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Carl knew that he was alone in the darkness of the tunnel. The lantern

cast a small pool of light and even when he held it higher, it only served to

widen its range, showing more area of rough rock walls and uneven floor. He

stopped, sweating with exertion. The passage was full of noises, echoes and

whispers. He shuddered, thinking back to the first time he had entered the

system, three and a half years earlier and the effect the closeness and

darkness had had on him. Too much depended on him now - if this was

another way out to the upper world, it had to be explored. His people waited -

and trusted that he would lead them through this their final act of faith.

The whispers in the darkness behind him seemed to be louder.

Suddenly he was afraid, his imagination started to work overtime. If anything

was there, he had no desire to meet it - but how could anything be there? In

these last moments of freedom before the Lord returned, how would Satan

manifest himself? What horror could he expect from out of the darkness?

Carl hurried forward, holding the lamp low to concentrate its light to the

uneven floor.

The tunnel was narrowing - again fear surged up in him. All logic said

that it ought to widen as it neared the surface. Was it possible that he had

been wrong after all and that this was only an access tunnel to some other

region of the complex and that it would come to a dead end?

He had sought an alternative way, aware that the Major

‹would resist the opening of the entrance through which they had come into

the complex. He had explored over the previous three and a half years, 

always remembering that it was only an interlude before they would emerge

into the Kingdom of Peace. He had found this tunnel in the course of his



explorations, when he had penetrated into areas that were supposed to be

sealed off. What had appealed to him was that it gave the impression of a

great airlock. A door had been hidden in one of the lower caves behind a

carefully arranged mask of rocks. The arrangement had been too careful and

had attracted his attention. There was no doubt that this was a back door.

The Major had once said that the complex could come under attack from

those who might try to enter - it stood to reason that the designers of the

system would have provided ways and means of escape. If there was a door

at the complex end of the tunnel, it was to be expected that he would find

another at the other end and that it would lead to the outside.

He came upon it quite suddenly - a bland surface of dressed timber

that opened inward. It was barred with a series of stout beams that were

socketed into the solid rock on one side and rammed into steel clamps on the

other. He reached out and touched the wood. It was cold and he drew back

his hand. Beyond the few inches of protection was the world they had left

behind 1355 days earlier. Yet, it was not that world, it could never be that

world again. Destruction had reigned supreme during those days. He shrank

back, frightened to think of what would be unleashed if he disturbed the stout

timbers that secured the door shut.

He listened, secure within the circle of light shed by the lantern, scared

to go on into the unknown and just as frightened to go back towards the

whisperings in the air and the untold horrors they could represent. He stood

indecisive looking first at the door and then back into the dark hole from

which he had emerged. He was in a widened entrance, built to accommodate

whatever traffic had once entered the system.

If only he could rely on the Major to allowed them to go out the way

they had entered. Carl could dimly remember it, much had gone from his



memory but enough remained to make it a more palatable alternative.

Without thinking, he began to retrace his steps, realising for the first time that

the way led downward. He had not realised that he had climbed upward. He

held the lamp high and forward and the shadows retreated a little more with

every step. The light ahead grew brighter and he hastened towards it and

soon emerged through the inner door and into the centre of a group of his

brothers and sisters, looking into their eager faces.

"There is a way out - at least, there is a door. It is barred and might

take some shifting - "

"And what to you think you will find when it is opened, Mr.

Steinbecker? Some sort of paradise?"

Carl hadn't noticed the Major standing with folded arms, at the back of

the crowd. Carl looked at him steadily. This he knew, was the last battle of

wills, the last of many in which they had engaged during the previous three

and a half years. He had always known that it had to come, for he was about

to suggest shattering the fragile environment in which they had survived, for a

reason that the Major could not be expected to believe in faith.

Carl wondered how many of the New Apostolic followers still believed

that they would be safe in the outside atmosphere and would not perish when

the seals guarding them were broken. He looked around them and saw a few

had lowered their eyes to the ground, others had the encouraging look of

those who were prepared to follow wherever he chose to lead them. They 

were less than he had hoped.

"Major, we've discussed this all before," he responded wearily. "You

know our belief that after 1355 days the Lord Jesus will return and establish a

Kingdom of Peace. You have no need to be concerned - all the perils of the

surface, including residual radiation, can't hurt any of us."



The Major stared at him with an expression of mixed wonderment and

pity.

