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In loving memory of our friend Jay Wilburn


PREPARE BECAUSE DEATH IS COMING

Jay Wilburn

1

I WAS THERE when the messenger died on the edge of our territory, out by the green highway sign that read Dry Stretch in a language none of us spoke or read any longer. My dad was there to see and hear it too. So was Ethic Hanover, who was the loudest voice in favor of taking the messenger’s story seriously. My mother showed up later, hustling me and my brothers away before I could hear all of it. Eventually, all of Dry Stretch would be gathered to discuss it. 

The messenger was chewed up good, like the stories of what it was like when the undead were everywhere and humankind was on the brink of extinction, the way the traveling evangelists talked of it in church revivals. His clothes were torn. Blood around his crescent wounds dried black and gummy. The puncture points of the dull teeth (because zombie teeth are our teeth), of course, were swelled up; angry and red around the edges with pink rivulets of blood infection worming out from the festering bites. The poor bastard was hot with the fever of it, just like in the old days before my time, before my dad’s time; back before most people younger than Granby could remember, except from the tellings. His open sores wept green and slimy off his pallid skin and into poisonous mud in the dust of our road.

I thought he was babbling deliriously at first because he stuttered so much before he got the first real words out from where he curled on his side, squinting up between the three of us into the sun. “The zombies, a horde as broad as the horizon, sweeps the land and comes this way to fell all before it. Prepare, for they come for you all. Bear me witness.”

“Nonsense,” my father breathed out, denying him witness instead.

“Bay,” Ethic said without looking up from the infected dying man. No more reproach than that, just my father’s name said evenly. Could have been reproach or a substitute for shut up. Could have been shock at my father’s quick and dismissive response despite the evidence before our eyes. My father had used the uttering of my name on countless occasions for countless meanings.

My dad glared at the side of Ethic’s face for a goodly count of time, a face he’d whisper against soon.

Ethic was younger than my father, but both were highly respected in town. My father had produced four children all by my mom, and all boys, like some repeating miracle. King, Kip, and Knoll were five, six, and eight in that order. Then, I was the oldest. Our farm barely produced enough to feed us all and to sell a little off the top of what was stored. But boys were worth more than all the acres put together. My father didn’t think that way about us even though each of us had proposals on the table from the fathers of daughters all across Dry Stretch and beyond with healthy doweries in offer.

Ethic was something different. As I’ve gotten older, I understand he was a necessary thing in modern times with modern problems, but necessity comes at a cost. Ethic wasn’t married, but being male and fertile, he was called upon to lie with the wives of other men that they might father children. He did so successfully too and was paid for it to boot. As far as I knew and as far as I saw at my age, he never attempted to repeat his performances without being asked by the husbands and never tried to claim the children he planted in other men’s fields.

My father never had need for those particular services of Ethic or others like him. My father had offers of his own to plant in other fields but never took up on it. Still, husbands tended to look on Ethic with a level of disdain and mistrust. That was the cost and might be partly why Ethic had such trouble trying to convince my father and others to believe the message even though Ethic Hanover had traveled far into the wide world with his other work.

From the ground, the messenger held out a folded bit of paper with a poor wax seal barely holding the flap. It was frayed around the edges, discolored, and stained. The man was missing two fingers above the middle knuckles on the hand holding the paper. I don’t know if that accounted for the stains, but they were poorly clotted and never going to heal.

He said, “Take this and bear the warning. I’ve completed my last mission and ask for final mercies from you to spare me the . . . Sir?”

The messenger held the note out to my father, but he backed up a step. My father was the oldest present and therefore held authority on taking the message.

“Sir, please, time runs short.” He waved the paper almost as if he intended to toss it. My father backed up another step, placing one hand on the leather of his gun holster at his hip and the other firmly on my shoulder. Again, I wasn’t best at reading signals, but I thought maybe my father feared I might go take the paper in his stead. I was that sort of kid, I suppose.

The messenger gave a frustrated huff and sized up my father with his eyes glazing over and his head cocked nearly upside-down against the dirt. A little pink spittle bubbled from the corner of his mouth.

He rolled toward Ethic next and recited through to the end this time. “Take this and bear the warning. I’ve completed my last mission and ask for final mercies from you to spare me the indignity of becoming one of them upon death. Grant me final mercies, please, sirs.”

Ethic took the sealed letter between two fingers, and the messenger’s arm dropped limp to the ground. His eyes rolled to the whites laced with the blood of broken vessels within.

