
 
12.

"Please yourself, Belinda - you can sleep in the fields if you like," Carl
said harshly.
"There's no need to adopt that tone," the sister responded militantly.
Carl drew in his breath slowly and counted to the prescribed number of
ten - it didn't do any good. It was as good a time as any for the showdown he
knew had to come.
"On the contrary, I think my tone is well chosen," he said slowly and
deliberately. "Now, since you all seem to take it in turn to complain, it must be
my turn. I'm sick and tired of the lot of you! What do you think we're doing our
here? It isn't a Sunday School outing! We're running for our lives and we can
thank our God that we still have them. You all seem so fond of looking back
at the city we left and the comforts we left with it. I'll tell you something for
free! I heartily wish I had never bothered to try to save your selfish hides! I
should have left you there to burn with the rest. Do you think it matters to me?
I would have been better off worrying about myself -
I suppose you are thinking that what I've said are not the sentiments
you would expect from a priest? It's you who insist on seeing me as the priest
- I'm quite sure that God doesn't. You think of me as some sort of talisman,
whom you only have to stroke and a miracle will come forth. I suspect it to be
the only reason why you have come along! Well, I have no miracles - priests
never had any - only God and His Son. I'm stumbling along in the dark like
the rest of you. I haven't had time to mourn my own loss - my wife and my
children are gone. Just get it into your heads, I'm no longer a priest! I'm Carl
Steinbecker, fellow traveller to an uncertain refuge.
I want to give you the chance to find yourselves another leader - I've
had enough. The qualifications are really very simple. The man who takes on
the job will need to find the right answers every time. He will need the
patience of a saint. He will never answer back when others snarl at him. He
will be love personified. Is that enough for you? I pity whoever it will be,
because I wouldn't be able to understand why he was left here with us - You
see, I've just described a Firstling!"
"Steady Carl," murmured John. "We're all a little tired and strained -
things will look better in the morning."
"Ever the eternal optimist, John," Carl responded unhappily. "It won't
be better in the morning - in fact, it will more than likely look worse."
The Apostle's daughter had been leaning back against one of the
barn's supporting timbers. Close by her side, the Apostle stood motionless
and staring. She eased herself upright. Carl looked straight at her, it would be
the perfect timing for her to have her say. He wasn't disappointed.
"Why can't you stop feeling sorry for yourselves and start thinking of
the children? she reproved. "I've slept on plenty of straw and if you're tired
enough, it's soft enough."
It gave them something to do and broke the awkward silence
generated by Carl's outburst. By the time the two farmers had returned
bearing a large cooking cauldron between them, the straw had been flattened
in readiness for sleeping. The Bryant brothers nodded in approval.
"We've brought you all the cups and containers we have," Roy



announced. "You'll have to share - when you sleep, heap the straw over you -
we haven't got blankets. When you're ready, Mr. Steinbecker, you'd better
come up to the phone - Rescue Command wants to talk to you."
Carl restrained his eagerness to follow the two farmers immediately.
He refused to have his share of the soup first. He wanted to abdicate from
the leadership of the group and this was as good a time as any. He felt stifled
by the responsibility and the need to strike out for independence grew by the
second. Nevertheless, he left them after he had supped the hot broth, he was
conscious of their eyes on him as he moved out of the circle of light. They
had been very quiet after his outburst but he knew that they would talk among
themselves after he was gone.
He stumbled over the unknown ground towards the shack. He knocked
on the door and walked in. The dim light of the storm lantern didn't penetrate
far. It was slung from a central ceiling hook. By it he could see that they had
only primitive comforts - they were only a little better off than the group in the
barn. The only concession to modern ways looked to be the old fashioned
separate ear-piece hook phone, perched on a shelf on one wall.
Through the adjacent window, Carl could see the lantern light in the
barn. He looked at it without emotion, while Roy did something to the
instrument and shouted for a connection to the Local Search and Rescue
Command Group. Henry had said little since they had met and now he
confined himself to staring at Carl and wouldn't drop his eyes, even when the
priest tried to out stare him.
Carl knew next to nothing about the structure of the volunteer group
set up by the Provincial Government. The only time it warranted mention in
the news, was when they retrieved someone who had gone astray on the big
river. Supposedly, the group was manned by people who knew every
whirlpool and eddy and the country that bordered it. This was the sort of
terrain were people easily became disoriented. Carl found it hard to work out
why a group of fleeing New Apostolics should attract so much attention. Roy
Bryant held the receiver out to him.
"Rescue Command - go ahead."
Roy's announcement sounded almost reverential - there was little
doubt that his connection with the Rescue Group had brought some degree
of excitement to an otherwise dull existence.
"Hello," Carl said cautiously.
"Good evening, Mr. Steinbecker."
The voice on the other end was brisk and businesslike.
"We've been instructed to be on the lookout for your group - I'm glad
the Bryants located you."
"I didn't realise that we were classified as missing, Mr. - "
"The name's Merrick - no, you've got the position wrong. You're not
classified as lost - at least, you are no more lost than the rest of us. As I said,
we've been instructed to keep an eye open for you."
"That's very gratifying - that is, that someone is concerned about our
safety - you wouldn't know who issued the instruction I suppose?"
"Just a routine message from Headquarters to us here at Region -
can't help you with a name. Now, down to business. Our instructions are to
render assistance in whatever way we can. I've been taking to Roy and he
tells me that you're more than fifty in number - is that correct?"
"Yes, he's right - we're sixty one to be exact."
"Sixty one - an awkward number to handle - never mind, our



