hours that he
stood and shivered in the dank blackness. He didn't dare to move, even to
look back, for he knew that beyond the opening to the outside world - hell
reigned.He started to hallucinate - a sound rumbled and surged against his
ears and he strained to make it out and then, a flickering light bounced off the
roof and walls, blinding him. He didn't have the power to make his body turn
and run - he was lucid enough to realise that there was nowhere to go.
John Prentice and two of the brothers found him leaning against the
side of the tunnel. They had called his name repeatedly but he hadn't
answered. A flashlight picked him out in sharp detail. The blood-caked arm,
the torn clothing and the distant, glassy-eyed stare that could only, very
slowly, focus on them.
They half-carried him along the tunnel and then turned into another
that ran off to one side. John knew that there was a need to hurry, but he held
back his impatience, knowing that the weakened man couldn't go any faster.
The mine entrance was, at most, only a few hundred yards distant and almost
certainly the air they were breathing was laden with radiation particles. John
formed a gloomy prognosis about the length of time they could survive, even
if they were underground. The mine had put off the evil day but they still had
to breathe and eat and drink and they were not in a sealed environment - and
now there was Carl, he looked as if he had reached the end of his tether and
it was going to be up to the rest of them to find the answers.
There was a murmur of alarm and concern when the group saw Carl's



condition. Some of the sisters took him aside and tried to tend to the injury.
John left them to it, he had some hard thinking to do and it would have to be
fast.
When they had realised that Carl hadn't kept up with them, they had
called a halt in the wider part of the tunnel system. Their guide and the other
ranger hadn't been too happy about it but Paul's obvious competence with
the automatic rifle, had been sufficient persuasion. The flashlights had been
conveniently placed a few feet into the mine entrance. Two had been left with
the main group, whilst John had taken a third to search for Carl. Now, in the
combined light of the three torches, they could see that they were at the
junction of several mine galleries that led off in different directions. Their
guide had not only recovered his breath but also a lot of his cock-suredness.
Carl's condition was obvious to both of the rangers.