Ethic poised his thumbnail against the wax seal and glanced over at my father, “Bear me witness, Bay?”

“I do.” My father released my shoulder and drew his gun, holding it down by his other side for the time being.

Ethic broke the seal and unfolded the abused page. He read it through with only the harsh breathing of the messenger to punctuate it. He offered it to my father who shook him off.

My mother arrived and shouted at my brothers to return to the house. She called me to come even as she stepped into the roadway and forced me along with her bodily. I’d borne witness up until then. I felt I had a right.

Before I could say so, my father growled, “Go with your mother, boy. This day has enough trouble without you adding to it.”

She marched the four of us across the field and away from what I thought to be the most interesting moment in my life.

I barely heard the page rattle when Ethic said, “We need to call a full body. We need the mayor to preside. Will you back me on that?”

“Of course,” my father said as if insulted.

“Sirs, please.”

I tried to turn my head, but my mother locked onto my sun-scorched neck with an iron claw, forcing me hunched and forward.

I heard the hammer on my father’s gun click back. Should have been too far to hear it like that even on a clear day. But like a father clicking his tongue in church, should you dare mischief, I was prone to hear my father’s clicks clearer than most.

“Will you bear me witness?” my father asked.

“This man needs and asked for final mercies,” Ethic declared. “I bear you witness.”

My father’s shot ripped through the day and startled us all, even those of us who knew it was coming. My mother cleared her throat as she held firm to me, and the roar still echoed across the fields. Kip gave out a little cry of surprise, and King started weeping outright.

The messenger stopped his begging because his work was done, and final mercies had been administered. Though infected, he would never turn zombie to rise again hungry and deadly. The next thing was the handling and burning of the tainted flesh. After that was the full body gathering in the town hall.
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In the center of the town square, at an angle to the hall where my father took me with him for the full body, was another mounted green sign from an ancient highway, like the one that still stood natural out on the edge of our territory, at the corner of our furthest field, the spot where the messenger arrived and expired before he could see all the turmoil he inspired across Dry Stretch. That green sign, the one mounted in town, had fewer holes in it. Fewer than the one near our land and far fewer holes than the fences and walls around town. Not good for a possible oncoming horde, but Dry Stretch had forty years or more to grow used to the world as it was becoming and not as it used to be.

My father and I filed in with all the others and took a spot in the middle right of the hall, near an aisle so we could exit quickly when the time came, same as we did in church, although the sanctuary of our church was smaller than this. Mom didn’t come with us and neither did my brothers. My father and I were enough to represent the full body for our family.

Granby, my mother’s grandfather and my great, came on his own. He lived in the farmhouse with us. We could have represented on his behalf as the head of house and heir. At first, he’d said he didn’t want to come on account of his gout flaring and didn’t ride with us. Then, he’d strapped up a buggy and came anyhow, gout or no. My father probably wished later he hadn’t, but ‘twas probably right he was there as there were few people left who could remember how it used to be.

The rest of the hall filled in with the representatives or full families for the meeting. It got stuffy in there quick, which would only add to the heated mood.

Ethic was there and sat up close to the front.

Even with a lot of the reps being the men of the families, the women in the hall still outnumbered the men more than four to one. The total population of the town, including the young children and the few babies, was probably closer to five to one. That was the way of the world.

The mayor at the time was Jetty. She ran quite a ranch. If not the most acres owned by a person in Dry Stretch, then close to it, and animals to spare. She was barren but married to a widower named Half who’d fathered a dozen daughters, none of whom lived with him.

She bore that stained paper and told the circumstances by which we’d come about it. She asked Ethic for a witness to her telling, and he gave it from the floor. She then testified it had been sealed when received by the infected messenger. She asked to be borne witness again. Ethic gave it and my father backed him, having witnessed the seal before Ethic broke it.

I couldn’t help myself and cried, “Me too.”

Chuckles spread through the room at that.

My father did not chuckle. He squeezed my shoulder hard and muttered my name. I got the message that he preferred I bear my witness in silence for now.

Mayor Jetty read the note.

“The written message reads, ‘We may be the last survivors of Brady Hollow. As such, we send these messages in all directions to warn against the fate that befell us. We especially send them south to warn those in the path of the zombie horde.’”

A young woman, Liberty her name was, barren also and hired out to work the larger ranches and farms on a rotating basis, asked, “Where’s Brady Hollow?”

