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Chapter 1. Rumors of War
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It’s harvest time. The fact that we even have crops to bring in is a miracle. The constant conflict over food and resources between what we call Suburbs and City-Core, had everyone living on the edge of starvation. Despite threats from City-Core, we managed to plant crops, and now to harvest them, and if we can keep what we grew, it would mean a winter without constant hunger. It would also give the men hope for a better future.

While we farmed that summer, the men of City-Core, who lived off the handouts of the Watchers, harassed us, and threatened to steal our crops. “Watchers” is what we call the people who kidnapped us off of streets and beaches and stranded us here. We know they watch us with a satellite parked in a stationary orbit, and they do regularly send us supplies to keep us alive, but otherwise we are free to brutalize each other. Which we do. They also continue to regularly transport more shanghaied homeless men who arrive bewildered and helpless, just as I had.  

As our first significant community harvest was taking place, I thought of the fable of the ant and the grasshopper. The ant worked all summer to plant and then in the fall to reap to put food away for winter. The grasshopper fiddled and played all summer and when winter came he had nothing stored to eat. Facing starvation, the grasshopper begged the ant for food but the ant told the grasshopper that since he “fiddled all summer” he can “dance all winter.” This was the situation we were facing. 

Populated with homeless men who were kidnapped and transported into a wilderness, two factions had emerged. Ours, the Suburbs, had more ants than grasshoppers. The other faction, City-Core, was mostly grasshoppers. But unlike the grasshopper in the fable, the City-Core grasshoppers were violent. The sheer number of men in City-Core, and the brutality of their leaders, meant that taking what they wanted was easier than farming. But we knew that our ants would not work if the fruits of their labor were carried off by grasshoppers. So, we were facing a crisis. If we lose our harvest to City-Core our men won’t plow and plant again and starvation will once again be the norm. 

Fearing an imminent attack as crops were brought in, we stored them in our nearly finished fort. We started building the fort after a City-Core attack where they burned our hospital/church, the goat barn, and killed several of our goats. They also killed four men, and injured many more. While the men could have given up at that point, instead their anger at losing what they had worked hard for was channeled into building defenses. City-Core’s attack had backfired. The Suburbs men were sick of being victims and went to work like never before.

The nearly finished fort looked like something from the Wild West, with log buildings surrounded by a stockade. It was our best hope for keeping what we had worked so hard to produce. As we gathered our crops, men from City-Core watched, making comments about how we had plenty and needed to share. In reality, we did not have excess; some of the harvest had to be put away to plant next year and the food had to last us through the winter. But even if we did have some excess, those who did the work were not inclined to share with those who played all day.

I’m the odd-man in this land, since it is a world populated with former street people, most with substance abuse problems, others with mental health issues. I was not homeless when kidnapped. I was a graduate student doing ethnographic research for my doctorate in sociology, tracing the roots of urban myths among the homeless. The myths were stories of kidnappings, mysterious black vans, and even aliens. But I learned the hard way that the stories were not myths.

Snatched with other men off the Santa Monica beach, I was drugged, bound, and trucked to a facility where I was transported with thirty other men to this place; wherever this is. Somewhere on Earth? Another planet? Back in time? The future? We do not know. While the plants and animals are Earth-like, they are also different in many ways.

Dropped in a meadow in the middle of the night, I and the others were attacked by men from City-Core. Those in my group who were too slow or too weak to get away were brutalized. I was one of those. Stripped and raped, the horror of that night still haunts me. While I survived, I was now cut off from everything I knew and loved; my girlfriend, family, friends and a life of ease. Now I live in a dystopian nightmare where the strong victimize the weak and I am not one of the strong. 

After being rescued by a man named Priest, the leader of his church, I aligned with the Suburbs, eventually becoming a member of the Council that guides our community. I serve, but with only one purpose and that is to get home. But to get there, first I need to survive.

Still weak from injuries I received from being the first man to complete The Swim, the man we call Doc, limited me to dishwashing. Sentenced to The Swim meant swimming through piranha infested waters to an island in the river that defines our southern border. Condemned men swim while dragging a rope. The idea behind The Swim was to not waste lives by simply executing condemned men with The Drop, which is being pushed off a cliff. Instead, I convinced Brody, the leader of City-Core, to give condemned men a small chance to survive by doing something that would benefit the community. If a man did manage to reach the island in the river with the rope, it would be the beginning of a bridge across the canyon and eventually open up the southern lands to us. In exchange, the man would be allowed to live. Unwittingly, I had created a blood sport, with men from both communities betting on whether the swimmer would make it through the piranha, or die.

The valley where we live functions as a prison, either by design or by accident. To the north our valley ends at a mountain of rock we call The Great Northern Barrier. To the east is a maze of hills and valleys that eventually lead to an unclimbable bluff. To the west is another cliff with the Western Ocean far below. To the south is a canyon cut by the Piranha River. Unexplored land can be seen across the Piranha River, but can’t be reached. That’s why I suggested The Swim. 

No condemned man had made it to the island alive; all killed by the flesh eating fish. When my friend Preacher was sentenced to the Swim, I volunteered to take his place. While severely injured, I managed to tow the rope to the island, secure it, and used it to get back. My body shredded, and weak from blood loss, I survived. By not dying that day, some men won bets, while others lost, but none resented me, since gambling was a way of life here. 

My work here is serving food and washing dishes in Suburbs, which means I overhear a lot of talk, and much of it is worrying about a pending attack. The consensus in the Suburbs was that City-Core was waiting for all the harvest work to be done before raiding our stores. The Council heard the rumors too, so the possibility of war dominated every Council meeting. 

