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  The Nomad


   


  The Long Winter


   


  Nobody’s ever really ready for the end.


  Hell, if you ask me, nobody ever knew the end was even coming. Want to know how “the end” all got started? Yea, get it line. But you don’t have to worry because that’s going to be one hell of a short line because nobody who’s left alive gives a damn, least nobody I’ve ever come across. You see all these shell-shocked, 2nd gen stragglers shambling around are too busy trying to find some food to stay alive and then trying to hang onto it before someone comes along and rips it away from them to worry about something as useless as “how it all started”. So they’re either desperately hunkering down in whatever’s left standing or cobbling together any kind of makeshift shelter that will keep them out of the cold or they’re just rambling along like brain-fried refugees looking for a cool dream that’s somewhere just over the next burnt out horizon. If only they could find it.


  I see those kind a lot.


  Maybe someone’s told them some half-ass story about how it used to be and how it could be again, maybe they believed it or maybe they just want to believe it because it’s the only thing that keeps them moving forward, the only thing that keeps them moving at all. That happy ending story about “the beach” or “the mountain” or “the island” or any other of the promised lands where food is plentiful and clean water comes out of the ground; fairytales they been sold by whatever over the edge, lunatic messiah is selling them. And they’re always buying and then almost always dying.


  They’re buying those empty tales because their bellies are even emptier so they’re trying desperately to fill the nagging void with anything they can get and hope is still the cheapest meal around even if it is in short supply. But hunger is always the great motivator, the final constant. Food is the only real game left to play in this scorched land of scalded bones and every living thing is playing it all the way until they drop dead. And when they finally drop then the game picks up an evil little speed because now there’s more food on the table for every breathing beast to fight over and to pick clean from those dead bones so that we have one more day. But I don’t need to wait for the dead because I know how to hunt, I know how to kill and there’s not too much left to know now that’s more important than that. Not too much.


  Of course I remember some things about the way it used to be like flashes of dreams that disappear when you wake up, fading away faster the more you clutch at them. I remember the warmth of Mother, I remember the iron arms of Father. I remember tall buildings like concrete canyons with sharp corners and giant herds of cars honking on hot blacktop streets. I remember crowds of people clean and pressed, grinning and bright and rushing around everywhere in a hurry because they always seemed to have somewhere to go, talking into their headsets and handsets and whatever they all had stuck to their heads as if it was all that mattered. Talking and tapping and tapping and talking, endlessly, tirelessly.


  And I remember light and laughter and full bellies. I remember feeling safe and what must have been happy. It must have been.


  And then I remember loud sounds coming out of the walls and sirens screaming in the air, harsh talk and Father’s hard breath. I remember fear like a sharp blade running straight through the center of the three of us and stuck there while we twitched and helplessly jerked on the blade. There was a bang flash like the sun exploding and then there was running and a feeling like I was falling even though I knew I wasn’t. Something bad was chasing but it didn’t catch me you see. It still hasn’t caught me. Anyway, that was our “end” which was also my beginning and it was all the lesson I needed to learn. Of course I learned all the rest of what I needed after that time, that day, that nightmare, that reality, whatever it was. Father had taught me some basics and then I learned the rest the hard way but it was easy because I remembered that beginning. I’ll always remember.


  The new day was a scorched desert of ruin, wretchedness, screaming and crying, ceaseless moaning and heedless pain with hands reaching out of piles of rubble and refuse and ruined faces gaping at the sky, pleading, begging for some sort of mercy I guess. I didn’t know what they were hoping for but I knew that whatever mercy once was, it wasn’t like that anymore. I woke up alone and I wasted some time searching for it too until, after stumbling around stupidly crying for help I found Father baked, burned and melted into my memory. I never did find Mother and for that I felt a real relief like the first drops of rain in a heatwave, it was truly my first break of this new life. The next was that I had water and I had some food that Father had impressed on me to hang onto no matter what might happen.


  “This…this water, son…this food…it’s life…don’t let go-“ His eyes searing me until my chest felt smashed by the weight. Then the flash and the bang.


  So I started moving right then and there.