Aleo, not much older than me but a proper landowner with the deaths of her parents, called out, “North of here. We’re south of them.”

Wasn’t known if Aleo was barren. Hadn’t come up yet. Of course, now we know.

Grumbles passed through the hall, but Jetty raised her voice and continued, “The numbers are vast. We fought hard once we realized what we were up against, but we realized too late. We’d seen more zombies coming in from the reaches and ruins, more than usual. We noted they were more lively so to speak, than the dregs we’ve tended to run across in recent years, but we did not think to prepare. Our fences and walls were in ill repair. We confess that we scavenged some sections of them for other purposes, leaving us wide open to attack, especially from a horde such as this.”

Yellow, a farmer on a river plot as far south as we were north, called out from her seat in the back, “Our fences are in ill repair.”

More grumbles.

Locust called out from her corner of the room. She was a craftsman in both wood and metal. She knew chemicals too. Skilled and respected, she was. She’d be the one to maintain the fences and walls if the town had called for it, which was probably why she felt the need to respond. “No one has thought it important to maintain the fences and walls. I’ve offered more than a hundred times over the years, but not a vote for it, I remember, and no benefactors stepped up to fund it, even at a discount.”

“Stop interrupting the mayor like a bunch toddling young’uns hungry for the tit,” Glorigold shouted from front and center off to Ethic’s left. She was a rancher of note. Her piece was mostly across the river, but on both sides and she was still considered part of Dry Stretch. Raised both cattle and sheep from her youth, and she was old then, not near as old as Granby, but still an elder. Was considered weird business to mix sheep and cattle. One type of rancher tended to look down on the other on account of how each type of animal interfered with the grazing of the other. No one knew what to make of her, but she had age and wealth, so opinions didn’t matter much.

Zink—not as young as Locust or Yellow, certainly not Aleo, but not as old as Glorigold either—scolded, “Don’t be profane in full body, please.”

Zink was acting preacher in the main town church at the time, ever since the last man to hold the job had gone home to be with the Father after his heart burst in the middle of a sermon on God’s anger with sinners. She still ran her farm near town during the week. It was no big production in comparison, but she took care of herself and never really preached on tithing, so people showed her deference.

“Respect, Zink, but this is not your sanctuary,” Glorigold said back.

“Respect, but there are young children present both places.” Zink pointed out.

I took the moment of back and forth to lean to my father and ask, “We’re on the northern end of Dry Stretch. Does that mean the horde would come through us first?”

“Hush,” my father said. “We don’t know anything of the sort yet. Quiet and listen.”

Mr. Half interrupted the hall at that point, standing to say, “We haven’t even heard the whole message yet. Let’s keep order that long at least.”

The grumbles around the hall were the agreeing sort then. The crosstalk died out then.

As Half sat back down, his wife, the mayor, glared at him. I saw it. I’m sure others did too, but I didn’t understand it at the time. Seemed to me he was helping, and the full body seemed to agree. What I’ve learned since is that men always think they’re helping, and they tend to think highly of their help no matter how outnumbered they are by the woman shouldering most of the weight of things. Aleo’s told me that many times.

Jetty said, “The message continues. ‘They overran us. At the height, it was like the Earth vanished and only the bodies of the dead filled the universe shoulder to shoulder and off into forever. We lost many. Most perished. We’re still hemmed in and the messengers run the gauntlet to deliver these messages at their peril. If you good people hear nothing else, hear, understand, and heed this: Prepare, for death is coming like it has not been seen since the fall of the first days.’ We bear witness.”

A cacophony of voices rose up.

Jetty added, “I do not recognize the names of all the elders of Brady Hollow, but I see the mayor’s script and bear witness myself the name is correct, and his scrawl matches.”

No voices then. The pews creaked and popped with nervous motion though.

Liberty asked, “How far north is Brady Hollow?”

Aleo answered her again. “A touch over 25 miles.”

“Long way for a messenger to run in one go,” someone noted.

Aleo added, “Portmire and Silence Bay lie between us and them in that order running the river southward. Silence is still eighteen miles north by northwest.”

“Haven’t heard from any of them in a while,” Locust said.

“What does that mean?” someone almost groaned.

“Let her speak,” said another.

Locust looked about and stood as if being granted the floor properly. “I trade north and south along the river as do many here. I testify that I have not heard regular communication or the usual trade traffic by land or water for an unusual number of cycles. Nothing from Silence Bay, Portmire, Brady, or points north.”