"You persist in this blind folly! I thought we had spoken often enough

for you to have collected a little sense. Don't misunderstand me - if you want

to believe this humbug, you've got a perfect right to do so - but you have no

right to expect these men, women and children to go along with your

fanaticism! You have no right to expect all of us to accept your interpretation

of future events, not when it means that only hope of survival in a secure

environment is going to be breached by your criminal foolhardiness!"

Carl continued to stare at him and said nothing, there was more to

come. the major turned to the remainder of the group.

"If you allow him to lead you by the nose, you're fools! You have the

ability to put a stop to this insanity. He is one man and you have your lives

and the lives of your children to consider."

Some of the Apostolics looked about ready to agree with him. Bill

Pascoe prompted quietly.

"And what do you have to say, Carl."

"Ought we not rather to believe in God than in men?"

"And is that all?"

Bill sounded incredulous. Carl nodded.

"We didn't believe enough in the Second Coming are we about to

make the same mistake with the Third Coming?"

There was total silence, then the Major tried to regain the initiative.

"How can you even be sure that this magical number of 1355 days is

really accurate, couldn't it be 1350 or 1100 or

any other number of days since this so called Second Coming, even then,

you're placing a hell of a lot of reliance on one sentence in the bible."



"Plenty of others placed a lot of reliance on one sentence in the bible 'I

go to prepare a place for you and if I go to prepare a place for you, I will

come again, so that you can be where I am'. One sentence, but it was

enough for some to be taken up at the Second Coming. We were fools to

miss out - foolish not wise - I do not intend to miss the Third Coming through

doubt and timidity!"

The Major was doggedly persistent.

"You have a right to your views but you have no right to jeopardise the

rest of us - none of you have. We have the right to say whether access to the

outside will be granted!"

Carl answered very slowly.

"Do you want to put it too a vote, Major? And if we did, would you

abide by the decision of the majority?"

The Major stared at him without answering directly, instead he asked:

"Does the same question apply to you, Steinbecker?"

Carl nodded slowly.

"I have enough faith in my God and in my brothers and sisters, to know

that the majority will decide to extend that faith to this one last great act of

accepting the prophecies. Too much has happened to us over these last 

years for it to be otherwise. God will not suddenly change His prescribed

order. His Son, together with our brothers and sisters who went away on the

First Resurrection, will return in the clouds and we shall see how they have

changed and we will be reunited with them."

Carl wasn't trying to sway the Major, he was quite sure that it would not

be possible at this late stage. He had more hopes for the Sergeant - Allen,

but even this didn't invoke any response from him. The Major nodded, he

knew a closing speech for the defence when he heard it.



"You are appealing to the - faith - of your people, I appeal to their

common sense and intellect. Outside, the nuclear winter still rages and it will

continue to do so for decades. There is no food or shelter, everything is

contaminated with radiation and the levels are still lethal. If you decide to

open the doors and return out there, this place will cease to be secure. You

will have destroyed the only haven you have. If you adults can't think of

yourselves, then think of your children. Don't be led by the nose, by the blind

fanaticism of one man!"

There was a restless murmuring from the Apostolics, Carl waited for it

to subside.

"Everyone has the right to choose. I won't try to sway that choice

anymore. I will add this - Just as the First Resurrection could not be affected

by the opinions of men and happened according to the Will of God the

Father, so will this Third Coming of Jesus happen according to the Godly

Plan. For myself, I want to be present when they return. Some of you may

wish to have it both ways and wait here in security until the Kingdom is

established - that will be your choice. I emphasise, the Kingdom will be

established and whether it is today or tomorrow or in a month, this shelter will

be opened and those within will return to the surface. The Major will not be in

control, neither will I and it doesn't matter if the highest dignitary remaining on

this earth has a petty little secure kingdom like this - he will have to bow his

knee and acknowledge Jesus as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. For myself,

I want to see them come - I want to see loved ones who have been separated

from me - I want to show one last great act of faith before faith becomes sight

and is no longer required!"

The silence was profound. Paul said:

"Carl, what happens if you are wrong?"



It was quietly asked. Carl looked sadly at the young airman and

reminded himself that it was only to be expected from someone who had

never been sealed with the Holy Spirit. Paul had seemed so much a part of

them over the years, always loyal - it might have been said, more Apostolic

than some of the Apostolics.

