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Prologue


I. The Gate of Zone 1


On the night Teodora Haș came back, a fine warm rain was falling over Zone 1, an early-June rain that never reached the ground, because the lamps on the wall boiled it in midair and turned it into an orange steam, so that the four watchmen in the tower above the north gate stood as if in a copper bath, collars open, rifles propped against the parapet, eyes on the edge of the light, where the fog began.

It was the ninth year after the Silence.

Zone 1 had once been a housing estate on the outskirts of a city that no longer had a name, nine streets and a school, a heating plant and a mall with a collapsed roof, all of it ringed by a wall built from buses tipped on their sides, from concrete barriers torn off the highway, from refrigerators packed with earth, from anything people had been able to haul in those first months, when they still believed that someone, somewhere, would switch the world back on. Every ten paces along the wall burned a sodium-vapor lamp, wired by old cables to a generator that drank diesel from a gas-station tank, and that yellow, sickly light, which made every face look like wax, was the only thing standing between the Zone’s three hundred and ninety-two souls and whatever lay beyond.

The fog never crossed into the lit ground. That was the one law they had learned, and they had paid dearly for it.

Gelu Haș was thirty-one and had been a widower for nine months. Teodora had gone out the autumn before with a team of scavengers, eight people with headlamps and a big lamp on wheels, to empty a medical warehouse out on the ring road, and the lamp had died halfway there, and of the eight only one had come back, running, his flashlight clenched in his fist like a knife, and he had never spoken again about what he heard in the fog. Gelu had mourned her the way everyone mourned in those days, briefly, on his feet, without stopping work, because the Zone had no room for people who sit down.

Now, at a quarter past two in the morning, Teodora stood before the north gate, three steps outside the light, facing the tower.

She wore the same green jacket she had left in. Her hair was wet. She held her hands clasped in front of her, the way she used to hold them in church back when there were still churches, and she smiled a small, patient smile, like a woman waiting for the door of her own house to be opened and not wanting to be a bother.

“Gelu,” she said. “I’m cold.”


*   *   *


The three watchmen beside him did not move. One of them, Costache, a former long-haul trucker with hands like shovels, laid his hand slowly on Gelu’s arm, not to stop him, but to remind him where he was.

“It isn’t her,” Costache said.

Gelu did not answer. He was looking at the green jacket. On the left shoulder the jacket had a crooked seam, sewn by him, with black thread, one evening in August, because Teodora had snagged it on barbed wire and had never been any good with a needle. The seam was there. Crooked exactly the way he had made it.

“Gelu,” the woman in the fog said again. “I know you don’t believe me. I wouldn’t believe me either. But I walked nine months to get home.”

The voice was hers. It did not resemble hers; it was hers, with that way of letting the ends of her sentences drop, like a step down, with the slight lisp she had never managed to correct. And the eyes. Gelu remembered, against his will, that her eyes had a small brown fleck in the right iris, like a grain of coffee dropped in water. The woman in the fog took a step forward, right to the edge of the light, and the light fell across her face, and the fleck was there.

The fog never crossed into the lit ground. But the woman had. She stood with the toes of her boots in the light, and nothing happened.

“You see?” she said, and her smile widened. “It’s me.”

Costache tightened his grip on Gelu’s arm.

“That proves nothing. We don’t know anything about them. We don’t even know if they’re them.”

But Gelu had already pulled his arm free and was going down the tower stairs two at a time, and no one stopped him, because for nine years no one had stopped anyone from anything, and because each of the three left up there had someone in the fog, and each was asking himself, at the same moment, what he would have done in Gelu’s place.

Gelu lifted the bar of the gate by himself.


*   *   *



II. Roll Call


The next morning, at Roll Call, Zone 1 counted three hundred and ninety-three souls.

The woman who kept the register, a former bookkeeper from the town hall whom everyone called Mrs. Neagu, counted twice, then three times, then looked for a long while at Teodora Haș, who stood in the fourth row beside her husband, her hair washed, her hands clasped in front of her. Mrs. Neagu wrote the name in pencil, not in pen, on the last line of the page, and left a blank beside it, where the date of birth should go.

Teodora was the only one in the Zone who did not cough in the morning. Mrs. Neagu noticed that on the third day. On the fifth day she noticed that the woman did not blink when she looked at the lamps. On the seventh day, when she finally dared to tell someone, it was already too late, because Teodora had not come back alone anymore.