Voices competed. It was Half who tried to help again. “Can anyone bear witness?”

Things quieted down. Aleo stood as Locust sat. “I bear witness. I don’t do as much business north as I do to closer points south like Hallifax or Nye Fate, but there has been no travel or word from the north in an unusual amount of time. It’s enough that I almost inquired.”

The hall erupted at that point.

Jetty finally banged the gavel. It took a bit, but people trailed off. She asked, “Ethic, you patrol the wider reaches near the ruins between us and points north. Have you seen any of the changes the message speaks of, in the behavior of the dead, I mean?”

Ethic stood and turned to the crowd. He had only just inhaled to speak when the interruptions began again.

Liberty first. “Should we send word south to Nye Fate and beyond, pass on the message the messenger gave his life to deliver?”

“Seems we should send a party north to investigate the quiet that has befallen.”

“That’s where the dead are!”

“We don’t know that!” Glorigold shouted louder than the rest, but it didn’t have nearly the impact of the gavel a moment ago.

“We have to send someone. I say Ethic. He can do it.”

“Will need to be more than him, if any of this could be true.”

“I nominate Ethic.”

“Second.”

Jetty banged her gavel. “The floor isn’t open to motions or nominations of any sort yet. The full body will come to order, so we can discuss this. We need to get our heads around this situation before we can run off making suggestions. I know this is heavy business, true or not, and that is why we have the full body present. But we get nowhere if you can’t talk through the details before we argue them or panic over them. Bear me witness.”

“Hear! Hear!” passed through the hall with vigor. “I do” and “I so witness” were scattered in there too.

Ethic was still standing when Jetty said, “You have the floor Ethic Hanover.”

That was when Granby stood. He was seated a little forward from where we were, closer to the front. Whether he did that for honor or because of his hearing, that’s where he was. My father stiffened enough for me to feel it at my shoulder, and I was afraid.

Granby said, “Will you yield the floor for a brief word from an old man, Ethic if I promise to keep it short and hand it back promptly?”

Ethic nodded and spoke as he was taking his seat again. “I yield the floor to you, Granby.”

So, Granby turned toward the bulk of the crowd gathered in that stuffy hall. He managed to limp as he did it even though he was only turning in place. And he spoke.
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My father and Ethic stood over the zombie flailing weakly in the ditch out near our fence line. As they spoke and debated much like they had done in the hall before the full body the day before, I remember wondering if that mere fence would keep out a horde as well as it kept our few animals in.

“This is the state of these pests,” my father said.

Ethic glanced down at the lone creature. Its jaws opened wider, but never really closed all the way again. Missing teeth and showing black sockets in its gums, the hard skin of its cheeks was split down to strings that hardly stretched when the jaws opened. One eye cocked up and away, unmoving, making the dead man look stupid. The other pupil was pinned and almost looked squared off as it rolled from my dad to Ethic and occasionally to me.

Ethic looked out toward the road where we’d come upon the messenger who set this whole controversy in motion. “This isn’t how it is everywhere, Bay.”

“I heard your word on it,” my dad said. “I respect you and the work you do, but that does not make some fabled horde true.”

“Something set against the people of Brady Hollow. Something silenced traffic from the towns north.”

“Could be many things, but I can’t look on this pitiful creature and imagine a mass of them, too weak to get off their backs, could be it.”

“Something bit that messenger multiple times.”

“Any man can be stupid enough to fall into a pit of vipers without the conclusion that the snakes must have gotten their legs back from God and chased after him.”

“We need to prepare.”

“And you’ll be going on your little trip to see what’s what, Ethic. Like the rest of the town agreed, I too will hear your report and consider the next steps.”

“By then it will be too late.”

“Nonsense. You can’t know that. Even the ones that can’t walk, can’t run. You’re not telling me you’ve seen running zombies, Ethic. Are you?”

“They walk relentlessly, and you heard Granby.”

“I hear plenty enough from him every damn day on every subject under the sun. Just because he is old and has seen things before our time doesn’t mean he knows everything or even half what he claims to be sage in.”

“I’ll not argue that, but I say if we’re not patching the fences now, if we’re not pulling in stores for a possible siege, if we’re not preparing arms and evacuating the outer farms from the path, then it might well be too late by the time we return with a report.”

“Farmers abandoning their lands and stabling their animals for God knows how long in this season? Madness. Giving up our livelihood on rumor.”

