
The Catalyst Saga: Age of Savagery

––––––––

Book 1

––––––––

A novel by, 

––––––––

James F. David

––––––––

Meridian Street

[image: ]

This is a work of fiction.  All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to real people or events is purely coincidental.

––––––––

Copyright 2025 by James F. David

––––––––

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form. 

––––––––

Cover image created in partnership with ChatGPT/DALL-E, 2025

Rabbit Man Image Courtesy of Adelaide Harris


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Age of Savagery (The Catalyst Saga, #1)

Prologue

Chapter 1. Homeless

Chapter 2. Shanghaied

Chapter 3. Priest

Chapter 4. Hospital

Chapter 5. Church

Chapter 6. Sky

Chapter 7. Supplies

Chapter 8. Battle of the Supplies

Chapter 9. Message

Chapter 10. The Calling of the deacons

Chapter 11. The Great Transport Robbery

Chapter 12. Preacher and Doc

Chapter 13. Second Battle of the Supplies

Chapter 14. Negotiations

Chapter 15. Judge and Jury

Chapter 16. Execution

Chapter 17. A Time of Preparation

Chapter 18. Incident

Chapter 19. Goo

Chapter 20. Ocean

Chapter 21. The Battle of the Church

Chapter 22. Battle of the Goat Corral

Chapter 23. The Swim

Chapter 24. Post War

Chapter 25. Swim For Your Life

Chapter 26. Salt Summer

Chapter 27. Rumors of War

Chapter 28. Volunteer

Chapter 29. The Proposal

Sign up for James F. David's Mailing List

Also By James F. David

About the Author

Praise For James F. David

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR Footprints of Thunder

“An utterly original vision of the apocalypse.”

- DOUGLAS PRESTON, 

New York Times bestselling author of Impact

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR Thunder of Time

“Enough toothsome confrontations and century-hopping to please both dinosaur and time-travel aficionados.”

- Booklist

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Dinosaur Thunder

“A Tyrannosaurus rex, nuclear explosions, and sacrificial Mayan rituals collide in David’s entertaining....third thriller set in a world in which prehistory has invaded the present.”

- Publishers Weekly

––––––––
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR James F. David’s Before the Cradle Falls

“David turns an implausible premise into a believable thriller that will appeal to both mystery and fantasy fans.”

- Booklist

––––––––
[image: ]
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California Independent Times:  Urban Myths of Alien Abductions Trigger Houseless Migration
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A spokesperson for California’s Social Service for the Homeless (CSSH) reports that the recent migration of houseless Californians from Southern California is a result of the spread of bizarre urban myths. These myths include stories of alien abduction, middle of the night kidnappings, and mysterious vans. Fear of the “Night Monsters” is spreading through the houseless community and has resulted in significant relocation both to northern communities and bordering states.
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Chapter 1. Homeless
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It has been my experience that presence is a more powerful catalyst for change than analysis.

- Rachel Naomi Remen

––––––––
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I picked Santa Monica as my point of entry. The urban myths about kidnapped street people were strongest in San Diego but got weaker as you moved north. While the Santa Monica unhoused population circulated the abduction mythology, so far, the myths had not resulted in significant migration. That made Santa Monica my best chance of getting a representative sample of the street culture.

I made casual contacts at first, striking up conversations, learning names and the mores of their community. Sharing some wine or cigarettes was my entry and usually got the men and women I approached talking. My cover story was that I had just come down from Portland, that I liked it there because there was a lot of free stuff, but that it was just too rainy for me. Everyone understood and a few had even migrated down the coast from Seattle and Portland for the same reason. Even in these early contacts I began asking about the myth of men in black kidnapping unhoused people. A woman named Chloe was typical of those I talked to.

“I seen it,” Chloe said. “We was sleeping under the beach bridge, you know where they painted that ocean scene with all the fish and crabs and stuff? Kinda pretty until some asshole tagged it.”

“Seen what?” I asked, keeping her focussed.

“The men who work for the aliens,” Chloe said, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “It was the middle of the night and they came and was shooting everyone and then took the men.”

“Were you shot?”

“Damn right,” Chloe said. “Here.”

Chloe rubbed her neck. I could not see a scar or any kind of mark.

“That’s what woke me up. Got this pain in my neck and I looked around seeing them taking the men and then I went back to sleep. Janey was there too. The Janey that has that red plastic shopping cart. You know, not the Janey with the silver cart.”

I grunted understanding but had not met either Janey.

“They aren’t sisters or nuthin’.”

“If you got shot in the neck why aren’t you dead?”

“Not shot like with a gun. Shot like with a needle.”

“In the neck?” 

“In the neck! Then I saw the men getting picked up and then I was asleep. When I woke up the men was gone but not Janey and me.”

“Janey saw it too?”

“She don’t even remember nuthin’. She thinks I’m crazy but I saw the men in black takin’ Stormin Norman, Bob the rat killer, Stokie, and Les. That’s the Les with the bald head, not the one with all that white hair.”

I grunted again.

“Do you know where they took them?” 