On the twentieth day, Zone 1 counted four hundred and eleven souls, though no one had been born and no one had come through the gate, and the nineteen extra stood at Roll Call with their hands clasped in front of them, calm, clean, smiling that small and patient smile of people who are, at last, home.

On the thirtieth day, the generator stopped.

No one ever learned whether it had run out of diesel or whether someone had shut it off. Mrs. Neagu managed to write, by the light of a candle, the last page of the register, in a hand that no longer looked like hers, and to hide the notebook under a flagstone in the school cellar, where it was found, twenty-one years later, by scavengers from Zone 2.

On the last line there was a single sentence.

They didn’t attack us. They just multiplied.




Part I — The Count




1. The Register


I. The Bell


The bell rang in White Valley at half past five every morning, summer and winter, in rain and in snow, and had for thirty-one years, and Mira Talpă woke each time a minute before it, eyes already open in the dark, right hand stretched toward the empty side of the bed, where the mattress still kept, after three years, the hollow of a man who was no longer there.

She dressed without lighting the lamp. Trousers of heavy canvas, a linen shirt, the wool vest with many pockets that Doru had sewn together from three old vests, and over it all the long gray coat of the registrar, with bone buttons and the Zone’s badge pinned to the chest: a circle, a horizontal line, and the number three, stamped into a piece of tin from a road sign that had once pointed the way to Bucharest. No one in the valley knew anymore exactly how far away Bucharest was. No one needed to know.

She took her register from the table. It was a large notebook, leather stretched over cardboard covers, stitched with hemp twine, the eighth since she had taken the post and the thirty-second since the Zone had existed. The first twenty-four had been kept by old Sabina Opriș, until her eyes failed her and her hand began to shake so badly that her numbers looked like crushed spiders, and the Council decided that Mira, who had the cleanest handwriting in the valley and the longest patience, was the right one. Sabina died two years later, in her sleep, at seventy-nine, and Mira entered her name in the register, with the date, the hour, the cause, and that evening, at home, she cried at the kitchen table with her forehead on the notebook, so as not to wet the ink.

She went out into the lane.

White Valley was waking around her with its old familiar sounds: shutters drawn back, buckets knocking against well rims, Haralambie’s dogs barking in the yard beside the mill, one of the forty-year-old children, as Sabina used to call everyone born after the Silence, coughing in the house across the way. Above the roofs, along the hillsides, burned the lamps of the Wall, a long string of yellow lights circling the valley like a necklace laid on the throat of a sleeping woman, and beyond the lamps, motionless, white, thick as a cotton mattress, lay the fog.

Mira did not look at it. No one looked at it. It was like a neighbor you never speak to but know everything about.


*   *   *


Zone 3.0 filled the whole of White Valley, from the dam on the Sărata River at the upper end to the old Ocna Albă railroad station at the lower end, where the tracks ran into the fog and never came out. It was a valley about two miles long and, at its widest, eight hundred paces across, with an old miners’ town on its floor, houses of brick and stone, a church without a bell tower, a school, a mill they had put back to work in the fourth year, and the mouth of the old salt mine, sealed now with concrete, which the children of long ago had called the Big Mouth and which the grown-ups never mentioned.

The Wall climbed the hillsides and came down again, its lamps set twelve paces apart, fed by the hydroelectric plant behind the dam, by the turbines that Ghiță Ursache had greased, listened to, and talked to like old cows for thirty years now. As long as the river ran, the turbines turned. As long as the turbines turned, the lamps burned. As long as the lamps burned, the fog stayed on the other side.

It was a simple sum, and Mira knew it by heart, like the multiplication table.

Outside the school, Corina Dabija caught up with her, headscarf tied crooked, a slice of bread in her hand.

“You didn’t eat again,” Corina said, and pushed the bread into the pocket of Mira’s vest without asking.

Corina was thirty-five, one year older than Mira, and she was the Zone’s schoolteacher, which meant that every morning she unlocked the school, dusted the twenty-four desks, wrote the date on the blackboard with chalk made of plaster and flour, watered the geraniums on the windowsill, then locked up again and went to the gardens, because no child had been born in White Valley in thirty-one years.