Priest led the Council, which had no formal authority but by consent of the men, and ran the community. The Council was essentially an extension of the church, which had created what little civilization we had. Council membership was at the invitation of Priest, and currently consisted of me, Lars, Sky, Doc, Librarian, Hector, Preacher and Priest. 

“Priest” was actually the family name of the leader of our church. An early transport, Priest had found a calling among the outcasts, and organized as best he could. Sharing food, helping build shelter, and starting a church that also served as the hospital. His efforts were the seeds of civilization, but not much had sprouted. 

“Preacher” was a street name earned by a transport who used street corner preaching to raise money to buy booze. Snatched and transported like the rest of us, Preacher was African American, with brown skin, a quick smile, bright eyes and curly black hair and beard that he kept better trimmed than most of us. Once here, his gift for preaching impressed Priest and he was recruited into church leadership. Partly because we were nearly the same age, and young, I considered Preacher my best friend. 

Doc was an ex military medic in training to be a Physician Assistant until brought low by skimming pills from patient subscriptions. Doc lost his wife, son, and career and ended up on the street until snatched. Here, he had a second chance and was making the most of it and ran the hospital. Both Priest and Doc insisted that all men would receive care, even those from City-Core. 

Sky might be the smartest man in either City-Core or Suburbs. A former high school science teacher, his addiction led him to stealing equipment from his own school to pay for his habit. He lost his wife and family before being kidnapped, and now he was a community leader, astronomer, and keeper of the calendar. Sky was the person who discovered the Watchers’ satellite parked in orbit over our communities. 

Librarian was one of the oldest men in either community, although I could not judge his age. He picked up his nickname because he became keeper of the books that the Watchers send with shipments. In the early days the books were used to start fires, but with Priest’s backing, Librarian took charge of them and ran the only library in the communities. 

Lars and I shared a shelter. Lars was a big man, strong, and respected and feared by men in both communities. Lars was a skilled woodworker, and artist, whose carvings were much admired by the men. Lars had endeared himself to me by offering to share his shelter after I was violated on my first night. The shelter sharing was supposed to be temporary but he never asked me to leave and I never offered. Lars was a bit obsessive-compulsive and I learned to keep my side of the shelter neat and tidy at all times. I think that is why he tolerated me.

Hector had hispanic roots and took charge of the goats we received from the Watchers. He managed all our animals, and sheltered with his men near the animals, which they had to guard day and night to prevent poaching. Hector was reliable and trustworthy and a pillar of our community. 

During the last war, that we call the Battle of the Goat Corral, some of our precious goats were killed, and also Jury, one of only two dogs on the planet. Jury’s death affected the Suburbs’ men like no other death, and their anger turned the tide of the battle against City-Core. Ever since the battle, Hector had some of the goats hidden in small meadows every night, and the others secured inside the new goat barn which was part fort and part shelter. If City-Core managed to take the barn they would not get all of the goats. 

While rumors of a pending war worried the Council members, I did not want to let those fears slow down our progress. If I was ever to get out of this nightmare this land needed to be tamed. To do that, I knew Suburbs had to find a way to coexist with City-Core. For today’s Council meeting, I had brought a proposal that I thought would be a step toward peace. It involved salt.

Salt was essential both for our health, and for preserving foods for the winter. But until the ocean passage was discovered, Brody controlled most of the salt sent by the Watchers because in fights over the supplies, his men would take most of it. But after I discovered a hidden passage out of our valley and to the ocean, we had experimented with getting salt from seawater. 

“Does Brody know about the sea salt?” I asked at the Council meeting.

“He’d be demanding a share if he did,” Priest said. “But he will know eventually.”

“I think we need to send a message to the Watchers and tell them to stop sending salt,” I said. “Then, we’ll have a monopoly.”

The Council members squirmed at my proposal. 

“That’s dangerous,” Hector said. “What if the Watchers actually do it?”

“Brody will attack for sure,” Librarian said.

“He won’t even notice for a long time,” I said. “Maybe a few months. He’s got enough salt stored to last him that long and at first he’ll just think we got it all in the fight for supplies.”

Battling over the supplies that regularly appear in the meadow was getting more and more dangerous. What had once been a matter of grabbing whatever you could and running, was now a pitched battle using shields, clubs, and axes.

“Someone will notice,” Sky said. “Stretch, probably.”

Stretch was Brody’s right-hand man. He was intelligent and did most of the thinking for Brody. Stretch was never far away from Brody and often whispered in his ear.

“Eventually, they’ll figure it out but by then we’ll be their source,” I said. “We’ll keep the price cheap enough that it won’t be worth fighting over.”

“A fight is inevitable,” Sky said.

I wasn’t ready to concede that. Without peace, I was not getting home. 

“By the time they notice the Watchers aren’t shipping salt they’ll be building their bridge over the south canyon,” I said. “Then they can get to the ocean from their territory and set up their own salt operation.”

“They won’t build a bridge,” Librarian said. “Why would they? That takes work. They just live off the handouts from the Watchers.”

Librarian had a gift for seeing the dark side of everything, but he was not wrong. Brody and his men had done nothing about the bridge since I took the rope to the island. 

“Even with what you’ve stockpiled at the beach, we don’t have enough salt to supply Brody’s people and take care of our own needs,” Priest said.

“We don’t need to save any since in spring we can start up the saltworks again,” I said. “Then run it all summer.”

“I don’t think we can rely just on sea salt,” Doc said. “Not for iodine, anyway. There’s only trace amounts in sea salt. Probably less than in the local food. It’s great for preserving food but iodine might still be a problem.”

“But seafood is rich in iodine,” Sky said. “My wife was dropping red meat from our diet when my troubles started.”

Like many of the men, Sky’s drug addiction had cost him his career and family.