“Don’t know,” Chloe said, then looked up at the sky. “I heard aliens took them to their planet.”

“Who did you hear that from?” I asked.

“Just around,” Chloe said.

I gave her cigarettes as a thank you, but only a couple out of a baggie I carried. Showing a full pack of cigarettes in the unhoused community was the equivalent of flashing a wad of cash. 

Chloe’s story was one of the few where she claimed to be an eyewitness. In fact, I found that when I traced versions of the men in black abduction story, most trails led back to Chloe. Other women and some men told of going to sleep and then waking up and finding friends missing but none remembered seeing abductors. The one common element in the mythology was that it was always the men who were taken, which was odd since it was inconsistent with general alien abduction mythology where women were at least as likely to be abducted. Eventually, I ran into Red Shopping Cart Janey and asked her about the night the men disappeared but she remembered nothing unusual and was pretty sure the men were still around Santa Monica or maybe in Phoenix or Boise. 

“Boise’s pretty nice except the winters aren’t great,” Janey said. “I hear lots of the community talking about going there because they’re afraid.”

“Because people are disappearing?”

“Yeah, but Chloe’s story is crap. I was there. Nuthin’ happened. People come and go all the time. You don’t need aliens and kidnappers and stuff to explain that.”

I grunted in agreement and gave her cigarettes. 

I met Luke at a church offering no-strings-attached free meals. Luke was a few years older than me, gaunt, but still strong looking, bearded, dirty hair that might be blonde if washed, and with gray eyes dulled by drugs or alcohol. While he shared little of his personal story, he was knowledgeable about street life in Santa Monica and coherent enough to befriend someone sharing cigarettes. 

“Just stay away from the pier and third street ‘cause that’s where the tourists are,” Luke said. “The cops get pissy if they catch you panhandling the tourists. They don’t arrest you or nuthin but they hassle you and take your stuff. You just have to wait until they shut down the Street Fair and then the trash cans are full of good eats. You won’t believe the stuff that gets thrown away. Got to time it right, though. Lots of us go for it.”

Luke asked about Portland and I shared what I knew and made up some more because Luke had never been there. Like others I talked to, Luke said he was thinking about moving north because, “Night monsters are getting people.” 

“Night monsters?”

“That’s why I came up here,” Luke said. “I had a  good deal going in San Diego but then one of my friends disappeared. Rumor was Jackknife got snatched in the dark. Some others too. That kinda freaked me out but I was thinking of leaving even before that because of the hep outbreak.”

“Hepatitis?”

“Yeah.”

I knew there had been claims of hepatitis outbreaks in San Diego and Los Angeles and city leaders responded by blaming the unsheltered and confiscating and destroying what little protection from the elements they had managed to scrape together. Then the sidewalks and parking lots where they had gathered were disinfected and steam cleaned, supposedly to control the spread of infectious diseases. I suspected the hepatitis rumor was a ploy of the city leaders to justify their assault on the rights of the unhoused and protect precious tourist dollars. I made a mental note to prepare a paper titled The Weaponization of Health Concerns in the Assault on Homeless Civil Rights. The title alone would get it published in several top tier journals.

“Yeah. The city took my tent and my shopping cart. Made Lucy run away too; my dog. I moved over to Vermont Street then and a few days later I heard Jackknife was took by the night monsters. I think it’s bullshit, but I didn’t have a good situation on Vermont anyway so I come up here just in case.”

I particularly liked Luke’s story about losing his dog and his friend Jackknife and decided the anecdote would be in my dissertation since it gave a name and a face to the unhoused.

“If Jackknife had a weapon, how did the night monsters get him?” I asked. “Didn’t he fight back?”

“He didn’t have no knife that I ever saw. We called him Jackknife because his first name was Jack and his last name Bowie, like a Bowie knife.”

After a promise of some wine, Luke offered to show me a good place to sleep. We made plans to meet near the pier that night and then Luke wandered away. I spent most of the rest of that afternoon near a dumpster in an alley smoking and talking to the residents of a small encampment. The self-identified leader was a woman called Caprice, who was missing two front teeth and had deep facial wrinkles. She was brown from the sun even though she never pulled down the hood of her sweatshirt despite the heat.

When I came into Caprice’s Alley, I could see the wary looks on her face and on the faces of the members of her clan. So, I stopped a distance away, sat against the wall and started to smoke. After a while, Caprice got up and came over and bummed a cigarette. I gave her one out of the baggie and that left one cigarette. I wanted her to think I had given her something precious; one of my last two cigarettes.

“Where’d you get your cigarettes?” Caprice asked. 

She stood in front of me, looking down. She smelled awful. I judged her to be in her late thirties, although the street life prematurely ages everyone. She had a confidence about her that was reflected in her steady gaze and willingness to make eye contact. Initially, I risked only brief glances, playing the nervous newcomer. I knew she was interested in a source for loose cigarettes because it was unlikely she could afford a pack.

“Guy down by the pier. I traded him half a tuna sub.”

“A guy?’ 

“No, a guy named Guy,” I said, and then flashed a brief smile.

Caprice smiled.