instructions are to move you in one group. I take it, you're aware of the latest
developments?"
"We haven't heard a news item for about twelve hours."
"I see, then you wouldn't know - there's a shooting war in Europe and
tactical nuclear weapons have been used. The United States and Russia are
standing nose to nose and it's only a matter of time before the nuclear
arsenal will be used to full capacity. As far as we are concerned, we've been
placed on war alert, together with all the other Civil Defence components.
The military are evacuating as many civilians as possible from the cities to
safe country areas.
‹Emergency airfields are being used wherever a plane can land. I'm
instructed to get you to one close to your present location by six a.m.
tomorrow morning. I reckon you to be about eight kilometres from that airstrip.
Roy or Henry will guide you there. Give yourselves plenty of time and
remember, there are some pretty wild people in that area, who would slit your
throats without a second thought for the chance to take your places on the
flight. Do as the Bryants tell you - don't argue and all will be well - good-bye
Mr. Steinbecker - and good luck!"
Carl did not have a chance to respond. The line was dead. He turned
to Roy helplessly. The taciturn farmer took the receiver from his hand and
replaced it on the hook.
"I guess you understood the instructions," he said without emotion.
"We move out in eight hours - that is, at four thirty."
Carl nodded, he was beyond argument.
"Get some sleep," Henry advised.
It was the second time he had spoken during their relationship - again,
Carl nodded. They said nothing more - instead, they stared at him until he
bade them good night and started the stumble back to the barn.
The adults were waiting for him in a tight huddle. The children were
sleeping in the nests prepared for them. Carl picked his way to a roof support
away from the central light shed by the lantern. His face was in shadow and
that was the way he wanted it.
First, he would listen to what they had to say, then he would tell then of
the new turn of events. In a detached way, he was mildly curious about what
they had decided during his absence. He glanced over at the sitting figure of
the Apostle and could have sworn that there was a twinkle of life in the eyes
that stared at him, but it was only a flicker from the uneven light of the storm
lantern.
"I take it that somebody has something to say?" Carl suggested mildly.
He wasn't surprised when John Prentice cleared his throat.
"So - they've chosen you, John - my deepest sympathy!"
"No, Carl - they didn't choose me," John declared with some heat.
Carl raised his eyebrows in surprise. John wasn't known for becoming
heated."They chose you! - Now, before you argue and throw everything back
in our faces - and we so rightly deserve it- I would first of all, like to extend my
deepest apology for letting you carry all the load - secondly, those of us who
mouthed off complaints when we should have been saying thank you, want to
tell you, one after the other, that they ought to have known better - Isn't that
so, brothers and sisters?
Carl, we need you - not as a talisman as you seem to think - don't get
us wrong. We need you because we are all lost and frightened and we know
that you are lost and frightened too - but we know as well, that you are the