“I heard she went full vegan after we split,” Sky said. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure seafood has iodine. Probably any food we grow outside of our valley too. All the soil can’t be deficient in iodine.”

“We can ask to restart salt shipments if it becomes a health problem,” I argued. “But the benefit of getting a salt monopoly is worth the risk.”

“We can’t keep the passage out of here secret much longer,” Doc said. “There are already rumors that you found a way to the ocean.”

I had not heard those rumors, but too many Suburbs men knew about the passage out of the valley through the White Bear cave to keep the secret, including all of the Council, Deacon Ward, Screech and Fly who worked the salt works with me at the beach. Since Deacon Ward knew, I was sure all the deacons knew, and since Screech and Fly knew, by now most of the Suburbs and some of City-Core must know.

“We might as well announce it,” Priest said. “It will give the men a sense of progress.”

“Then I think we should do one other thing,” I said. “Let’s offer to help Brody build the bridge across the canyon. It’ll keep them busy and in the long run help us since we can use it too. In fact, we offer to help build it in return for free passage.”

“If we’re going to ask to use the bridge, are we going to let them use the north passage?” Priest asked. 

My friend Jeff and I had discovered the passage out of our valley, but it was a dangerous exit since it required going through a cave inhabited by a White Bear. Once we passed through the cave, we found ourselves outside our valley prison. Then, with land we had never seen before us, Jeff had split off to look for women he thought waited somewhere on the planet. 

Jeff is convinced that we were transported to the future by women who need men to mate with, since all the men in the future are dead. It is a crazy theory, but Jeff thoroughly believes it and he left to follow his dream. After we separated, I continued north and found a route to what we now called the Western Ocean. Jeff has not been seen since. 

“Sure,” I said. “But let’s not tell them a bear lives in the passage.”

Everyone laughed and made suggestions like just telling Rock, a brutal member of City-Core, where the passage was, but after much discussion we agreed both to announce the discovery of the northern passage and to offer to help build the bridge. Priest did not want to distract the men from the harvest so the announcement of the passage was delayed.

As I healed, the harvest continued and plans were made for a Thanksgiving meal. We even discussed inviting City-Core, but in the end City-Core invited themselves. As Lars predicted, the attack came when most of the harvest work was done. 
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Chapter 2. War
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I woke to the clank of alarms carried by men on guard duty. The alarms were simply the banging of two pieces of metal. Lars was out of our shelter in a flash. Shouting followed and then the booming of a drum coming from the Fort. Lars and the Deacons had created the warning system while I was making salt at the beach. 

The boom from the drum could be heard as far away as the Goat Barn where Hector, the surviving Australian Shepherd, Judge, and the herders would now be securing the goats. The men guarding the fields would hear it too and prepare to defend what crops remained, but no one expected them to be attacked. City-Core wasn’t interested in gleaning, they wanted our harvest. 

I  came out of my tent to see men hurrying into the fort. I grabbed the cane Lars had given me when I first arrived, and followed. I did not need the cane to walk anymore but it also served as a club and a talisman. All who saw the cane knew I was a friend of Lars. And Lars was a giant of a man.

Behind me I could hear the confusing sounds of fighting; the beating of clubs on shields, shouting, and an occasional scream. I crossed the clearing surrounding the fort and then stood at the gate letting others flow in. Deacons came, organizing the men already inside. Preacher showed up carrying a club and dragged me inside, telling me to get into the church.

“Where’s Doc?” I asked.

“He’s coming with the patients,” Preacher said. 

I started back toward the hospital but Preacher stopped me. 

“Brody’s men have overrun the hospital,” Preacher said. “Go to the church.”

The church was inside the stockade and was a place for the sick and crippled to hide.

“I can fight,” I said, holding up my cane.

“Fight at the church,” Preacher said. “If it gets that far.”

Then I saw Doc emerge from the dark of the woods, crossing the clearing. Men with arms in slings, bandaged heads, and others weak from dysentery or other diseases stumbled after him. Doc supported a man with a leg in splints. Men from the fort ran to help the invalids cross the land we had cleared to create a killing field. 

“Is this all?” I asked as Doc entered.

“Some of ours ran off to hide,” Doc said. “The rest were Brody’s people.”

Because Suburbs was run by the church, Doc treated everyone, including hermits and City-Core bullies. 

Looking through the gate I could see lanterns in the trees on the meadow side of the clearing. As I watched, Priest, several Deacons, and Suburbs men ran from the trees, stopped at the clearing, fought off a couple of pursuers and then fell back further. Then the bulk of the City-Core forces came through the trees and in the glow of lanterns I identified Rock, Stretch and Brody by their size. At a signal from Lars, the Suburb’s defenders retreated toward the fort, City-Core men giving chase. It was a race to the gate now. 

The Suburb’s defenders made it to the fort, the Deacons forming a defensive shield wall and backing through the gates as men inside prepared to shut them. Then Rock pushed through his own men and with a mighty blow buried an axe into Deacon Wills’ shield. The shield was already badly damaged and it split. Rock pulled back the axe and swung again and the axe cleaved the shield in half and cut deep into Deacon Wills’ arm. He screamed as he fell to his knees, dropping his shield and club and grabbed his nearly severed arm. Rock jerked the axe back, raised it high and buried it deep in Deacon Wills’ head. 

The brutal killing stunned everyone including City-Core men who froze. Leaving Deacon Wills’ body, the defenders backed the rest of the way into the fort and the gates started to close. Then Rock and the other City-Core men recovered and rushed forward to keep the gates open. Now it was a shoving match. I wanted to join the men pushing the gates closed but knew I was not strong enough and would be a hindrance and not a help. 