"To answer your question, Paul - those who come outside with me will

be subjected to whatever is out there - radiation, freezing cold - starvation -

deprivation. If the Lord does not return with his Firstlings, it will mean the end

of centuries of belief and work and faith. That is why I am so sure that He will

come."

"What if your time scale is wrong? What if it is going to be another

month before He comes - or even a few days?"

Carl drew out a length of knotted string from around his waist and held

it up.

"I have been very careful to keep a tally."

The Major snorted explosively in derision.

"And you expect people to trust their lives on a piece of knotted string?

As I remember, you were half dazed for a while when we first came down

here - who knotted the string then? Did you knot it every time you woke up?

How did you measure twenty four hours? Can you be sure that one knot

doesn't represent twelve hours and another eighteen? Over 1355 days, the

margin of error could be measured in weeks, if not months!"

The murmurs were louder this time, the Major looked like a winner.

"Your equipment in the service area, would confirm the number of

days.”

The Major hesitated for a moment.

"I do not propose to contribute to your folly."



"You are refusing to confirm the number of days?"

"I'm refusing to condone your suicidal plans!"

"Then, this is the only measurement we have and we will need faith to

accept it!"

It all came back to faith!

"Are you ready to put it to the vote, Steinbecker?"

The Major was insistent.

"I am ready - but no secret ballots - we will do it the way Joshua did it!"

"Just as you like - a vote is a vote."

Carl took his battered bible and opened it slowly.

"And if it seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, choose you this day

whom you will serve; whether the gods which your fathers served that were

on the other side of the flood, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land ye

dwell: but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord."

In the silence that followed, Carl put the bible down on a rock and

walked slowly to one side of the chamber and stood alone. He waited quietly

and watched the inner conflict in those he had led that far. It was the end of

his stewardship for some of them - he had a certainty in his heart that many

would not join him.

Bill Pascoe was the first to move, crossing the little space with a

twisted smile on his face.

"We've come this far together - and I always said you shouldn't be

allowed out alone!"

Carl nodded and looked across the little gap between the two of them

and the rest. Sr. Heston took her father's arm and led him to join them. Some

of the others noted that silently and picked up their children. The number

started to grow and Carl's heart started to thump in thankfulness. He looked



at Paul, meeting the young airman's eyes for a long moment and then at John

Prentice and Helen, who was insisting her point of view in a loud whisper.

The couple he had married, together with their two small children, moved

across. He was glad they hadn't heeded the Major's dictates about having a

family.

When the two groups had coalesced, he counted the remainder.

Twenty Apostolics had chosen to remain with the Major and his Sergeant -

Paul had elected to stay with them as well.

"It seems you have the numbers, Steinbecker!"

The Major's voice was crisp - military.

"It seems we have, Major - and it isn't too late for a change of mind -

on either side!"

No one moved.

"So be it, Steinbecker - I told you years ago, that this complex has an

inner defence. I am aware that the tunnel you explored is a secondary exit to

the outside, however the inner door is not radiation proof. I propose to

withdraw into the inner defence area with the group who have chosen to

remain. You will be sealed out in this chamber - I will activate the defence

mechanisms and I would advise you to be well clear of this area before they

are effective. You will not be able to return. I want that clearly understood!"

Carl nodded.

"We understand you, Major. Just remember this, your laser, sonic and

other defences will be worthless against the Lord and his Firstlings when they

choose to enter this complex. I would advise you to accept the position when

it becomes obvious that we are correct."

"You will not be correct, Steinbecker! You are leading these people to

their deaths! I appeal to all of you to reconsider!"



"I remember you once told me Major, that the day would come when

the limited supplies would run out and we would be compelled to go out on

the surface to survive. You told me that I had not done these people any

favours by forcing our way in here. You can't have it both ways - how long will

it be, according to your reckoning, before you are compelled to go out on the

surface?"

He didn't answer, instead he turned on his heel and marched to the

entrance of the inner security area. Carl stood his ground and gave his group

their last opportunity to follow after the brothers and sisters who entered after

the Major. The heavy door that had stood open for all the time they had lived

there, closed slowly and finally. Carl turned to his group.

"Let's go - Bill, take up the rear."

John Prentice and his family had remained with the others, the

insistent Helen had had her way. Carl led the way into the narrow tunnel that

would bring them to the outside. The arguments the Major had offered about

the accuracy of the knotted record of days, seethed around in his mind. What

if he was wrong? What if he had miscalculated? There was no going back.