“It was a sealed message. More than rumor. The messenger’s wounds bear him witness.”

“So you say, so you said, and so you were voted down.”

“I can’t be in both places. I can’t scout there and prepare here all at once. If others don’t do their share . . . ”

“I’ll not have you even hint that I’m not doing my share. No disrespect intended to your wet work and whatnot, Ethic, but I’ll not have you stand before my calloused hands and lined face to imply my years of farming have been anything less than my share and more.”

“You know I say nothing of the sort, Bay. You know I’m not insulting you as I beg you to lead the others in making preparations in my absence. Nothing in the vote prevents us from doing that, but it prevents me as I do my part in scouting north with the others.”

“And nothing stops others from doing whatever they like in my stead. I made my beliefs clear on this matter before the full body.”

“You know the ayes were largely not landowners. They lack the resources and leadership to head up this effort in my stead.”

“That lack of landowner support should tell you something.”

Ethic turned completely away and took a few steps from the ditch where the ignored zombie clawed at the air with the remainder of his fingers. I tried to follow Ethic’s gaze and to divine his thoughts. He stared sort of in the direction of the high tower that was a hazy impression from this distance. He sort of faced the direction of the ruins that Ethic would only be able to survey in his mind and memory from this place. Maybe he stared somewhere between those two at nothing in particular.

“It tells me we are in trouble,” he finally said.

“You best finish assembling your party and get moving.”

“I have to take them into the ruins first, Bay. I can’t take untested travelers into the heart of a horde without preparing them, not with what must be done.”

“Wise. As you say, preparation is important but costly. Especially considering the unlikelihood of it being true.”

“Would you let me take your son as part of the party?” Ethic asked.

“What say you?”

Ethic turned to stare at my father’s face, both men in squint. “I said, since it is nothing to fear, and the boy is of age, let me take him as the last man of my party. It would be a good adventure for him on his path to manhood. A historic moment he will be a part of.”

“Enough of that.”

Ethic pressed, “No more danger than a bug on its back in a ditch, as you say, sure.”

“Cease this talk.”

“Let me go, Dad. I want to do it!” I was excited by the idea of leaving Dry Stretch for the first time in my life. So much so that I forgot any possibility of zombie hordes. I did not read the true dynamic of the offer between the men. “Dad?”

“No, I’ll have none of it!”

Even the zombie in the ditch was startled by my father’s outburst. It gave one click and squeak from its dry throat.

“And there it is,” Ethic said. “The truth of your heart’s heart. That is why we must prepare, for the same case against sending your son, because maybe, just maybe. If you’d not send him with me into the peril we know is out there, and I don’t blame you one bit, I witness, then allow him to join you in repairing the zombie fence and storing for siege and evacuation. Please, Bay.”

“You’ve overstayed your welcome, Ethic. Go now. Get started on preparing your party and leave us be.”

My dad stabbed the sharp point of a crooked stick between the eyes of the zombie in the ditch. The tight flesh of its pale forehead split in three places and then folded in. The skull collapsed and deflated like something soft with rot. Black brains swelled and then oozed. The face was gone as the hands folded uneven over its sunken chest where clothing had dissolved into flesh. My father dropped the crooked stick into the ditch with the stilled zombie.

The stink was noxious and everywhere.

Ethic stood a moment longer. He moved his lips as if chewing or preparing to speak. He decided against it and left as he was told.

I was deeply disappointed at the offer of adventure being so quickly presented and retracted in one motion, but I knew better than to say any more. I just moved to drag the body out by its feet to the burn pile that had seen the messenger turned to ash.

My father brought up a halting hand, and I flinched. “This one will come apart and soil our hands, if we try. We’ll set him ablaze in the ditch. The weeds need clearing anyway.”

And that’s what we did. The flames that lighted the liquifying corpse turned a different color from the natural fire spreading both directions on both sides. It was the sort of blue-green shade of burning chemicals. It burned low and long like oil touched by flame.