only link to what we once were. Carl, we wouldn't ask you to take on the
burden if the Apostle was - well - all right - but he isn't - you're all we have.
We're pleading with you - don't run out on us!"
Carl swallowed hard, it was emotion packed and John was good at
expressing himself in just that way - it was a gift that he had been called upon
to exercise in many a guest service. One or two of the others looked ready to
launch themselves into apologies. Carl waved them back.
"If you say one more word, you'll have me crying - and then I won't be
able to give you the news!"
He forced a smile.
"All right! All right! You're a complaining group of misfits - but if that's
the way you want it, I won't argue for the time being. Now, you had better
listen to what I have to tell you - "
He brought them up to date and watched the tense faces become even
more drawn. A lot of emotion spilled over. Some of them had families in the
areas affected by the European conflict. Others seemed to withdraw into
themselves - everyone had their own way of handling problems. He
encouraged them to get as much rest as they could, the night was going to be
short.
Part of the prophecy of Revelation 12 was about to be fulfilled. The
Woman was about to be given wings so that she might fly into the wilderness
and escape from the wrath of the dragon. There were other things associated
with the provision of the wings, a flood would spew out from the dragon's
mouth and the earth would open to swallow the flood before it overwhelmed
her. All in all, they were in for a torrid series of events in the next few hours.
Looming over them all was the fact that the nuclear arsenal was about to be
unleashed world wide. Proud cities would vanish in a hell of fire and those
who listened with growing apprehension and rising panic to the newscasts,
would cease to exist.
The following eight hours were the longest he had ever endured. He
remembered the scripture words of those who waited for the Coming of the
Lord, it was compared to those '...who waited for the morning...' He learned
the full meaning of those words before the night hours were over. He couldn't
sleep and he knew that most of the others didn't, but they all preserved the
fiction that they would disturb each other if they spoke. The horses were
restless too, unaccustomed to sharing their quarters with so many of another
species. When Roy came for them they were already assembled, with sleepy
children complaining at the early rising.
"We have to manage eight kilometres, give or take a little, to the
airstrip. Rescue Control has reported a large group of hostiles coming in from
the east. You must do exactly as I tell you - is that understood?"
Carl answered for the group.
"We understand - you call the shots."
Roy nodded.
"Let's go - "
"Where's Henry - I'd like to say thanks - "
"Henry's got something else to do - thanks aren't called for -"
He stalked out of the barn as if he was offended by the thought of
gratitude. The Apostolics trailed after him. It was still dark, but the moon was
giving a little light. To the east was the hint of the pre-dawn glow.
"Have things worsened in Europe?" Carl asked quietly.
"Some - but you haven't time to worry about Europe - Europe has to



take care of itself and we have to look after us. They won't help us when the
bombs start falling!"
The world had been a small place during the past decades. In a matter
of hours, someone could fly from one continent to another and back again.
Now they faced a time when all that coming together would be reversed. The
world was about to endure a period where tiny groups of people, isolated
from each other, would try to survive against fearful odds. Truly the time was
upon them, described in scripture, where one man meeting another, would
cry out 'brother', so scarce would man be upon the face of the earth.
Roy drove them hard - much harder than the pace established by Carl
on the previous day. Some fell in the darkness, to be helped to their feet
again by their neighbours but here were no complaints. Carl's outburst was
still too fresh in their minds. In a few days it would be different, it would start
all over again. Carl knew it - it was human nature and after all, that was their
failing - the failing of all the New Apostolics who had been left behind. They
still treasured their human nature and had ignored all the pleas to develop in
the nature of Christ.
It was easier for them as the sun rose. There was a light cover of cloud
in the east and the dawn light was diffused. Roy slackened the pace, moving
more cautiously.
"Keep your eyes skinned for marauders - they're like packs of wolves
from all accounts!"
It was the first he had spoken for a half hour. Carl looked around them
apprehensively. They were following the line of a small, dry creek bed whose
banks were above their heads. At any moment, he expected a horde of
savages to flood over the bank sides. The Apostolics were strung out,
straggling and vulnerable.
"How much further do we have to go?"
"About three kilometres - we'll be in open country presently."
The tension mounted and they struggled to keep up the pace. This
was no longer an orderly evacuation from the city. It had changed from the
moment when their cars and possessions had been stolen. It had become a
flight - the flight of the Woman Clothed with the Sun - a fragment of what
must have been happening wherever New Apostolics had been left. It didn't
matter if it was in Europe, the Americas, Africa, Australia, or any other
continent similar to their own. It might have been a different scenario in the
different places, but essentially the same problems would confront the fleeing
Woman.
Abruptly, Roy climbed up the bank of the creek and stood for a
moment scanning the skyline. It gave the group the excuse to scramble out
and gather in a sorry looking huddle.
"Let's keep going," Roy ordered curtly.
The slope was more gentle than before, the countryside was beginning
to level off into one of the great areas of flat land that lined the wider reaches
of the river. When they came to the crest of a slight rise, Roy stopped again.
"Stay here," he ordered.
He crouched down and ran up the remainder of the slope. Near the top
he flattened himself to the ground and wriggled the rest of the way. Carl
found himself starting to crouch in defensive imitation. It was sheer reaction -
so far, there had been no hint of danger - except for Roy's caution. The
farmer was motionless for a while before easing back from the hilltop. Carl's
heart sank, Roy hadn't resumed an upright stance.