He heard Bill close the inner door behind the last and knew that it would be

the

signal for the Major to activate the defences.

The tunnel was no more than a hundred meters long and seemed

crowded now that there were over forty people strung out along its length.

They came to the barred door and contemplated it silently. They were able to

gather in the widened area, so that even those at the back could see it. Bill

worked his way to the front.

"Shall I try to open it?"

"There's no going back now!"



Sr. Heston's statement crackled down the length of the tunnel. Bill

stepped forward and applied a little muscle power, nothing much happened.

Two of the other brothers joined him and after a good deal of effort, managed

to remove one of the bars. There were two more to go. They proved more

difficult, but eventually the door was free. Carl lifted high the lantern and

looked at the faces of the group. Some he could see, were very frightened -

all were solemn. He swallowed hard on a choking lump in his throat and

turned to face the door so that they couldn't see his emotion. He was about to

take away their last shield from the menace that waited them outside. He

gestured to the brothers to join him to pull open the door. It was hard to move

and they strained to drag it inward. It gave a little and Carl felt the first touch

of icy air - dirty air - radiation laden air! The Dragon's breath!

As if to give up a struggle, the door swung open and the heaving

brothers almost fell. Carl held the lantern high and saw the rubble of boulders

beyond. They were not quite in the open but the temperature began to drop.

He heard some of the women crying behind him and the wails of some of the

children. It was still dark out there but he wasn't sure if it was before the

dawn, or whether the sun was not able to shed any light through the

enveloping cloud.

They pushed the boulders aside and made a way through. They had to

turn a corner before they saw the outside. The tunnel had led to a small cave

and had probably once been the exit for visitors who had inspected the caves

below. A path remained that led downward. Carl stood in the entrance to the

cave and hesitated to go further. The group huddled together behind him, out

of the worst of the wind.

Dear God! Perhaps he had been wrong after all!

The enormity of what he had done, if he was wrong, hit him like a



physical blow. Had the Major been right? In his supreme arrogance, had he

led these trusting people to certain death? He looked up into the dark grey

sky and saw no sign of relief, just rolling, ominous cloud masses that surged

back and forth, spilling snow in a perpetual blizzard. Because there was

nothing else to do, he led them down the twisting path to an open space that

was littered with the trunks of trees that had been plucked out of the ground

and hurled after him, as he had stood hesitant in the main tunnel entrance,

three and a half years earlier.

He stopped and they gathered round him, he was shaking but it wasn't

from the cold - the emotional exhaustion that had pursued him like a devil

over those years, had finally won. He sank on his knees, not intending to pray

but because he was unable to stand any longer - but he did pray, asking his

God to end their suffering quickly - for he knew that he had had no right to

ask them to join them in his death wish.

The wind shrieked around them, as if a triumphant Dragon at last had

got his prey. Carl was beyond caring, the blizzard increased to fearful

proportions, blasting against them, tugging them apart, trying to tear their

unity to shreds - even in death. They were covered in ice crystals, almost

frozen in the few minutes they had been exposed to the blast and then the

wind dropped and the snow settled on them gently, as if to bury them for

ever.

One of the snow hummocks moved, swayed a little and then stood

looking around. Carl was drawn to his feet by one

extended hand and so was Sr. Heston by the other.

"Look - " said the Apostle.

In wonderment, they followed the direction of his pointing finger. At

first, Carl could see nothing, his mind was too overwhelmed by the sudden



emergence to reality of his Apostle. Sr. Heston was weeping. The rest of the

group struggled to their feet in the stillness. The wind had dropped to nothing

and it had stopped snowing. The cloud had quietened, its writhing and rolling

giving way to a gentle movement.

Shafts of sunlight pierced through the thick envelope, it seemed to

shrink away, as if the touch of the sun was evaporating its substance - but

they knew it was more than the sun, for the shafts were multi-directional, 

flowing, stabbing touching first this feature and then another. The air was still

but yet there was the sound of sighing, as if the gentlest of breezes had

started - but it was more than sighing, it was the breath of a melody which

they thought they ought to know but it was unlike anything else they had ever

heard.

And then they saw them.

'And he was clothed with a vesture dipped in blood: and his name was

called The Word of God. And the armies which were in heaven followed him

upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, white and clean.'

Their eyes were filled with tears and they thought they could not bear

the wonder of it. The Apostle murmured softly.

"Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they

also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of

him. Even so, Amen."

 