Had to watch that ditch a long time for the fire to finish. When I grew bored of tending it to be sure nothing spread into the rest of the field, I’d steal a glance of the hazy high tower, and I plotted against my father’s wishes.
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As Ethic sat down in the meeting of the full body following the reading of the message, yielding to Granby, my elder great-grandfather began to speak. “We have grown complacent and comfortable with the undead among us, or not among us, really, the way we live. Probably whole days go by without you thinking about them at all, the way we don’t think much about wolves or gators until a pack of them drifts into our area. And why would you, if you don’t remember how it used to be? I’m old enough to remember a little, not all the way back to the beginning of things, but still enough. My father died in the wars, torn apart by the feral undead. My own grandfather was surrounded, brought down, and eaten right in front of my eyes. Happened as we fled our house when a horde fell upon us, swept over our meager homestead one day. Saw him eaten. He died screaming and choking on his own blood. I ain’t trying to be dramatic, but I remember what these monsters are really capable of in a large enough group. That horde the day my grandfather died was fearful stuff, but from the sounds of it, was a fraction of what overtook Brady Hollow. We need to take this message seriously. I’ve seen what happens when a real horde comes in when we’re unprepared. I don’t want to see it again.”

The hall was eerily silent. No one even moved enough to make a pew pop or groan under them. Granby nodded, apparently satisfied with the sober air his words had inspired.

“I hope that was as short as I promised, Ethic. And as I promised, I yield back to you for your piece.”

Granby sat and Ethic rose to a much more attentive audience than when he was first about to speak. “I think elder Granby said better than I could how serious this really is. I’ll only add what I have seen in the present, as I clear the ruins and patrol the reaches around our territory. The number of zombies has increased in recent days. Some are wandering in from farther afield. Have to be or the ruins would be swept clean long ago. These are slow, as zombies are relative to humans, but they are on the move, hungry, and strong. I’ve not seen a proper horde as of yet, but there are clusters. A pocket of the undead will wander out together on the move or drawn by a noise. Even a few of them that are still mobile can do some damage if they get into the inner territories and catch us unaware. I do my best to weed them out, and I have. I say this to affirm that something is changing. Maybe it is truer to say that things appear to be changing back to the sort of creatures that roamed in Granby’s day and before. I believe the message we heard here today. I believe the senders gave us a rare blessing of forewarning that may save us all if we but listen and prepare. We need to repair the fences, we need to arm, we need to gather supplies in case we do have to hunker down behind freshly prepared defenses, and we want to evacuate the outer farms and properties in the path of the coming horde.”

That last bit brought the crowd back to life as property owners started their grumbling again.

“I’ve said my piece,” Ethic shouted over and sat back down.

Jetty called for order. Glorigold stood and started speaking without first being acknowledged. Jetty granted her the floor a few words into her rebuttal, but by then the crowd recognized her authority and they listened.
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I ditched my work and hopped the fence. I’m not sure if I knew my father was too far away to keep track of me and my doings, but I didn’t care in that moment. I ran across neighbors’ fields and clusters of remaining timber, making a crow’s path to the tower. The way was clear and the dust low, so the structure stood out stark, crisp, and inviting to a boy up to no good.

I just held my hand protectively over the stolen property hidden in my pouch and ran the whole way.

Arriving at the tower, I stared up through the twists and edges of its crumbling glory. Eleven floors of the structure still remained in that day, all open to the air. There were probably more than that the day it was built, judging from the spires of broken concrete sticking up from the top. I climbed the stairs until those gave out. I scaled ladders until those rose no further. Then, I went hand over hand through the bent and rusted rebar until I perched on the top flat with the wind above the tower and above its hill ripping through my hair and clothes.

I never really felt afraid until I was already at the top and could see what I’d done. I know if my dad read this, he’d say it was my worst quality.

Digging through my pouch of stolen things, I retrieved the looking glass. It was a prized thing but seldom used. Was a toss-up whether anyone would notice it missing from its shelf or not. I was certain I was going to drop it and bash the prized piece into trash upon the broken concrete debris below.

Extending the tube, I closed one eye and set the other to the lens as I lay on my belly too close to the uneven and unprotected edge. It took me a while to focus, but finally, I found the ruins and made them jump right to my face from all this great distance.

It took longer to finally locate Ethic and the ladies who followed him into the twists and turns of those dead streets. I recognized Yellow and Locust right away. It made sense that they joined him. They were two of the few who actually voted with Ethic, Granby, Aleo, and the others. There was one other woman I didn’t recognize and lost her behind the crumbling walls before I could place her. There might have been others, but I didn’t see them.

I grew impatient as I tried to spy them again. Fortunately for me, they stepped out into the broad highway past where a number of buildings had long ago collapsed. I could see Ethic, Locust, and Yellow again. I could only see part of a fourth. Any others were still hidden from me.
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