
 CHAPTER 3

        At the time when Serge Belin was lowering his binoculars, blinded by 

  the   returning   blizzard   and   no   longer   able   to   detect   any  movement  on   the 

  shore, a small group of survivors huddled down behind the shelter of a snow 

  mound   and   tried   to   forget   the   cold.   The   leader   gestured   furiously   to   the 

  clumsy  one   who   had   revealed   their   position.   He   tried   to   divide   his   anger 

  between the culprit and the storm. Once again, they had been frustrated by 

  the   blizzard.   Now  there   was   nothing   for   it   but   to   return   to   the   rest   of   the 

  group. His breath had condensed into ice around his bearded mouth and he 

  brushed it away impatiently, pulling up the tattered blanket to cover his face.

        They had waited all night for the wind to drop, nearly frozen by their 

  immobility, but the easing of the blizzard had come too late. Frustration grew 

  within him - if it had dropped earlier, while the bay was still in darkness, they 

  might have stood a chance to storm the nearest submarine. He had a party of 

  twenty   five   men  and   boys,   they   might   have   succeeded   in   penetrating   the 

  defences before the submariners could wake up to the fact that they were 

  under attack. He gestured again to his followers and they left the shoreline, 

  trailing  after him into the snow filled  gully that hid the old railway line  that 

  entered the hill towards the city. 

        If   there   were   no  pickings   to   be  had   from  the   submarines  then   they 

  could always rely upon the stores the old man was hoarding so jealously. Dar 

  grinned behind his mask, he had had three years to explore every inch of the 

    Councilman's   domain   and   knew   every   access   and   exit.   His   grin   widened 



  when he thought of the screaming old maniac, who had frothed and foamed 

  when Dar had confronted him with his followers and had calmly told him that 

  they were striking out on their own. There had been the predictable oration of 

  biblical texts and references to the Band of Korah, who would be swallowed 

  up by the earth, but there had been no attempt to physically restrain them, 

  perhaps the old man had been uncertain of the extent of his own supporters. 

        Dar and his followers had been formally expelled  in much the same 

  way as others had been through the years. The Councilman had always tried 

  to use the threat of expulsion as a weapon, in some cases it had helped to 

  subdue a revolt. Dar and his followers had been allowed to leave. It would 

  have  surprised  the  Councilman to  know that  they had  taken  up  residence 

  much closer to the Command Post than he would have expected and also, 

  that they had ready access to the stores so jealously protected by himself 

  and Martha.

          When he thought of Martha, Dar's mouth curled into a silent snarl. He 

  had not forgotten nor had he forgiven her for her part in the expulsion of his 

  mother,   June   and   David,   his   cousin,   They   had   been   thrown   out   from  the 

  protection   of   the   Command   Post   at   the   whim   of   the   Councilman.   In   the 

  months that had followed, the old lady had tried to poison his mind against 

  them. 

        Dar led his group through the winding  upper reaches of the old rail 

  tunnel, to a junction that turned away from the main passage. To follow the 

  main tunnel would lead them to the Councilman's domain - the side passage 

  led through a slippage brought about by the movement of the city base rock 

  at the time of the nuclear attack. It led upward through a broken section of 

  wall into a series of concrete bunkers that had been cut into the chalk hills 

  overlooking the city. The purpose for the bunkers remained a mystery and the 



  connection between them and the rail system had not been planned by those 

  who designed them. The breech provided Dar and his people with a haven 

  unsuspected by the Councilman. 

        It was a refuge in name only, Dar eyed the exposed openings to the 

  outside,   through   which   snow  was  blasted   by  the   fierce   surface   winds.   He 

  could hardly conceal his fear. With the snow and the wind came radiation. So 

  far,   none   of   them   were   physically   sick.   He   wondered   what   irreversible 

  damage had been done to their genes. He forced the thought to the back of 

  his mind, it was no good dwelling on it.

        In the more sheltered rooms were the women and the children and the 

  men   who   had   remained   behind   to   protect   them.   They   looked   at   him 

  expectantly and he shook his head. He tried to read their expressions and 

  wondered how long it would be before they grew tired of failure and would 

  chose another leader. He slumped down by the wall and glared at the snow 

  pumping in through one of the distant openings. 