"There's a mob of marauders strung out on the hillside beyond this,"
he explained tersely. "They're between us and the landing strip. It's not hard
to work out what they're thinking. They would have seen the transports
coming and going yesterday."
"They could be the same crowd who stole our gear," Bill muttered.
"What are we going to do?" Belinda Pride wailed.
"We try to go around them - one thing's for sure, we can't go through
them - "
They set off again, keeping the contour of the hill between them and
the waiting trouble makers. Carl's anxiety rose, the detour could easily mean
that they would arrive too late for the rendezvous with the plane.
It wasn't to be the only distraction from their intentions that morning.
It started with an intensity of light - there was no sound - just an
increase in the brilliance of the dawn light, which grew until it hurt their eyes
and they fell to their knees in pain and terror. They buried their heads in the
long grass of the field. They didn't see the direct burst of the first nuclear
warhead on the city - it was as well, the ridge of the hill masked it from them,
otherwise there might have been eye damage - or even blindness.
They cowered to the ground and there was a medley of noise -
weeping - children screaming - men shouting something unintelligible. It
didn't matter what they said - even if it was the most horrifying of oaths. It
wasn't a time to worry about sinning! It was the beginning of Judgement and
the Reaping of the Second Harvest - The harvest of God's Wrath.
One theme hammered through Carl's thoughts - the instruction of the
angels to Lot and his family and the injunction of Jesus.
"Don't look at the city - keep your eyes away from it - Remember Lot's
wife!"
Long afterwards, he wondered if he had thought that some of them
might be turned into a pillar of salt - more likely, he was frightened for their
eyesight.
The other manifestations began soon after. The air began to move - it
wasn't like a wind, it was a constant surge of increasing strength, thrust out
from the blast area. A ripple in a pond - more a tidal wave in the ocean of air.
It whipped up a great cloud of dust and debris from the dry fields. Their eyes and noses were choked. 
They couldn't see and they
struggled for breath. Roy shook the stunned priest roughly by the shoulder.
"Get your people moving - now!!"
Carl was jolted into action, he bullied and yelled at his stunned flock
and slapped a few faces to stop hysterics. They obeyed him, because they
didn't have wits left to do anything else. They stumbled against the wind, they
fell, they got up again. They had no thought of the hostile group cowering
between them and their goal. The hostiles wouldn't have been in better shape
than themselves and there was good chance that they might get through
them before they started to think properly again.
It never occurred to Carl that a plane could never take off in such a
gale. His mind was operating in a single channel, a single phase mode. His
part was to get his people to the plane in time for them to be lifted away from
the horror. It was someone else's worry to make that plane do its part - even
if that someone was God Himself.
Roy led them through the field in such a way that they could avoid the
major concentration of the marauders. They passed by and sometimes
stumbled over stunned, huddled groups of people, who were clinging to the



ground, shrieking in fear and babbling pleas and prayers to an unknown god.
Carl moved back and forth along the line of Apostolics, encouraging, bullying,
threatening - he wasn't a shepherd, he was a herdsman - not leading them -
driving them.
The direction of the city was behind them and none looked back to the
devastation reflected in the sky. There were three detonations of missiles in
all, each one producing a lurid white light followed by the fearsome wind,
which thrust against their backs like an insistent hand propelling them
onward. They were driven to their knees at times.
They topped the last rise before the emergency landing strip, crawling
the rest of the way because it was impossible to stand upright. Carl
disobeyed his own injunction and risked a glance towards the city. Through
dust filled eyes, he could just make out the monstrous upthrust of cloud and
debris of what had once been cement and earth, buildings and roads - bone
and flesh. It rolled like an evil entity, spreading outward, dissipating its cargo
of slow death in an ever widening circle.
Carl had enough knowledge to feel confident that they had not been
touched by the radiation yet. They had experienced the displacement of
trillions of tons of atmosphere, pressured outward from the blast centre. Had
they been nearer to the city, they would have experienced direct radiation.
Where they were, they were still safe but there was no time to lose. He
looked down at the emergency airstrip.
 