Dr. Corban had explained it many times at assemblies, patiently and in heavy words: the sickness that came after. Something in the air in those first years, or in the water, or in the fear, something that had passed through people and left them barren, all of them, men and women alike, and that would pass one day, the way the Silence had passed. Until then, the school had to be kept clean. For when.

Corina kept it clean. It was the cleanest building in the valley.

“Did you sleep?” Corina asked.

“I slept.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m lying,” said Mira.

Corina smiled and took her arm, and they walked like that, shoulder to shoulder, through the crowd going down toward Bell Square, two women no longer young and not yet old, in gray coats, with tired faces, whom anyone in the valley could have recognized at a hundred paces by their walk.


II. The Turnstile


Roll Call was held in Bell Square, in front of the old town hall, where in the Zone’s second year they had installed the turnstile.

The turnstile was a three-armed stainless-steel gate, brought from a subway station that no longer existed by a team of scavengers who no longer existed either, and bolted into an oak frame under a tiled roof. On the side facing the town hall it had a mechanical counter, a little brass box with six white digits on black wheels, which counted each passage with a dry click, like a tooth breaking. Every soul in Zone 3.0 passed through the turnstile every morning. The old, the sick, those who could not get out of bed were counted at home, by the doctor or by the registrar, and entered on a separate list, and the sum of the two numbers had to equal, every day, the number in the register.

It was the one thing in White Valley that was not negotiable.

Rations were not negotiable either, nor your turn at the mill, nor the winter firewood, but those were negotiated all the same, in whispers, on street corners, for eggs and tobacco. Roll Call was not. Iacob Sterian, the First, had established it on the third day after they reached the valley, when they were still a crowd of frightened, hungry people, carrying older children in their arms and the old on stretchers, who had just fled Zone 2 with the fog at their backs, and he had spoken then from the town hall steps the way he still spoke now, at seventy, slowly, in a low voice, so that people had to go completely silent to hear him.

Zone 1 fell because it did not count. Zone 2 fell because it counted badly. We will count every day, until the end of the world, and the world will not end.

Mira had been three years old then. She did not remember the speech. She remembered it only from the register, where Sabina Opriș had copied it word for word on the first page of the first notebook, in round, old-school letters, like an oath.

She sat down in her chair at the table beside the turnstile, opened the register to the day’s page, and wrote the date in black ink.

Year 61 after the Silence. October 14.

Then she looked up and waited for the click.


*   *   *


First came the Watchmen coming off the night shift, faces drawn, eyes red from the lamps, one at a time, not speaking, in the order they had come down from the Wall. After them came the millers, then the garden workers, then the workshop crews, then the women from the laundry, then the old people who could still walk, held up by those who could still hold someone, then all the rest, one by one, one by one, shoulder after shoulder, gray coat after gray coat, click after click, in a church silence.

Mira knew them all. She knew their names, their birth years, the names of their dead parents and of the children who did not exist, their illnesses, their scars, the way they held their heads as they went through the turnstile. Haralambie went through with his chin on his chest, like a ram. The widow Ilieș crossed herself beforehand, every time, three small quick crosses. Lucian Barbu, captain of the Watch, went through last of his men, his hand on the pistol he never drew, and paused for a moment beside her table to nod to her. Iacob Sterian did not go through. The First was counted at home, by the doctor, because of his knees, and his name stood on the separate list, at the top, in capitals.

Mira counted silently, lips pressed together, and at the same time she listened to the counter, and the two numbers went along side by side, like two horses harnessed to the same cart.

The last ones went through at six-twenty. A group of women from the gardens, with empty baskets. A short man with a hood pulled down over his eyes, whom Mira did not recognize from behind and whom she put down, without thinking, as one of Pârvu’s blacksmiths, who all wore leather hoods and all walked hunched over. Then no one.

Mira looked down at the counter.

1215.

She looked at the numbers the way you look at a letter written in the hand of someone dead. Then she looked at the separate list. Dr. Corban had left it on the table, as she did every morning, in a brown paper envelope: forty-one names, forty-one souls counted at home. She added them on paper, in pencil, slowly.

One thousand one hundred and seventy-four through the turnstile, by her own count. Forty-one at home. One thousand two hundred and fifteen.

In the register, on the last line of yesterday, in her clean hand, it said:

Souls: 1214.