        It had been fine in the beginning, he was the wonder leader who called 

  the shots when it came to winning free of the Councilman and his restrictions. 

  He had been uniquely positioned within the Command Post hierarchy. The 

    Councilman and Martha had singled him out to be something special. He was 

  vaguely aware that it had something to do with his mother's expulsion and 

  that it had a contorted religious meaning, known only to the Councilman. As a 

  boy of twelve, he hadn't paid it much attention but as the three years went by 

  and he had approached his sixteenth birthday, he started to put the freedom 

  to explore to good use.

        He found that there was only three ways in and out of the Command 

  Post and that these were always guarded. The main entrance led upward into 

  a   shattered   building   on   the   surface,   which   had   once   served   as   a   Local 



  Government   Office.   This   had   been   told   to   him   with   a   great   emphasis   of 

  importance but he had only the vaguest idea of what it implied. This way was 

  never opened and Dar had drawn blank when he had tried to ask why. He 

  had been told in no uncertain terms that the way was blocked and that the 

  city above was totally devastated. He was left wondering if they really knew 

  that the way was blocked, or if it was just supposition. Whichever was the 

  truth, the way was never used and he wondered why they even bothered to 

  guard it. He also knew of the entry through which he had been herded with 

  June and David. It had been the last time that he had seen his mother. He 

  grinned when he remembered the uproar she had caused. In her absence he 

  had   grown   to   appreciate   certain   of   her   characteristics   and   his   increasing 

  maturity had converted them to something he could admire. 

        He gulped down the hot beverage from the mug his mate had thrust 

  into his hands. It hadn't been graciously done and he briefly wondered what 

  additional complaint she had on top of all the others. He didn't care much, as 

  long as she didn't keep whining at him. He wondered what had attracted him 

  to her in the first place, there were plenty of other women in the party who 

  would have liked to be the leader's mate, it gave them a certain prestige - so 

  long as he remained the leader. 

        He returned to his thoughts. The entrance they had used had seen a 

  steady flow of new arrivals during the first weeks after the attack. They had 

  all been segregated and separated according to the rulings dictated by the 

    Councilman.   He   quickly   learned   that   there   was   a   reservoir   of   discontent 

  within their ranks, which he slowly exploited. It was about this time that he 

  dropped the name Darren, which he had never really liked, and took to using 

  Dar - it sounded more masculine.

        The   third   access   to   the   Civil   Command   Post   controlled   by   the 



    Councilman,   had   been   the   one   through   which   June   and   David   had   been 

  expelled.   It  led  out   to  a   different   level  of   the  rail   system  and  it  had  been 

  through this way that he had been able to exit the Command Post without 

  Martha   or   the   Councilman   knowing.   It   had   given   him   the   opportunity   to 

  explore. The fact that he was exposing himself to residual radiation had been 

  a factor he hadn't liked, but the desire to win free of the stifling atmosphere of 

  the   Command   Post,   had   provided   an   effective   counterweight   to   his 

  reservations. He had thought about it long into the night before he took his 

  first excursion. If the breakaway group chose to leave the Command Post, 

  exposure to residual radiation was the price.

        He was careful to pick the right time to make his exit, when one of the 

  guards could be counted on to turn the other way. He had quickly found the 

  surface through the rail tunnel they had used ever since, and had retreated 

  from the raging blizzard. On that occasion, he hadn't sighted the submarine 

  flotilla.   He   turned   his   attention   to   the   tunnel   system   and   had   been 

  discouraged by the dank blackness. It reminded him too much of the time 

  when   he   had   scrambled   after   his   mother  and   David,   trying   to   outstrip   the 

  rising  waters  that  had  swept his  father  away.  The  outcome of that  bid  for 

  freedom had been to fall into the hands of Martha and the Councilman.

        He   had   found   the   side   tunnel   by   accident   and   had   followed   it 

  cautiously, finding the breech leading into the bunkers. It had been quite a 

  climb up from the level of the rail system, after he had squeezed through the 

  breech. Through a gap in the blizzard, he found himself looking out over the 

  devastated   city   from  one   of   the   ports   cut   in   the   chalk.   The   bunkers   were 

  comparatively dry - if  one  kept away from the  openings.  He knew he had 

  found the refuge for which he was searching and that there was no reason 

  why they should remain under the Councilman's control.