City-Core was winning the struggle, reaching in through the gap and swinging clubs wildly. Then Lars ordered men to climb ladders to the platform built into the wall. Once along the wall on either side of the gate they were passed rocks that they threw down on the City-Core attackers. Some of Brody’s men had shields but too few and the rocks cracked heads and bruised bones. Some City-Core men stopped pushing, trying to protect themselves from the rocks. Now we were winning the shoving match. City-Core men tripped over each other and their coordinated push collapsed. As City-Core forces fell back the gates were closed and a thick crosspiece put in place.

I felt safe as soon as the gates were shut but the Deacons and most of the men suddenly rushed toward the north wall; the unfinished wall! City-Core men were already through the gap. Like the last war, Brody had split his forces. Most of his men attacked the front gates and attracted most of the Suburbs’ defenders. The other half he sent around through the woods and when the shoving match at the gate happened he opened up a second front at the unfinished wall. 

As I followed, I saw City-Core men were inside the fort, spreading out, their numbers growing. They were dangerously close to breaking through the Suburbs men who defended with clubs and spears. If City-Core got a foothold inside they could open the gates and City-Core would overpower the defenders and own not just the crops inside but the fort as well. 

As some Deacons led men to fight the battle of the gap, other Deacons hurried to a storeroom and came back with spears. Deacons, and what Lars called Trusted Men, took the spears and joined the fight, jabbing at the City-Core men who parried and dodged as best they could. The Deacons stopped the City-Core advance and soon City-Core retreated step by step but the pressure of other City-Core men pushing through the gaps kept them from leaving the fort. The fighting intensified. 

The brutal killing of Deacon Wills had triggered a bloodlust in our men who hammered with clubs and jockeyed for killing thrusts with their spears, but the Deacons and Trusted Men were disciplined and with Lars bellowing orders they took the lead, using short jabs to wound but not kill. Even with their senses dulled by the narcotic “goo,” the City-Core men realized that their attack had failed and slowly fell back. Soon it was chaos as City-Core men trying to get into the fort got tangled with City-Core men trying to get out. The Deacons kept up the pressure, and when the City-Core men inside managed to get out, split logs, rough hewn boards, and scrap wood were carried to the north wall and used to fill the gaps in the unfinished wall. This side of the fort did not yet have its platform so Lars directed men to assemble makeshift stands for guards. 

Except for the grunting, chopping and hammering of men working to strengthen the north wall, it was now quiet. The wounded were moved into one of the buildings where Doc and Whiskey dealt with the injuries. With men on the wall standing guard, the front gate was opened and Deacon Wills’ body recovered. Preacher prayed for our fallen Deacon, two dozen men kneeling around the body as he did. From the stories I heard there were other casualties on our side, their bodies in the woods or around the hospital. I did not know about City-Core’s losses.

With each encounter with City Core, the violence was getting worse. Fist fights were common when I arrived; men fighting over food, shelter, or lovers. Now we had open warfare, where heads were bashed with clubs and skulls split with axes. The violence was escalating and this fight was not over. 

More men trickled into the fort, let in when they were recognized by guards. With fifty yards of cleared land on every side of the fort there was no chance City-Core men could reach the open gate before it was slammed closed again. These stragglers brought stories of shelters being looted, Suburbs men being beaten and raped, and executions. Rock had appointed himself judge, jury and executioner and was using his axe to behead any Suburbs men they caught.  

In dawn’s light the fort was crowded with men, so when Priest called for a meeting the Council gathered in the church on the front benches. Priest, Preacher, Lars, Sky, Librarian and I were there. Doc was treating patients. 

“They had a good plan,” Lars said. “If they had attacked the north wall earlier it might have worked.”

“We’re safe now,” Priest said.

“No,” Lars said. “They’ll be back.”

“They’ll go for the goats,” I said.

“The goats will be gone,” Priest said. “When they heard the drums Hector and his men sealed up the barn and moved the goats. Hector will defend the barn, and Brody’s men will waste time trying to get in but if they do there won’t be anything inside.”

“Except Hector and his men,” I said.

“They have a plan for that,” Priest said. 

I realized how much work and planning had taken place while I was at the ocean making salt over the summer and was embarrassed that I was acting like nothing good could happen without me present. 

“We can’t stay in here forever,” Sky said. 

“We can negotiate,” Priest said. “We’ll give up a larger share of the crops.”

“We can’t,” Preacher said. “Suburbs men worked their asses off to plant and harvest those crops. If Brody’s men do none of the work and then just take the lion’s share we’ll never get our men to plant again. If you do this you won’t just be taking away their food, you’ll  be taking away their hope.”

Preacher usually supported Priest, the two pastors presenting a united theology and a united front. So, his opposition said a lot about how strongly he disagreed.

“Don’t give them a damn thing,” Librarian said. “We cut them off entirely.”

“I agree with Preacher,” Sky said. “If we give up our crops we’re done being farmers. The church is done. And, frankly, your credibility is gone.”

“We can wait them out,” Priest said. “We can stay in the fort for weeks; even months. We have the food and water.”

“They’ll find the goats eventually,” Sky said. “You know they’ll butcher them.”

There was a long silence. Even I managed to keep quiet for a time.

“We can make the offer to help with the bridge,” I said finally. “Maybe Brody will want to go looking for the women like Jeff did.”

“Brody never bought Jeff’s horney women story,” Sky said. “He’s happy with what he’s got.”

“There has to be something besides more death,” Priest said. 

Priest did not want to let go of the negotiation idea, confident he could buy Brody off. Sky pointed out that once you start paying protection money you never stop. I knew we were already down that rabbit hole. Brody was already bleeding us, taking shares of the narcotic goo, the one product we had a monopoly on. Brody also forced us to trade for medical kits City-Core captured from Watcher deliveries even though Doc treated City-Core men for free. My idea about stopping the salt shipments was designed to balance the power between City-Core and the Suburbs but the war had come before we could try it. 