  I moved fast because the clutching hands and gaping mouths calling out for help looked to me like they wanted something more than just help, they gave me a quiver in my spine like what they really wanted was life anyway they could get it and they no longer cared at all how they got it. After a long first night spent in a hole that used to be convenience store that I was sure only I could fit through I almost slept in fits and shuddering starts. The sounds of the night were the sounds of the end and I understood perfectly that the crowds, the cars, the clothes and the full bellies were over for good and were not coming back. It was very clear. I remember crying a bit that night as I huddled in my hole, tasting the bitter salt of my own tears yet still grateful for the taste because I was alive. The great city where I came from was a shattered, ruined husk of misery and need that fed those tears and nothing was clearer to me than that I had to get out of there forever and then keep moving on.


  The next day as I pinballed around on my path to nowhere I found a man who seemed to know the next step, the next direction. Maybe it was the only direction but he wasn’t crying, he wasn’t pleading and so I just followed behind him at a distance where I felt he couldn’t see me and wouldn’t harm me. After 2 days and nights of following he had gotten clear of most of whatever was left from before and I was following him right into tomorrow.


  On the third day three wild dogs started to track us from a distance and as they closed that distance he signaled me to come join him for the first time. When I crept closer I could see that he wasn’t as strong as Father but I felt no fear from him or of him. That was the first time I’d felt that in the new day.


  “Here boy, take this…” were his first words to me.


  His eyes were almost kind but I could see that he was on the edge of whatever was left inside him and he was struggling not to fall off.


  He’d handed me an axe handle. The wood felt smooth, sure and strong in my hands and I knew immediately what to do without him telling me. It was hard and I felt harder. That night I watched closely as he built a fire and the dogs started circling closer to us. He kept a long knife in his own hand and we waited as he kept that fire burning bright. The dogs were ragged and beat but they began to growl as they inched closer carefully, slowly, confidently taking their time in this new order of things. There was two smaller ones with blotchy coats and a larger black one who clearly was the leader of their mangy pack. The black one stayed back as the other two took turns growling and then charging closer, showing teeth. When they did I could see their eyes and I knew they were a new kind of hungry and that they had a hard grasp of the new order of this landscape we were now forced to share. They wanted something and they weren’t about to ask for it. The hunger I didn’t yet recognize but as I sat there getting harder, hungrier, a cold anger was pushing out to fill me. I didn’t think they were any hungrier than I was so there was fear humming in my blood for sure but, with my wooden weapon in my fists, I was ready. If there was to be a new order to my world I was more than willing to accept it.


  The wait was excruciating as they dove in and then back, testing for our weakness and carefully showing their strength until finally, sweating and anxious, I’d had enough and decided to make the first move. The smallest made a crucial mistake when he got a jumped at me underestimating my speed or my willingness and I caught him clean on the side of the head, a deadened but solid “THWACK” reassuring me as my limbs jolted at last to life. He wasn’t dead but I knew his skull was cracked as he stumbled away helplessly, howling in pain and trying to run backwards as he repeatedly fell and then tried to rise only to awkwardly collapse in a helpless heap of weakness. Everything changed in that instant and as I drank in his screams my body surged wildly with momentum and emptied of fear. He was mine and I advanced on him as the other rushed at me. But the other wisely chose to stop before I could swing on him just as I shifted my stance to meet him with the same medicine I given to his partner. We just stood there and I met his eyes, I met his growl and then I showed him my smile.


  That was when the man finally crept forward and sank his blade into the noisy wounded beast with the bad judgment and split skull. The first plunge was messy but it was enough to keep the dog from getting to his feet anymore as the man clumsily drove the knife into him again and again, determined to end the threat. With each knife strike I stepped closer to the other gripping my new dog killer and waiting for him to trip, to slip, to stumble, to make a mistake as I made sure to also keep my vision trained on the black leader who was, by now, coolly watching the show from a distance he knew was safe. Finally I raised my weapon and ran at him hard until the weak cur dashed off to the safety of his leader; he’d had enough and as I stood there daring them both, I knew my new, real life had begun.


  I turned after I was sure they would not return and helped the man finish the wounded animal, it was easy and it was all the other two needed to see as they cowered in the darkness. Then the leader came to a decision and trotted off as the other scurried behind, his tail between his legs. As we sliced into the animal and my stomach flipped in anticipation I thought-


  Come back for more…I’m ready…


  The fire came in handy then and the man showed me how to skin the animal and then roast it for eating. I can still remember that first taste of dog meat. I was weak from hunger and the minor battle had taken a toll on my reserves so when I chewed and swallowed the first leg I could feel the meat surging through my body like a wave of heat and energy and glorious life. I’ve never forgotten that wave of energy coursing through my body and blood. It was a fresh warmth that I knew would sustain me and then make me stronger than ever before because it was my kill even if it was only my first.