        He had been careful to select the right people to form his group and 

  they had listened and followed, despite, or perhaps because of, his youth. He 

  looked around over the top of his mug. He knew that he would keep his status 

  as long as he could maintain his earlier successes and that meant planning. 

  It was his strong point, he was a planner. Latterly,  it was the execution of 

  them and their success, that had eluded him. The group left him alone, they 

  knew his moods and knew that after the failure of a night mission, it  was not 

  a good time to engage in small talk. Dar stared at them morosely, leaving him 

  alone  made him suspicious, it might be a good sign or it might not - they 

  might be plotting. He was beginning not to care, it was nearly another day 

  and he was tired.

        He was about to curl up under the blanket, when three of them broke 

  away from the main group and headed in his direction. They had a look of 

  determination about them that spelt trouble. He said nothing when they finally 

  reached him. Instead he stared hard at the leader. It was Squint, not a very 

  polite   name  but   its   owner   had   never   objected.   The   affliction   to   which   his 

  name referred, gave his features a furtive look. Squint was one of the older 

  men in the group who had chosen to follow him out of the Command Post. 

  The   rest   had   been   nearer   his   own   age.   Dar   had   always   expected   any 

  challenge to come from Squint, so he wasn't surprised to see him leading a 

  deputation.

          "What's on your mind?"

          Squint shuffled and looked at his two companions for encouragement.

          "We've been thinking - "

          "Always a good thing to engage the brain before you open the mouth!"

        One of the two companions snickered. Squint carried on doggedly.

        "We don't seem to be getting anywhere - "



        Dar eyed him steadily.

        "I had no idea you wanted to leave us, Squint - that's your option, of 

  course. No one has to stay if they want to go off on their own."

          Squint tried to hold on to the initiative.

        "The point is, Dar - nothing we try lately succeeds."

        Dar took his time to reply, conscious that the rest of the group were 

  gathering around. He flicked a look over them, for the most part they looked 

  curious to hear his answer, rather than to pledge support for the questioner. 

  He raised his voice so that all could hear.

        "It wasn't my suggestion that we should take on the submarines - was 

  it?"

        It was a shrewd question - they all knew the idea had originated from 

  Squint. Dar went on:

        "I went along with the idea, just to show that we're a democracy and 

  that   I   don't   call   all   the   shots.   I   couldn't   see   the   sense   in   raiding   the 

  submarines but you wouldn't listen. Haven't we got enough food to feed us 

  all? It might be different if the Councilman finds out we're raiding his larder 

  but so far he hasn't done so. Why do we want to attack nuclear submarines? 

  Some of us might get killed and I thought the idea was to stay alive!"

          Squint   suddenly   found   himself   on   the   defending   side,   he   started   to 

  bluster.

        "If you thought it was such a bad idea, why did you go along with it?"

        Dar grinned.

          "Because you all seem to think that Dar has lost his touch. You've got 

  what you wanted - to get out from under the direction of the Councilman. All 

  the secret coming and going we did, is now in the open. Dar doesn't suggest 

  anymore exciting ideas, so Dar has gone soft. Dar doesn't want to rule you 



  like the Councilman did, so Dar went along with a stupid idea!"

        He went on slowly.

          "Perhaps it is time for you to elect another leader. Someone like Squint 

  perhaps - you'll have a more exciting time - and what does it matter if some of 

  you get your heads blown away?"

        The crowd shuffled uneasily, someone called out from the back.

        "No need to get excited, Dar - No one suggested a change - who the 

  hell would want someone like Squint for a leader, anyway?"

          There was a hoot of laughter, Dar watched Squint, who forced a grin 

  and joined in the laughter. He knew he would need to watch him. They drifted 

  away and left him huddled against the wall. He pulled up the blanket against 

  the wind, they would have to do something about blocking the apertures to 

  the outside - but not just then, he was dog tired and sleep was all he wanted.