“Oh, a Guy guy. Got it.”

Caprice took deep drags on the cigarette and held it in, then blew the smoke out her mouth slowly, frenching some of it back in through her nose. Then she sat next to me, her back against the wall.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Clem.” 

When developing my research design I decided early to use my real name instead of picking a street name. I knew from the sociology literature that certain street names might actually help make entry into unhoused culture. Names like Smiley, Bro or Papa, told strangers that this person is approachable. But self-naming runs the risk of letting your ego dictate your name instead of picking a name that reflects the way people actually see you. I could have told people I was called Rapper, but street people would see through that quickly and I would soon be known as Asshole.

I told Caprice I came from Portland and she said she had not been there but had lived in Eugene when she went to the University of Oregon.

“I was gonna be a journalist,” Caprice said. “Didn’t work out, though.”

“You from Oregon?”

“No. Arizona. Grew up in Flagstaff.”

“Ever thought of going back there?” 

“No. I’ve got family there and friends.”

To most people that would be a reason to return to Arizona but it was likely Caprice had burned those bridges and now seeing the lives of friends and family would only remind her of the life she could have had.

“Hey, what’s this I hear about people getting kidnapped? That true?”

“Heard about it but don’t know anyone who disappeared,” Caprice said. “Weed over there says two friends of his went missing but I never heard of either of them before so I don’t know if they’re real or not. Weed’s kinda messed up in the head most of the time.”

Caprice took me over and introduced me to the others and I pulled my sleeping bag out of my pack and sat on it. Then Caprice went further down the alley behind a box and relieved herself. Weed was an old man who seemed permanently stoned but looked like he could not afford food, let alone pot or something stronger. However, given the choice, I was sure Weed would choose getting high. 

Weed told a disjointed story like others I had heard. Men he had hung out with here one day, gone the next. Neither of the two who disappeared had talked of traveling and were content in the community. Weed was sure neither would just up and leave. 

While his friends leaving without saying goodbye was a little strange, I knew transience was the common denominator in houseless populations so it was more likely the men were in Sacramento than it was that they were abducted. However, one fact bothered me.

“Left all their goods,” Weed said. “Some really good shit, too.”

“Weed traded their stuff for dope,” Caprice said, and then laughed. “Finders keepers.” 

Caprice laughed herself into a wheezing cough. 

Street people knew which missions, churches, and charities would give them blankets, packs, sleeping bags and food, so it was not unheard of for someone on the street to leave stuff behind, but it was unusual.

I hung out with Caprice’s clan the rest of the day and evening. Caprice and the others were asleep when I left and made my way to the beach and then toward the pier. I found Luke already drunk or stoned, sleeping in the sand, his head on his pack. The locals were off the beach by now and the tourists were mostly in their motel rooms or in the bars and restaurants. I took out my notebook and then sat by Luke for a while, making notes about the conversations with Caprice’s clan. Eventually I got impatient and shook Luke awake.

“This your good place to sleep?” I asked.

“Huh? What? Hell no. Help me up.”

Luke led me down the beach to one of the lifeguard towers. Two men and a woman were sleeping under the tower wrapped in plastic sheets, their entire life’s possessions in packs held in their arms.

“Damn, we’re late,” Luke said. “We got to walk some more.”

We continued down the beach to the next tower and found it was empty underneath. Luke dropped his pack, pulled out a dirty and ripped sleeping bag, and spread it out. I did the same, thinking my bag looked a little too clean and that I would dirty it up tomorrow.

“Don’t sleep too close,” Luke said. “I don’t want to get the hep if you got it. You bring  that wine?”

I did not tell Luke that hepatitis was spread by drinking contaminated fluids and that sharing a bottle of wine would be riskier than sleeping close together. Staying in character, I took a swig from the half empty wine bottle, then passed it to Luke telling him he could finish it.

“Thanks,” is all Luke said, then sat down working on the wine. 

I settled in while Luke drank, reshaping the sand to fit my body, then peeing in the dune grasses before crawling into my bag. Another man came along then, looking us over closely.

“Luke,” the new arrival said.

“Hey, Salty,” Luke said, holding out the bottle.

“Who’s this?” Salty asked.

“Clem. He just come down from Portland.”

Satisfied I was no threat, Salty sat by Luke and they passed the bottle back and forth. When Salty held the bottle out for me I declined.

“Had my share,” I said.

Salty looked at me like I had said the dumbest thing he had ever heard.

“I’ve had more’n my share. How do you think I got here?”

Salty and Luke laughed so I joined in. When Luke and Salty finished the bottle, we stretched out so that we formed a triangle, our belongings piled in the middle. Eventually I fell asleep.