“We need to go on offense,” Sky said.

“It’s not offense once you’ve been attacked,” Librarian said. “It’s defense.”

“We’ve been holding back,” Lars said. “We have other weapons to use.” 

That set off a heated discussion with Priest on one side and Lars, Sky and Librarian on the other. Preacher and I mostly sat it out. I agreed that we needed to change our strategy but was afraid of escalating the violence. Once we did, City-Core would reciprocate. The argument ended when Preacher took his stand.

“This is one of those moments in history that can change the direction of a people,” Preacher said. “It’s like the Council of Nicea deciding that Christ was divine and not just another created being. Would the church have survived without the concept of the Trinity?”

“This isn’t that kind of moment,” Priest said.

“It’s just an example of a key historical turning point,” Preacher said. “It’s like Truman making the decision to use the atom bomb. He did and the war with Japan ended.”

“With 200,000 deaths,” Priest said.

“Japanese deaths,” Preacher said. “More American soldiers than that would have died invading Japan.”

“Maybe Custer deciding to attack the Sioux at Little Bighorn is a better example,” I said.

“What I’m saying is that we can lose all the progress we made if we let Brody bully us into giving up our food,” Preacher said. “It will break the spirit of the men. You’ve seen them pulling the plow and reaping wheat without the proper tools. Starving men did that work and we can’t betray them.”

“Some will die,” Priest said.

“More will die if we go back to fighting Brody for food,” Priest said.

After another long silence Priest and the others went into a period of silent prayer. I meditated, waiting it out. Finally, Priest ended the period of prayer by saying “There is a time to love and a time to hate, a time for war and a time for peace. This is the time for war.”

“I agree,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t give negotiation one more chance.”

Then I laid out what I was thinking. With a lot of discussion and modification we developed our plan. 
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Chapter 3. The Negotiation
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Deacon LeRoy volunteered to leave the fort and carry our offer of negotiation to Brody and his men. No City-Core men were in sight the next morning when Deacon LeRoy left the fort. He was back an hour later, roughed up but carrying a reply.

“They agreed to meet,” Deacon LeRoy said as Doc examined him. 

“How is he?” Priest asked. 

“Bruises mostly,” Doc said. “He might have a mild concussion. We’ll watch him over night.”

“Did Rock do this?” Lars asked in a way that sent chills down my spine.

“Mostly it was the men in the woods,” Deacon LeRoy said. “They jumped me before I could tell them I had a message.”

“You said mostly,” Lars said.

Deacon LeRoy ignored Lars.

“They agreed to the dinner meeting,” Deacon LeRoy said. “In the meadow. We bring the supper.”

We had argued over whether to provide food or not since our food was fresh and their food was mostly canned or dehydrated. The more they tasted fresh food the more they might be willing to fight to take it from us. However, we also believed that a good meal would mellow them and open them to negotiation.

“They want to bring ten men,” Deacon LeRoy said.

“Fine,” Priest said. “We’ll do the same.”

Then Priest gave orders and preparations began. I was to be one of those at the feast and helped with the logistics, organizing benches and makeshift tables. We argued over the shape of the tables but in the end went with a long table with ten City-Core leaders on one side and ten Suburbs leaders on the other. Brody would be at the center of one table and Priest across from him. Brody had agreed to pull his men out of the woods near the fort to give us space for setting up.

“No skin off me,” Brody said grinning. “We can take your fort anytime we want.”

That seemed impossible but he said it like he believed it. We waited until the last moment to set up the tables in the meadow. No transports were due so there was little chance of being crushed by an unexpected delivery but because of fear of transports, and because that is where most of the men had been assaulted, the meadow was a social taboo. Men rarely entered the meadow and then only a short distance. When we carried our tables into the meadow, Rock, Stretch and half a dozen men with axes came storming out of City-Core.

“We’re not sitting in your territory,” Rock said. “You move those tables down by us or it’s off.”

Rock carried an axe with dried blood on it. Probably Deacon Wills’ blood. Fortunately, Lars was not with us. 

“This is closer to the kitchen,” I said. “You want us to carry the food all the way down the meadow?”

“If you want us to be there, then hell yeah!” Rock said. “Do it!”

We argued a bit and then compromised on putting the tables two-thirds of the way toward City-Core. When I told Lars he just nodded and said, “That will work.” 

When the tables were set up, Brody’s camp was signaled and Brody led his ten into the meadow. Priest did the same from our side. We had the longer walk and Brody’s entourage was waiting for us when we got there. Rock was on Brody’s left and Stretch on his right. The other seven were Brody’s biggest bullies. All were carrying clubs or axes. None of us were carrying weapons. We faced each other, standing on either side of the long table that was set with plates and utensils. The only difference between the two sides was that they would be seated on benches and our side on stools.

“You came armed to a peace conference?” Priest said.

“We brought peacemakers,” Brody said.

“Peace through strength,” Stretch said.

“Yeah, peace through strength,” Brody echoed.

“You got a problem with that?” Rock demanded.

“No,” Priest said. “But we came unarmed.”

“That’s your problem,” Rock said.

Brody just grinned. Despite the fact they had not taken the fort he seemed confident he had the upper hand.

“Let me pray and then we can eat together as brothers,” Priest said. 

“Whatever,” Brody said. 

As Priest prayed that the meeting would bring the two communities together and that they could live and work together in the harmony God intended for the world, I noticed that only a few of Brody’s men had bowed their heads. Rock was rolling his eyes and then put his hands up in an Evangelical way, mocking Priest and the believers on our side of the table. Priest finished by thanking God for the food and asked that it would nourish our bodies for a good purpose.