        He dozed into the moment before true sleep, when there was another 

  commotion. He jerked awake again, his adrenaline pumping. He jumped to 

  his feet, there could only be one reason for all the noise and that would be a 

  hostile attack. He raced through the possible assailants. The Councilman had 

  found their refuge and was determined to coerce them back under his control 

  - Dar quickly dismissed it, the Councilman was too mad to launch that kind of 

  attack. The submariners had decided to strike first before Dar and his group 

  made   an   assault   on   the   submarines.   Perhaps   there   had   been   a   group 

  watching them and had followed them back into the bunkers - it was the most 

  likely scenario. Another possibility was that the City People had got to hear 

  about them. The City People had been at constant war with the Councilman 

  but it had been limited to inconclusive skirmishes - he doubted if they had the 

  will or the inclination. It had to be the submariners.

          "What's happening - ?



        His question remained unanswered, there was a great deal of running 

  about   and   shouting   and   he   began   to   change   his   mind   about   an   attack   - 

  perhaps something was loose in the system of rooms - an animal that had 

  survived the nuclear blasts and the radiation aftermath. He had sudden and 

  lurid visions of giant rats - or spiders! He roared for silence and was a little 

  surprised when it happened.

          "Would someone be so kind as to tell me what's happening? Who or 

  what is attacking us?"

          Squint   pointed   to   the   aperture   wall   and   babbled   something.   Dar 

  sighed, he might have known that it would have something to do with Squint. 

  He gazed along the pointing finger and squeezed his eyes almost shut. The 

  light  was brilliant. It was as if someone was playing a searchlight against the 

  face of the cliff  outside. It made no sense, it was beyond  what went for a 

  dawn, no one would have a reason to use a searchlight, even if they could 

  find one that was in working order. Cautiously,  he approached the nearest 

  aperture. There was a puddle of water below it and he could see a growing 

  trickle of water staining the wall.

        He worked his way along the rock face to the side of the opening. It 

  was nearly free of snow, he noticed that the wind had dropped. He stopped 

  short of the opening and tried  to steady his nerves. The rest of the group 

  were   watching   every   move  silently.  He  thought  bitterly   that   there   were  no 

  sudden applicants for the leader's job when it came to this sort of task. He 

  cautiously  put  his   nose  around  the  opening,   expecting   half   his   face  to   be 

  blown away by whatever was out there. When nothing happened, he decided 

  to risk the whole of his head and moved forward. 

        His group held their breath as he was framed against the open square. 

  Dar looked out in wonderment. He had almost forgotten what the sky looked 



  like but it was beginning to show through the dispersing cloud. He couldn't 

    understand what was happening but he could see that shafts of light were 

  piercing through the thick envelope that had covered them since the time of 

  the devastation of the city. He watched the cloud fascinated, it was writhing 

  and   coiling   within   itself,   like   a   beast   in   its   death   throes.   It   looked   as  if   a 

  violent storm was taking place only a few hundred feet above his head but 

  there   was   no   corresponding   sign   of   turbulence   at   ground   level.   The 

  permanent wind had dropped away to nothing. Instead of freezing air blasting 

  in through the openings, it was becoming an increasingly warm breeze.

        He turned back to his followers and gestured helplessly.

        "I don't know what's happening - but it looks good!"

        One or two of the younger ones joined him and peered out. When it 

  was seen that they survived, the others were encouraged to do the same. Dar 

  half   listened   to   the   cries   of   awe   and   the   comments   and   speculation   that 

  followed. They would be looking to him for future direction. If his group had 

  seen the change, then so would the others - including those that followed the 

    Councilman. Suddenly, their safe haven was no longer so secure.

          Events moved on rapidly after that and in such a way that they had to 

  concentrate on their survival. It wasn't long before a check on the illicit entry 

  to   the   storehouse   of   the   Command   Post,   revealed   that   they   were   in 

  immediate danger of discovery. Something was happening in there, a great 

  deal  of activity in  which the stores were being shifted  around  by teams of 

  yellow clad workers. Dar listened to the report of the guard on their side of 

  the opening into the store and knew that it would be only a matter of time 

  before the breakaway group would be discovered. With the discovery would 

  come the realisation that they had been helping themselves to supplies. The 

    Councilman would be mad enough to order savage retribution.