I was dreaming that Caprice had spilled vinegar on her lap, so it was not her fault for smelling awful. Then there was a brief commotion and I woke up as I was pinned to the ground. Someone was on top of me holding me down. Still groggy, I realized too late that the rumors of kidnapping were true. My last feeling was a sting in my neck and then everything went away.
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Chapter 2. Shanghaied 
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There followed a period of intermittent semi-consciousness where I would become aware of my body, realize I was waking, and then struggle to open my eyes. Just as I was waking I would feel another sting and a minute later that memory would end. I have no idea how long the periods of amnesia were, or how many there were. During one period of fuzzy wakefulness, I remember being on a concrete floor, my hands and legs bound. Other trussed up men lay around me. Through the fog of drugs I could see someone circulating, a stethoscope around his neck. Occasionally he would listen to an unconscious man’s heartbeat, then move on. When he glanced my way and saw me awake he came straight for me, listened to my heart, asked me to breathe, then said, “You’re doing well.” I tried to speak but he ignored me and then pushed my head to the side, pressed a jet injector against my neck and pulled the trigger. There was a sharp pain, and then he released my head. I was watching him check another trussed up man when that memory ended.

Once I was jostled awake and found myself in darkness, bodies of men pressed up against me. The roar of an engine and shaking and swaying told me I was in a truck. But soon the rhythm of the truck rocked me to sleep.

When I regained consciousness next, I was lying on the floor in a tightly packed round room. The walls were smooth and shiny, the floor a dull black and made up of some kind of composite. Two men and a woman were circulating, shaking men, waking them. Soon, all the men in the room seemed to be awake, or mostly awake. I was waking up too but still felt drugged. Then the woman came to me, grabbed my hair and pulled my head up, looking at me intently. She was middle-aged, with short brown hair, brown eyes, an oval face and an expression that looked like surprise. 

“This one,” she said. “He’s the one they were talking about.”

The two circulating men came over, looking at me.

“I see what you mean,” one of the men said.

“He’s going to be popular,” the other man said.

“Can’t be helped,” the first man said.

The woman looked concerned and was about to speak when a voice came over a speaker.

“Clear the chamber.”

The two men left but the woman hung back and then whispered some advice.

“Run. As soon as you get there, run!”

Then she left. I managed to get into a sitting position, struggling to hold my head up. The round room had no windows and the only door closed as I watched, the door fitting so tightly it appeared seamless. I looked away and then back, and had trouble finding where the door had been. 

I had been restrained both physically and chemically for so long it took me a few seconds to realize my hands and legs were free. Other men now stood, swaying, looking around. I remembered what she said about running but did not understand. Where would I run to? There was no exit. I tried to stand and made it to one knee when the air pressure in the room increased, then increased some more, and then reached the point where my ears hurt and I tried swallowing hard to pop them. Then the room suddenly got so bright it hurt to keep my eyes open. I pinched them tightly shut and then I felt like I had just gone over the peak of a roller coaster, my stomach dropped, the bright light abruptly ended and I hit the ground as if I had fallen a few inches. Given my half-drugged state, that was enough, and I fell over. 

Now I was outside, it was dark, rain falling, the air cold. I got to my knees and then to my feet, looking around. We were in a clearing in a forest. Tents and shelters were clumped in the distance, centered around a fire that sputtered in the rain. From that camp came men, many shouting, some carrying clubs, charging hard at us. Then I understood why the woman told me to run.

I wanted to run. I tried to run, but my legs responded sluggishly. Other men around me were standing, looking confused, seeing the onrushing hoard. The fastest runners reached our group, clubbing, beating, and robbing at will. Men were held down and stripped of their clothes. Some held their hands up begging for mercy but the assault spread. A few of the men who had been in the round room were less woozy than I was, but were in poor shape and quickly mowed down by the attackers. I stumbled away, trying to pick up speed but I was slow. A man next to me went down, tackled, then piled on. They were beating him when I was tackled at the knees. Men jumped on me, pinning my arms and legs, then taking my shoes.

“Stop, stop,” I begged, but they ignored me.

I was flipped over, and my jacket viciously pulled off and then my shirt. I tried to push the hands away and got two quick punches to the face. I knew I was not a strong man; I was nearly average at 5’9” tall but thin. I had survived junior high and high school with my sense of humor and active avoidance of bullies. That would not work here. The punches to my face were hard and felt like they were meant to kill. My nose was bleeding, maybe broken, and one eye watering so badly I could barely see out of it. I knew if I fought back I would lose teeth. I relented, and they finished pulling my shirt off.

“Whoo-eee, this one’s young,” one of the men said.

“Oh yeah!” another said.

When they started on my pants I went wild, kicking, breaking an arm free and swinging left and right. A blow to my cheek knocked the fight out of me. Stunned, I struggled weakly as my pants and boxers were pulled down. Then as my head cleared I saw that the man who had been tackled next to me had also been stripped naked and now was being held down by three men while a fourth was raping him.

Terrified back to consciousness, I fought again but I was held down by the mob as they finished taking my clothes. Then there was an argument over who got my pants, then a quick tussle and it was over, the winner holding my pants over his head and whooping. Then the real horror began as I was flipped onto my stomach, my knees forced up under my body. I screamed and struggled with manic energy until I was clubbed in the back of the head. Then the gang rape began.

Drugged and concussed from the blow to my head, hurting from the beating, I came in and out of consciousness, usually when one attacker finished and another started. I tried again to struggle free and was punched over and over until I passed out. I have no idea how many times I was raped or how long it went on. My last conscious thought was that I hoped I would die.
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Chapter 3. Priest
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“Can you walk?”