“Damn, that was long,” Brody said and his side laughed. 

We sat, Brody’s entourage climbing over the benches to sit down. Then the food was brought down the meadow from our kitchen. There was summer wine made from local berries, goat cheese, bread, goat butter, sweet beetle syrup, corn on the cob, cucumber salad, venison and goat meat. I was happy to see bowls of our greenish sea salt and brown pepper and happier when Brody’s men first tasted, and then generously applied the Brown Pepper. I wanted to tell them it was made out of manure but refrained. It would improve my mood but ruin theirs and we needed this negotiation to work. It was the last chance before full out war. For dessert our servers brought out berry cobbler. Interestingly, none of Brody’s people asked about the peculiar greenish salt.

Our guests stuffed themselves and there was a good feeling on both sides. I was uncomfortable when the talk turned to my swim but everyone seemed impressed that I made it.

“If I was one of them piranha I would have gone for your wiener first,” one of Brody’s men said. 

“You would,” the man next to him said and the City-Core side roared in laughter over the inside joke.

Half of Brody’s men complained that I cost them because of lost bets. “I lost my shirt,” one said. He pulled open his coat to show his bare chest. “Really, I did!” Even I laughed at that, and both sides laughed long and hard. Rock was jovial too, but kept eyeing the men on our side. 

“Where’s Lars?” Rock asked when he got an opening. “Thought he’d be here being one of your big men.”

“He’s the Deacon in charge of the fort,” Priest said. “He’s supervising repairs.”

And with that the tone of the gathering changed.

You’re stalling us so you can fix that one wall!” Stretch said.

“This is a trick!” Brody said, his mouth full of cobbler.

“We want to negotiate peace,” Priest said. “That’s not a trick. We have a proposal.”

“I’ve got a proposal too,” Brody said. “Surrender your sorry asses or we’ll kill you!”

Preacher started to rise but Priest put a hand on his shoulder and pushed him down.

“Our proposal is that we both surrender,” Priest said.

“That makes no sense,” Brody said. “You surrender to us.”

“We’re fighting each other over food and clothes,” Priest said. “We’re killing each other and some men are killing themselves. You know how many men go to the Jumping Off Place!”

“Don’t know and don’t care,” Brody said. “It leaves more for the rest of us.”

“You should care,” Priest said. “You liked this meal, didn’t you? You got this because we had enough men willing to work dawn till dusk to plant and then harvest. If you steal their crops they won’t do it again. You’ll be back to eating canned beans and bad bread.”

“We’ll be eating cheese and goat,” Brody said.

“Our men won’t farm for you,” Priest said. “And your men can’t or won’t.”

“You’re men will keep farming,” Brody said. “If they want to eat.”

“If they don’t we’ll make them,” Rock said. “They work or they get whipped.”

“Slavery?” Priest said, genuinely horrified. “You want to enslave my people?”

“You too,” Rock said. “I’ve got plans for you when I get hold of you.”

Our side of the table was stunned by the future Brody and his bullies envisioned. Looking at the ten faces opposite us I saw only one or two who might lack the resolve of the others.

“Our proposal is you surrender now and we get everything you’ve got including that pretty new fort,” Brody said. “That church is going to be my new home.” 

“Won’t you listen to what we are offering?” Priest asked, almost pleading.

“Is it everything you got?” Brody asked. “Then we ain’t interested.”

Then Rock lifted his axe above his head and with a roar City-Core men came rushing from their camp. 

“Now!” Priest shouted, and we all planted our feet and shoved the table. 

The move caught Brody and his men by surprise and they were pushed back, unbalanced their benches and went down with the table on top of them. The remains of the dinner slid off the table splattering them. Then we were off our stools and running for the fort. Brody, Rock and the others struggled out from under the table, wiping off berry cobbler and the remains and other food. The City-Core mob passed them as they were retrieving their weapons, then they came around the table and joined the chase. 

We did not have much of a headstart and some of us would get caught before we reached the fort. I was one of those. I was still recovering from The Swim and was the slowest anyway. I knew that when I volunteered but I was a juicy piece of bait. 

The mob pushed harder when they saw they could catch us and pounded up the meadow. We were thirty yards from the trees when Lars, his fellow Deacons and Trusted Men stepped out of the tree line. His men were armed with atlatls and spears. 

“Down,” Lars shouted.

We all stumbled to the ground and then lay flat. Lars’ men launched the atlatl powered spears and I heard them whistle over our heads. I looked back and saw the leading edge of the City-Core fighters decimated. A half dozen men were struck, with some spears halfway through their bodies. Others were only wounded and those fell screaming. As the first fell, those behind stumbled over their bodies, creating a pile up. Men behind those were oblivious to what had happened and streamed around the fallen. 

I saw Rock, Brody and Stretch pull up behind the pile up, looking at the carnage. Then Lars’s men let loose another barrage and more men were speared. That broke the charge, the uninjured men in front peeling off and running for safety. With the City-Core ranks faltering we got up and ran past Lars and his spearmen and into the trees to the fort. As the last to pass I heard Lars give another order and his men launched another barrage into the retreating City-Core men. As I ran for the fort I heard the screams. 

That last barrage would be controversial forever. Priest would never forget Lars gave that order, although he said he did forgive Lars. Lars never spoke about it to me but I heard from Preacher that Lars never regretted spearing those running men in the back. 

We retreated into the fort, Lars’s spearmen protecting us. Priest and Lars walked off in a heated discussion. I found Preacher in the crowd.

“You think they’re going to survive this?” I asked, looking at the friends arguing.