  Gradually I began to call the man Teacher and over time he showed me words and how to use them. We traveled by foot heading West into the red sun and we found others along the way. There was one older woman and Teacher seemed very happy to find her. They slept together and made sounds that I knew were good. We all moved on cautiously because he had a plan to find “good land” and he wanted to teach everyone how to farm, how to grow food from the ground. After a while he found a place with water that he said was “safe” and I was young so I stayed and listened, learned although other than Teacher’s woman I remained unsure of the group’s direction. By that time I had a good idea of what he meant by “safe” but I thought my own understanding of the landscape was deeper than his and certainly theirs. They were followers eager to take orders and lost without them. Teacher was a leader, it was true but already I could see that Teacher was dreaming of a future I had no real confidence in in this fresh world. I was growing fast and focused on what I could see right in front of me and there was always something to see, something to watch, something to track, but I sure didn’t see any future out there at all.


  One day he showed us moving pictures on an old screen of the way it used to be. I remembered something about those pictures but the memory wasn’t clear and didn’t seem to matter to me anymore. I admit I liked looking at them though. There was a woman at a desk talking. She was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in a long time. I used to dream of her at night and sometimes still do. She was lovely and clean but she was always afraid, seemed scared even as she struggled to look proper and sound calm, her struggle only making it worse and her eyes always betraying her desperation. I thought then that if I was there maybe I could help her or save her or something. I guess I really wanted to touch her, to feel her body, to smell her scent, to kiss her even if I didn’t know how.


  She told stories about weather and food and there were more pictures of big fires and explosions bright like the sun, giant trucks and cars like I still see today but these were moving and blasting and booming with dead bodies everywhere, men screaming, men shouting orders into the chaos and dropping to the ground in pieces. In those pictures everyone seemed scared. That wasn’t so great if you ask me.


  And Teacher. He was smart alright but he wasn’t that smart.


  Some dark men came to our place and went wild one night. I’d seen them coming, had noticed them watching us for days and warned Teacher but he was too slow, everyone was too slow. So finally I just gathered what I had and went to my lookout spot on a small hill above what they called our farm. It was an easy decision for me and I didn’t talk to anyone about it. It wouldn’t have done any good to talk anyway. Even from my spot I could see the wildness in their eyes and in their teeth like the dogs, even from a distance but I also saw that I was the only one watching as they moved in closer. Those scraggly, scary, filthy men were hungry but they were hungry for more than just food. And Teacher may have known how to grow things but he didn’t know how to stop those animal men and he didn’t, couldn’t. Those dark men rushed in howling to take everything and no amount of screaming was going to keep them from taking what they wanted. They burned the rest and I watched the fire burn as I packed what I had and what I needed onto my back and got moving. I was too small to fight all of them then but I knew how to get moving and keep moving until I didn’t even hear the screaming anymore. But I still remember their hungry dog eyes like from my first kill. Big men much worse than any dog. Much uglier anyway.


  But that’s when I learned that I needed an advantage over roving packs of two-legged dogs like that and when I was on the move I knew that advantage was all mine. All alone I could travel lighter and faster than anyone or anything, I had a fluid amount of control over every situation because I could flow quickly and cleanly in, out or around anything that stood in my way or anything that came at me day or night. And I just knew there would be more to come at me. Moving solo I could see and yet not be seen, I could hit and run or stand and fight, on the fast move the choice was always mine. In the time I spent at Teacher’s place I’d gathered all I needed to make it and I knew that I would find everything else along my way so I was alone but I was not afraid. Everything living understood hunger, that was for sure, but the slow, stupid humans left clinging to their lives did not seem to understand that fear was the destroyer of life and fear was the real enemy. Alone I felt stronger, not weaker. I understood that I needed very little to survive and I understood that I didn’t need any extra weight to carry or weak partners to worry over or pull through to the next day. And with every new day my mind cleared and burned with a brighter focus and so all my decisions became simpler, I did not hesitate and I knew that it had to be that way. With so much of the land scorched and wasted you had to either hunt then take your food or you had to sit and wait for it to come to you and I preferred hunting, moving, stalking, taking. And I was good at it, I liked it. All my choices were clear.
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