I heard the voice but the words had no meaning. I was cold, shivering uncontrollably, only vaguely aware of my nakedness.

“I can’t carry you,” the voice said.

He was trying to get me into a sitting position. I pushed him away, ineffectively, the movement sending shooting pains down my back.

“No more,” I begged.

“I won’t hurt you,” the voice said. “You need to get warm.”

I understood warm and I knew I was cold. Everything else was a blurry nightmare. With his help, I got to my feet. Naked, I leaned on the man and let him help me limp the length of the soggy field. We came to a shelter like those I had seen the unhoused erect in parks. Random boards were nailed to trees to secure plastic sheeting that created the entrance. We pushed between overlapping sheets of plastic. Inside it was warmer and the contrast sent brief shivers through me, and then welcome warmth. Helping me bend lower, we passed into another room that was larger, with wood slat siding and a roof that looked like it was made out of plastic and tree branches. The room was lit with three flickering lanterns. The floor was covered with mats woven out of fibers. In the center of the room was a fireplace made out of a fifty gallon drum. The chimney was a series of connected food cans, some with the labels still on them. One said Libby’s Peaches.

Other men lay on the floor along one wall, all covered with blankets, all seemingly naked like I was. Most of them were asleep or unconscious, many showing the marks of severe beatings. The man put me down on a mat and then covered me with a blanket.

“Where am I?”

“You’re safe,” the man said. “Get warm first, and then we’ll see about your injuries.”

“The pain is bad,” I said. “I need a doctor.”

“There is no doctor,” the man said. “We’ll bring tea soon. It will help with the pain.”

“Priest, we need you,” another man said, supporting another naked victim through the flap.

I was left alone. Still shaking, I huddled under the blanket, fighting off the ugly memories of what happened to me. I slept, or passed out. When I woke I wanted only to pass out again. Time went by. I was dimly aware of someone putting wood into the fireplace drum. I remember sparks stirred up and thinking it was pretty. The flap that I was brought through opened and closed occasionally, and more men were brought in and covered with blankets.

The tea came and I was helped up so that I could hold a metal cup with the warm liquid. The taste was unfamiliar but not unpleasant. It was slightly sweet and as I drank my pain ebbed. When I finished I asked for more, but was refused. The man who brought the tea took my cup, helped me lay down, and tucked the blanket around me. Lying down made me hurt in new places, but shortly the pain faded again, then I felt numb, and then I slept.

I woke briefly when the man next to me was taken out on a stretcher, his face covered with his blanket. I slept. When I woke again, there was light coming through the slats in the walls. Some of the men who had filled the room were gone. Two others were putting on ragged clothes. The fire was just embers now, and I wished they would stoke the fire because I was cold. The blanket provided some warmth but the cold seeped up from the ground and through the mat. 

An old man wearing a long, ragged, coat came in carrying clothes. He took them to another man who was sitting up cross legged, his blanket wrapped around him and held tight. He was given the clothes and I heard the old man grumpily tell him to get dressed. The old man then went to the two who were dressed and told them to bring their blankets and to follow him. They passed by me and out through a flap in the plastic making up the back wall of the room.

I lay back down, my body starting to ache from head to toe. Whatever had been in the tea was wearing off and I could feel my injuries again and they were everywhere. I touched my nose gingerly and felt blood crusted around my nostrils. Soon, the anesthetic effect of the tea was nearly gone and it hurt when I breathed. I started taking short gasps, worrying about what I would feel when the anesthetic was completely gone.

Then the man who rescued me came with a tin cup. His clothes were the cleanest I had seen, but like everyone’s, they were mismatched with jeans and black cotton shirt, brown boots, everything raggedy and patched. What stood out to me was a patch of white cloth that closed the gap in the collar of his black shirt. I remembered I had heard him called Priest. He helped me up so I sat against the wall and he handed me the cup.

“Thank you.”

“Drink the tea,” the Priest said. “You have a lot of injuries and there is no doctor to treat you. Your body will have to heal itself.”

I sipped the tea. It was warm, not hot, and felt good going down. 

“I need a hospital,” I said.

He smiled kindly.

“You’re in the hospital.”

I looked around, surprised.

“What is this place? Where am I?”

“Drink the tea,” the Priest repeated.

I sipped the tea.

“Why isn’t there a hospital?” I said. “Where are the services for the unhoused? What about your church?”

“No hospital, no social services, no police. This is the church and the hospital. Drink the tea and I will explain.”

I nodded, and sipped the tea, soon feeling some of the sharpest pains dull.

“I have had to tell this to men brought here like you so many times that it may sound callous, even heartless. But I want you to know that I have felt what you are feeling. If at any point you need to lay down again let me know.

“Okay,” I said.