“Sure,” Preacher said. “They’ll be mad for a while but Lars and Priest have done more than anyone but you to get us this far.”

“Me?” I said. “I’ve done almost nothing.”

Preacher looked at me and said “You really don’t see it do you?” Then he walked off leaving me to wonder. I was nothing but one more advisor to Priest. I had done nothing that others hadn’t done before I arrived or after. Puzzled, and weak from coming off the adrenaline rush that comes when you are being chased by men with axes, I found a spot against the church wall and eventually fell asleep.

City-Core’s next attack came a few hours later. We knew it was coming because the fort was built with a secret exit through a tunnel and Lars sent out a spy to watch City-Core.

“They’ve got at least eight dead and more that might die,” the spy told the council. “Brody’s men wanted to give up but Brody passed out more goo and got them all pumped up again. They want revenge for what happened to their friends and they want our food. They’re crazy mad now. Like crazy crazy.”

Lars sent men to the walls, many armed with bows and arrows. The men were instructed to hold their fire until Lars gave the word. Priest left Lars in charge but with instructions to minimize the casualties. Since I would not hide in the church, I was assigned to command the men charged with protecting the gate. The gate men were all beefy, every one of them with biceps three times the size of mine. Most were on Lars’ work crew and manhandled logs all day long. They would hold the gate, reinforce it with beams that weighed as much as me, and then fight hand to hand if Brody’s men got through. While I would be of little help the men seemed to take heart that someone from the Council would stand with them. A couple of the men thanked me because they bet on me in The Swim. One said he forgave me for not being eaten because he bet against me. I laughed at that and he smiled. 

From my position I could see through the cracks in the gate although I could not see far. With no lights and the moon covered by high overcast it was about as dark as night could get. Everything inside and outside the fort was quiet now, those in the fort trying to listen for the sound of the approaching army. Standing shoulder to shoulder with other men assigned to the gate, I now understood what people meant by the smell of fear. All of us were rank most of the time but now the body odor was different, sour, the smell increasing my anxiety. As time wore on I also came to understand why soldiers observed that the waiting for battle is worse than the battle. The anxiety was killing me. 

“I see em,” a voice called from the platform. Then other voices along the walls said “Here too,” “I got some,” “In the back too.” 

City-Core men appeared in the fringe of the forest, some holding lanterns, some with torches. This time Brody had spread his forces all around the fort. The torches told me he was going to try to burn us out. If he could get fires going in several places many of our defenders would have to pull back to put out the fires, weakening our defenses. If the fires could not be controlled the fort could burn to the ground. The fact Brody would lose the crops was not as important to him now as beating us and enslaving us. 

Lars ordered the walls be doused with water and bucket lines were formed to the two wells and water pulled up as fast as men could do it. As soon as Brody saw the first buckets of water being poured over the side he ordered the attack.

Now respecting the spears, men with hastily assembled shields came first, other men hiding behind them. Men on the walls with atlatls were passed spears and launched them high, the spears flying over the shields and falling in the ranks. It was so dark that if the City-Core men were not carrying lanterns and torches the spearmen would have little to aim at. Even so, their throws were literally a shot in the dark. The spears came down and a few men fell and we heard the first of many screams. Then City-Core rushed the walls. The spears were launched again, raining down, taking out a few more but the mob came on. Now spears were thrown at the shields. Some bounced off, some embedded, and a few pierced. The attack was still not broken.

Lars then gave the order for the bowmen to get ready. The closer the City-Core got the more effective the bows would be. The first flight of arrows rained down, taking out some attackers but the men were so doped many kept running even with arrows sticking out of their shoulders and chests. Then the City-Core army did the unexpected. They stopped, clumping up behind the shields. Then I saw Molotov cocktails being lit; rags stuffed into jars of lantern gas. They were too far out to throw the jars against the walls so I expected those with the bombs to rush the walls. I knew the bowmen would cut them down. Surprisingly, they did not rush the walls. Instead, in the light of the torches and burning rags I saw the bombs being loaded into slings.

“They’ve got slings,” I said.

I don’t know if the men around me knew what that meant but they repeated it with loud shouts. Then like David facing Goliath, the men with slings spun them and launched the Molotov cocktails on a high trajectory. The jars flew over the walls from all sides and broke inside, spreading flaming gas. One bomb landed on the roof of the church. Others on the storage sheds, and in the compound. Now the bucket brigade was put on defense.

“Target the men with the slings,” Lars shouted, his order spreading around the platform. Arrows and spears were passed up and launched into and between shields, and over the shield wall into the mob huddled behind. More fire bombs came over the wall. One of the jars failed to clear the wall and suddenly part of the fort wall was on fire. Two burning men jumped from the platform, rolling on the ground. They were doused with buckets of water and then carried to where Doc was ready for the wounded. 

The gas on the fort wall burned off quickly but part of the wall was lit and burning. In the light I could see City-Core advancing again. The men with slings were launching their gas bombs as quickly as they could. I saw one begin his swing and then an arrow buried in his throat. The bomb went high and short and burst just in front of some of the shied men, splashing them with gas. Two men dropped their burning shields, one with his arm on fire. He fell back, others trying to help him. Lars took the opportunity and exploited the small gap in the wall in front of us. Arrows and spears poured through and men fell. From the north side of the wall I heard screams. Something on that side was on fire. The interior of the fort was chaotic as men fought fires in several places. 

We were fighting on all sides now and another battle with the fire inside. There were just too few of us for this many fronts. Another jar exploded on the roof of the church. The bucket brigade had been knocking down the roof fire but now it was as bad as before. Through the crack I saw the City-Core shield wall tighten up but also that there were fewer men behind it. The arrows continued to rain down and men were wounded or killed, thinning their ranks. In the flickering firelight I could see some men were just turning and running. 