        Dar called the group together. A glance outside had told him that a fog 

  or mist had arisen over the city, which obscured what might be happening 

  down there. From their vantage point, it was like looking out over a sea of 

  cloud. The sky was almost clear, blue for the first time in three and a half 

  years.   Here   and   there,   like   ghost   shapes   through   the   fog   shroud,   were 

  shattered stumps of the high city buildings that had once graced the business 

  district. He wondered who might be looking out from those vantage points. 

  The   city   was   an   uncertain   place,   which   could   hold   extreme   dangers.   He 

  explained the options to the silent group.

        "The city is no good for us, we have no idea of what's happening. One 

  thing  is for  sure,  the  Councilman will   soon know that we're  here.  We  can 

  stand and fight, in which case a lot of people will get hurt, or we can evacuate 

  out through the tunnel that leads down to the bay. The submarines could be a 

  problem but we can keep out of sight or lay low if they have any patrols out. I 

  propose that we get away from the city until we can see what's happening."

        He   looked   around   expectantly,   waiting   for   the   arguments   but   there  were none 

forthcoming. Even Squint found nothing to say.

        "It's decided then? - All right, bundle up the stores and try to make it 

  look as if we haven't been here. With  any luck, we might be able to come 

  back when the excitement dies down."

        They obeyed whilst he looked out over the city. If anything, the fog was 

  increasing. The air was very warm through the openings and the snow had 

  melted away from the outside, he could see the bare rock of the hillside. He 

  had some idea of what was happening. He knew it had something to do with 

  what his mother and David  had believed  and to what his father had been 

  violently   opposed.   He   remembered   the   bitter   arguments   that   had   erupted 

  every time the subject was raised. He remembered how he had cowered in 



  the   corner,   trying   to   keep   out   of  the   way  of   Bob   Meredith's   rages.   It   was 

  something he had grown to hate and he had repulsed any attempt his mother 

  had made to try to explain it to him. If the subject raised such passions, it 

  couldn't be good. It was a simplistic, schoolboy, cut and dried opinion. If it 

  disturbed the peace between his mother and father, it had to be evil.

          David came to their house very occasionally and the atmosphere was 

  always bad when his father got to hear about it. He knew Priest Steinbecker, 

  he had seen him on the few times he had been compelled to accompany his 

  mother to church for a special occasion. These also, had raised the fury of 

  his father.

        Dar thought back to the night before they had fled to the rail system in 

  readiness   for   the   nuclear   attack.   He   had   stood   in   the   crowd   whilst   the 

  television commentator had baited Carl Steinbecker. On that occasion he had 

  been on the priest's side - until his father had arrived and there had been a 

  screaming   match   and   he   and   his   mother   had   been   dragged   away.   Carl 

    Steinbecker had made a lot of sense that night. 

        After the Councilman had separated him from his mother, David had 

  explained   quietly   what   was   happening.   He   had   tried   to   explain   about   the 

  Coming of the Lord and the Destruction through which they had to live, but he 

  had  also  explained  about  the  Return  of Jesus with  his  Firstlings  and  how 

  everything would change. It wasn't something Dar felt inclined to announce to 

  his   followers.   Possibly,   what   David   had   expected   had   happened.   He   had 

  seen   no   people   coming   to   earth   from   out   of   the   sky.   Perhaps   he   wasn't 

  entitled to see them. He kept his thoughts to himself until his followers could 

  be convinced by events.

        In the meantime, they moved out from Bunkers. Dar looked back with a 

  twinge of regret, they were heading into an uncertain future. As they came 



  out   of   the   tunnel   mouth,   the   cutting   was   shrouded   in   mist.   They   walked 

  carefully, the ground was very moist and slippery. When they came out of the 

  cutting, the mist was lifting and they could see the submarines out on the bay. 

  Dar reconnoitred carefully, there were no signs of life, not even the lookouts 

  that   were   usually   posted.   After   a   while   he   was   satisfied,   he   gestured   his 

  group on towards the headland.

       So it was, that only a half hour after the submariners had passed that 

  way, Dar and his group also headed in the direction of PRINGLE'S HEAD.

  