“I don’t know where we are but wherever it is we are alone. There is nothing but forest around us and if you walk west you come to a coastline with steep cliffs. On the south there is a canyon with a river that empties into the ocean. To the east are hills and then a cliff so sheer that it looks like this chunk of land we’re on broke off and dropped a hundred feet. If you go north there is more forest and meadows, and then becomes rocky and ends in unclimbable hills most men call mountains. There are places you can climb to where you can get glimpses of a beach but there is no way to get to it. There are no roads, no houses or cabins, no gas stations, no McDonald’s, no strip malls. There are no electric lights, no telephone poles, and no airplanes ever pass overhead. No ships have ever been seen on the ocean, not even distant lights. That is where we are.”

“Is it Alaska?”

He smiled. I estimated he was in his forties but he had some of the premature aging that comes from life on the street. He had a kind face and movie star good-looks. He needed a shave, but did not have a beard like most of the men who worked in the hospital. His hair was a rich brown, curled naturally, and he kept it brushed back from his face. Regularly, curls would dangle down and he would push the loose strands back into place where they would stay for a few seconds and then fall down again. Physically, he looked to be about my height but thicker in the chest and arms. 

“No, it’s not Alaska. It’s winter now and we rarely get snow. What we get is a lot of rain.”

“Where do you think we are?”

“What do you remember about how you got here?” he asked.

My pain was tolerable now.

“I was drugged most of the time, but I remember sleeping on a beach and then being in a large room and then the back of a truck. Then I was in a weird round room and then I was here.”

The horror of the night before came back and I started to shake from fear.

“What if they come back?”

“No one will hurt you in here,” he said.

He was sincere and I believed him. I finished the tea and felt painless, warm, and safe.

“You came here like we all did,” the Priest said. “I was also drugged, kidnapped, and then I woke up in the round room and then I was here. But when I came here there was almost nothing. I know what you’re thinking, that there isn’t much here now, but all my group found were some crude lean-tos for shelter. The only people were a group of men huddled together around a fire. They were burning lumber that they could have used to build a cabin. Those men wanted us to rescue them.”

“You weren’t attacked?”

“That started later,” the Priest said.

“Why did they attack us? We had nothing.”

“What you had was better than what they have,” the Priest said. “They took your clothes because they were better than the ones they wore.”

“But they assaulted me?”

“They used you because there are no women here.”

“Is this a prison or something?”

“There are no guards. No walls. No fencing. We can go anywhere we want but there’s no place to go.”

The tea was muddying my thinking and I was having trouble concentrating.

“I remember the round room but not how I got here.”

“All of us came here that way. The supplies that we get arrive the same way. Every three months food and other stuff just suddenly appear in the field just like you did. Half the people here think it’s magic.”

“Just appears? How’s that possible?”

“To these men, it might as well be magic,” the Priest said. 

“I never heard of technology like that,” I said. “Not even rumors.”

“Me neither,” the Priest said. “One of the men here claims we were brought by a tesseract like in the book, A Wrinkle in Time.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I said.

“The tesseract is the fifth dimension. It supposedly allows you to bypass space and time and travel anywhere instantly.”

“It’s a thing?” I said. “A device?”

“It’s something you do with your mind.”

“Sounds impossible,” I said.

“But here we are,” the Priest said. 

I could not argue with that.

“Some of the men think they were brought here by aliens.”

“Humans took me,” I said.

“One theory is that the humans do the bidding of the aliens. Another is that the kidnappers are aliens disguised as humans.”

“To kidnap unhoused people? Why?”

The Priest just shrugged. Through my contented, but fogged brain, I remembered I was talking to a Priest.

“Is everyone here from the street? You can’t be.”

Now the Priest looked embarrassed. 

“Yes, I was living on the street. Everyone here was homeless or a transient. You’re the one that doesn’t fit. You don’t have needle tracks and you haven’t shown any signs of withdrawal, so you’re not an addict, and you don’t show any symptoms of mental illness. Your body's in good shape. You look too young to be an undercover cop so if you aren’t a cop then what are you doing on the street?”

“I’m a graduate student,” I said. “I was doing ethnographic research on the urban myths of unhoused people being kidnapped.”

The Priest smiled.

“How’s your research going?”

“Took an unexpected twist,” I said, although it sounded like twitht. “What’s in the tea?”

“Tea,” the Priest said. “And something else. I can’t keep giving it to you. I think it’s a narcotic.”

“I need it.”

“Yes, you do. But I can give you one more dose, maybe two. More than one of the men around here got addicted that quick.”

“They were probably already addicts so they had a head start,” I said. “I’m not.”

“Maybe,” the Priest said. “But you don’t want to risk addiction. Not in this place.”

I remembered what the pain was like before the tea and could not face it.

“I’ll take four half doses,” I said.

“You sure you want to do that?” the Priest asked. “You’ll hurt a lot.”

“Not as much as with nothing. This will give me a couple more days to get through the worst of it.”

“I’ll see to it,” the Priest said.

“So this is some kind of unhoused camp?” I said. “But where are we? If it's not Alaska then where? Canada? Siberia?”

“I honestly don’t know where we are. The easiest explanation is that we’re in some very remote region with no access roads and where no airplane ever passes over.”

“Are there any places like that left?”