In the chaos I could not pick out Brody, Stretch or Rock, but could hear Brody screaming at his men to keep attacking. Then from the trees there came a dozen men protected by another dozen who were holding up shields. The protected men carried a battering ram. Through cracks in the gate, I saw it was just a log suspended on ropes but looked long and heavy and aimed right for me and my men. Brody’s mob parted and the men with the ram came through. As they got to the front the men with slings changed their attack and jars of burning gasoline smashed against the fort wall, the flames driving back the protectors on the wall. Then the men with the ram ran forward, the rest of Brody’s men following close. 

“Hold the gate,” I shouted. 

My burly men leaned into the gate, adding to the bracing with their shoulders. As the gasoline burned off, daring bowmen leaned out and peppered the battering ram men with arrows. One of the ram men stumbled but the rest kept on coming and the ram hit dead center where the two swinging gates came together. The gate sagged but did not give. I had worried that the wood would break but now realized the hinges were the weak link. The right gate was sagging and I could see that the lower hinge was partially torn from its post. Then they hit the gate again, and the hinge gave way. The gates were still closed but one gate was now hanging from one hinge.

“Hold the gate,” I shouted unnecessarily. 

My men did, shoving and bracing with wood and their bodies. Behind me I saw Lars and a dozen men running along the side of the church. I knew somewhere back there was the secret passage. Brody’s men hit again and the lower hinge on the left was partially torn loose. The gates were hanging by a thread now. More arrows rained down on men with the ram but now Brody’s men were throwing rocks and jars of gas at the defenders. Part of the platform was on fire, driving the defenders back, leaving a gap in our defensive fire. Meanwhile the men with the ram had a rhythm. They would slam the gate and then back up a few steps and run forward and hit it again. The log was heavy and the men strained with the effort. One of my men looked to me and said “They’re going to get through.” The look on his face told me they expected me to do something. I had only one idea.

“Hold one more blow and then pull the braces,” I said. Then I turned to the interior and called for defenders. The men driven off the wall came as did some of the bucket brigade. The ram hit again and I said just loud enough to be heard “Pull the bar and remove the braces.” The men worked quickly and had most of it removed before the next ramming. This time the gate swung open and expecting another hard slam the men with the log stumbled and then tripped over each other. My men were on them, clubbing and beating them. Then the bowmen displaced from the walls opened up through the opening and more of Brody’s men fell but the gap drew the men in the back and soon men from other sides of the fort. They had the opening they needed to take the fort. The problem was that they had to climb the injured and dead men who had carried the ram and their protectors. That small space was a funnel and we had to defend only the small end. Like Leonidas and his Spartans we stopped the onslaught in a narrow gap but we could not last.

Now the fight was clubbing, jabbing, and stabbing. Bowmen from the wall on one side continued to shoot down but the battle was slowly moving inside the fort. We were losing. They would break through and fan out soon and then their shear numbers would mean the end of the Suburbs. Then Lars and his force attacked their flank.

A dozen spears hit City-Core and then Lars and his men came screaming across the cleared defensive zone. The spears created a hole in the flank and Lars drove into the hole, bashing men on right and left. Afraid of hitting their own men, archers now rained arrows down on the perimeter of the City-Core army and those men fell back and as Lars’ squad split the City-Core forces. My men beat back those in the fort and then drove them out. Limping along behind, I swung my Lars cane ineffectually, my real goal to encourage my men. Then City-Core broke and ran. In a concession to Priest, Lars bellowed orders to let them go. City-Core men jogged, walked, limped, and helped the wounded from the field. When the last man disappeared into the woods our defenders erupted with a mass cheer.

Doc, Whiskey, and his nurses came out and began triage, ordering some of the wounded into the fort, pronouncing other men as dead. Normally I would help with the injured but I had no energy. Men patted me on the back, a couple hugging me although I had done nothing but give a couple of orders and shout encouragement. I sagged against the fort wall and watched the men fight the fires, the last to be put out was the church fire. The roof smoldered for hours and had to be repeatedly doused. 

After a couple of hours, City-Core dead were carried from the defense zone and lined up like piano keys along the outside wall. There were eighteen bodies. There would be many more wounded and some of those would die. We had lost four in addition to Deacon Wills and a few more might die. We knew there would be more of our dead in the woods. One of our dead was Swenson, the odd sounding singer with brain damage who started the church choir. Sky claimed it was a great victory and I suppose it was. We fought from a fortified position and had all the advantages but why did anyone have to die? This Lord of the Flies nightmare world had to change.

“They should have gone for a siege,” Sky said. “When their surprise attack didn’t work, that was their only real choice.”

“We had food and water,” I said.

“But we couldn’t stay in here forever,” Sky said. “They could have camped all around us and waited. They would get all the supplies from the next transport and the one after that and the one after that. They could wait a year. What else would they have to do but wait?”

I thought about that. He was right. As long as the Watchers keep sending food there would be no desperation in City-Core. No motivation to farm. No motivation to let us farm. But human nature meant they had no problem making us do the farming and then taking the food. Thinking about the dead and then about letting slavery get a foothold, for the first time in my life I realized that some things are worth dying for.

Then I thought some more about the Watchers and why they had sent us here and why they kept feeding us. I thought about how they equipped the first group and the fact that they sent what we asked for when we placed our message. To some it seemed like their beneficence would continue forever but I read it differently. There would come a day when the gravy train would end. We needed to be ready for that day. That thought made me sad since it felt like I was giving up on going home. 

“Sky, can you get Priest to call a Council meeting?” I asked. 

“Why?”

“We need to surrender to Brody,” I said.
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