“Maybe,” the Priest said. “The more extreme explanation is that we were sent to another planet.”

“I haven’t seen much, but this looks like Earth to me,” I said.

“Yes, it does,” the Priest said, but sounded unsure. 

“Can I get my clothes back? I said. “I can’t walk around naked.”

“I’d have to kill the men who took them to get your clothes back, but I can get you something.”

I had seen the rags that other men were given to wear, but it was better than nothing. 

“When you’re feeling better I want to show you something,” the Priest said. “Maybe you can make sense of it. But we have to have good weather.”

I was very groggy by then and the Priest suggested I get some sleep which I agreed to by falling asleep.
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I was aggressively jostled awake by the stocky man who tended the patients. His name turned out to be Hector, and he said he was the Priest’s assistant. He handed me the tin cup again, but this time it had soup in it. He gave me a spoon and a saltine cracker. I found I was hungry and started by sipping the soup. Like the tea, the bland broth was warm but not hot. As I ate, I noticed only a few patients remained. Three of us were eating. The fourth was unconscious. I thought back but did not remember ever seeing that man awake. 

Later, Hector came back and offered more soup but I declined. I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep down what I already ate. Twice Hector came and helped me to the primitive latrine. One side was a trench that served as a urinal and the other section was made up of four crudely hammered together outhouses. The smell was overpowering. I had a strong urge to go but it took a long time for the stream to start. When it did, there was as much blood as urine.

“You need to drink a lot more,” Hector said. “Keep you flushed out.”

The next day, I felt the urge for a bowel movement but did not tell Hector until I thought I could not hold it any longer. Hector helped me limp to one of the unoccupied stalls and sat me on a wooden board with a hole cut in it. I managed to hold it only until Hector handed me a wad of toilet paper and then closed the crude door. Later, I found out how precious toilet paper was. Then I released my bowel and nearly screamed from the pain. I knew the attacks had been violent and now I knew how vicious. 

Slowly, my urine changed from red to orange and then to yellow. Some of  my strength and energy returned and I began to feel like myself. When the tea-plus became just tea, the pain increased but I could handle it, although I still craved the tea-plus. 

There were no mirrors, but Hector assured me the swellings around my eyes and my nose were going down. 

“You’re almost good looking again,” Hector said. 

Noodles showed up in my soup and it came with coarse bread and then small amounts of meat. When I asked Hector what kind of meat it was he said, “Probably venison.”

“Probably?”

“That’s what we mostly get.”

One evening, the Priest brought a game and challenged me to play. He called the game “Go.” I had heard of it but never played it. This game was homemade and consisted of a roughly cut square piece of plywood that had been divided into a grid with nineteen squares on a side. It came with a leather pouch filled with small flat pebbles, one side of each painted black. The Priest explained the rules, which were simple. Basically, each person took turns putting a pebble in a square with your color up. If on your turn you could bracket your opponent's pebbles with yours, then you could flip all of his pebbles to your color. It seemed simple, even childish, but I lost badly.

“You’re still showing signs of concussion,” the Priest said.

“Because I lost?”

“Because you could hardly put a pebble down without knocking others out of their squares and because I kept having to remind you of the rules. Also, because you didn’t just lose, you lost badly. Really, it’s embarrassing.”

Hector who had been watching the game piled on.

“It’s not that hard, man,” Hector said.

Both men were smiling, enjoying making fun of me.

I looked at the few pebbles that were their natural gray in the sea of black and decided it was better to concede that I was concussed than stupid.

“Must be a concussion,” I said. 

Later that night Hector came to clean the unconscious man, felt his neck  and then pulled his blanket over his head. He came back with the Priest who carried a string of what I thought were beads but turned out to be small shells. He pulled down the blanket, then checked the man for breathing and a pulse and then made the sign of the cross on the man’s forehead, followed by a whispered prayer. A few minutes later, Hector returned with two large men. I had seen one multiple times, passing through the hospital. I remembered his name was Lars. With the help of Lars and the other man, they carried the body out the back flap. I never knew who the dead man was. 

Sunday came and the hospital needed to become the church. Hector brought me clothes. There was no underwear and the pants, shirt, and jacket were ragged and patched, but clean. The shoes were well worn black Nike’s. I found white cotton socks stuffed in the shoes. The socks were still connected by packaging.

“New?” I said, holding up the socks. 

“Yes. Lucky you,” is all Hector said. 

Since most of the men who came with me were stripped naked, the clothes I was given had to have come from one of the dead men hauled out of the hospital or someone else somewhere that had died. The new socks were a mystery. I appreciated the clothes because in a land without shopping malls, internet, or home delivery, clothing would be precious. 

Once dressed, Hector took me out of what I thought of as the ward and to a shelter a short distance away. The shelter belonged to Lars. I judged Lars to be six feet six tall and thick. With his build and blonde hair he looked like a Viking, especially when carrying his axe to the woodpile where he spent hours chopping and splitting wood. I often heard other men call him “Large” instead of Lars. Lars never corrected them and never complained. I doubted the men who called him Large knew they were mispronouncing Lars. So many of the unhoused had street names that Large made as much sense as “Biggy,” “Wasp,” and “Moss.”

Lars’ shelter had a door made out of wood slats with plastic sheeting for lining and Lars opened it so Hector could steady me as I came in. Inside was his bed which was made of mats layered over masses of dried moss. Lars’ blanket was neatly folded on his bed. There were two axes in the corner, a splitting awl, and a hatchet. A small bench had knives, chisels, a sharpening stone, and a hammer. There was a small wood stove made out of a five gallon bucket with a tin can chimney. A gas lantern hung from the ceiling. Strings of shells partitioned off one end of the shelter and Hector helped me through those where there was another small bench, a wooden box with a lantern on it, and another mat and moss bed. Hector folded my blanket and put it on the bed.

“Keep your space neat,” Hector whispered.

Seeing how orderly everything was, I realized I would be rooming with a giant, obsessive-compulsive, knife loving, axe wielder.

Stepping back through the beads I said to Lars, “Thanks for letting me stay.”

“You can stay until you get your own space,” Lars said.

“Thanks,” I repeated, not knowing how I would ever find or build my own shelter. 

“Use this until you’re better,” Lars said, handing me a walking stick. 

The handle was carved to look like a bear. The wood of the shaft was amber colored. On one side of the shaft was a delicate carving of a bearded face. The cane had some miles on it and was scuffed and chipped, and the handle was slightly darkened from the oils in human hands. It was beautiful. Too beautiful to carry in the lawless chaos outside.

“I’m afraid someone will steal it,” I said.

“I’ll beat them if they do,” Lars said.

The conversational tone Lars used made the threat even more chilling.

“Everyone knows that’s Lar’s cane,” Hector said. “They won’t touch it.”

“What about the new people like me?”

“The word gets around,” Hector said. “If anyone does take it from you just tell Lars.”

Now the cane felt like a talisman that would protect me. I had been terrified of venturing away from the hospital but with the cane tight in my hand a seed of confidence was planted.

Hector and Lars left to get the hospital ready for church. I tried out my new bed and found it more comfortable than the hospital mats. As I lay there I could hear activity outside; voices, men walking by, and the distant sound of a fire crackling. My curiosity got me up and out the door, using the cane to steady myself. 

It was a sunny morning, the ground soft but not soggy. Turning away from the latrine, I walked to the clearing and with every step closer my anxiety grew. When I finally stood on the edge of the meadow, my heart was pounding and I had to fight the urge to flee back to Lar’s shelter and hide. To my left was the hospital that was becoming a church for the morning service. Men were milling around outside the entrance. Past the church at the far end of the clearing was a collection of larger wooden structures and smaller tents and shelters made out of plastic sheeting. There were also real tents like you would see in any campground. Smoke came from a large fire in that encampment and from chimneys in the structures. 

To the right, more shelters sprinkled the edge of the clearing and I could see the smoke of fires coming from deeper in the forest. Directly across the meadow was more forest with a few scattered smoke trails. My perception was that the core city was to the left and the suburbs to the right. The hospital/church sat on the edge of the suburbs with an uninhabited gap between the two communities.

Someone started banging on what sounded like a steel drum. It was coming from the church and the men outside finished talking and went inside. More men came from the Suburbs and a few from the direction of the City-Core. Then, for the first time in my life, I went to church.
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A few men lingered outside what was now a church, and eyed me suspiciously, then noted my cane and melted back, letting me pass. Inside, the ward was now filled with rough hewn wooden benches facing the length of the room. I inched along the wall and sat on one of the back benches. The room was nearly full of men, some with heads bowed, a few kneeling in prayer, most whispering to each other. On a platform at one end sat a wooden lectern with a cross carved into it. I recognized Lars’ work. To the right of the lectern was a man beating on a steel drum made out of a fifty gallon can. Three smaller drums sat in a semicircle. A man with a crude acoustic guitar sat on a bench and next to him a man with what looked like a homemade cello with two strings. The grumpy man from the hospital stood with the Priest. Like the rest of us, he wore rags and had his coat on even though a fire warmed the space. Homeless people rarely left anything of value behind since it would quickly be stolen. The drumming stopped and the man talking to the Priest went to the podium and in a deep voice said, “Let us pray.”

It was a prayer of invocation asking God to remember his children who were lost and asking God to hear their prayers and accept their confessions and contritions. I had not heard a prayer like it but until that day I had only seen church services depicted in tv shows and in movies, and in those, church-goers were hypocrites or fanatics.

After the prayer, the old man opened a Bible and said, “Hear the word of the Lord.” 

Then he read a passage.

“Psalm 23. 

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 

He leadeth me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: 

for thou art with me; they rod and thy staff they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:

Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: 

and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Amen.”

“Amen,” the congregation said.

After the prayer, the old man led the congregation in three songs, in a surprisingly good voice. I recognized the melodies but knew only a few of the words. However, the congregation knew the songs and sang loudly, accompanied by the makeshift band. Next, the Priest took to the podium, opened a Bible he carried with him, and prayed.

“May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight
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