*   *   *


She did not move. Later she would remember this better than anything: that she had not moved, had not flinched, that her hand had not shaken, that she’d had time to think through, clearly, coldly, like an old bookkeeper, every possible explanation, one after another, and to throw them out one after another, like rotten potatoes.

The counter was wrong. But the counter had never been wrong, not once in thirty-one years, and Mira checked it every Sunday, together with Ghiță, with a stopwatch and a sack of sand.

Someone had gone through twice. But each passage went one way only, and the arms of the turnstile did not turn backward, and that person would have had to leave the square and come back around behind the crowd, under the eyes of a thousand people who had known one another all their lives.

She had miscounted. But she had not miscounted. The two numbers, the one in her head and the one on the brass wheels, had walked together from the first click to the last.

The doctor’s list was wrong. Mira read the list once more, name by name. Forty-one. They were all there. They had all been sick for a long time. Not one of them could get out of bed.

That left a single explanation, and it was so simple and so large that Mira felt it pass through her chest like a cold current, from breastbone to back, the way it feels when you drink spring water too fast.

There was one person too many in White Valley.

She raised her eyes to the square. The crowd was already scattering, toward the gardens, the mill, the workshops, the Wall, with the ordinary noise of morning, jokes told quietly, a dog barking somewhere. No one was looking at her. Corina waved to her from the corner of the school. Lucian Barbu stood talking with two Watchmen by the well. The widow Ilieș crossed herself once more, just in case.

On the hillsides, the lamps were burning. Beyond them, the fog lay white, thick, motionless.

No, not quite motionless. Mira looked more carefully, for the first time in many years, at its edge. It seemed to have risen. By a hand’s width, maybe two, higher up the lamp posts than she remembered. Like the water of a river rising in the night, without a sound, which you notice in the morning only by the stone you can no longer see.

Mira closed the register. She wrote nothing on the last line. She left a blank.


III. The Sum


That evening, at home, she counted again.

There was nothing to count, but she counted. She took all eight of her notebooks and spread them across the kitchen table, the floor, the bed, each open to the last page of every month, and by the light of the oil lamp she added up the births that did not exist, the deaths that did, the departures beyond the Wall, which had been few and all without return, and checked each number against the number at the start of the following month. Thirty-one years of sums. Sabina’s sums, then hers. Not one mistake. The last change had been in August, when old Năstase from the mill died and the number dropped from 1215 to 1214, and it had stayed there ever since, well behaved, day after day, on the last line of every page.

Mira stopped with her pencil in the air.

One thousand two hundred and fifteen. That had been the number before Năstase died. For three years it had been that number, ever since the spring Doru left.

Because Doru had been one thousand two hundred and sixteen.

She got up from the table and went to the window. Her house was the last one on Mill Lane, high up, close to the Wall, and from the kitchen window you could see, between two plum trees, a stretch of the lamps and a stretch of the fog. There, through the upper gate, beyond which the old road climbed toward Stag Mountain, Doru had gone out three years ago, one April morning, with a team of four scavengers and a battery lamp he had built himself from the parts of two cars, to look for copper cable in an abandoned power substation two hours’ walk through the fog. It was his eleventh time out. He had come back ten times.

The eleventh time, two came back. Bogdan Lupu, who did not speak for a whole month, and Tibi Rusnac, who spoke too much and whom the Council afterward kept for a while in the doctor’s house, behind a locked door. Both said the same thing. That Doru’s lamp had died on the way back, in the beech woods below the substation. That Doru had shouted at them to keep going, that he was right behind them. That later, in the fog, they had heard him calling Mira’s name.

Not in fear. Tibi said that, and Bogdan did not contradict him. Not in fear. Like a man who sees you across the street and is glad.

Mira had entered him in the register the next day, on the last line. Talpă Doru Andrei, b. Year 25. Gone beyond. Not returned. She had not written dead. In the Zone’s register, dead was never written for those left in the fog. It was Sterian’s second rule, after Roll Call. We do not mourn them, we do not wait for them, we do not call them. We do not say their names at the gate.

Because sometimes, those in the fog answer.


*   *   *


Mira put out the lamp and stood in the dark, her forehead against the cold glass. On the hillside, the lamps of the Wall burned as always. The fog lay as always. Somewhere below, in the valley, one of Haralambie’s dogs began to howl, then stopped short, as though someone had put a hand over its muzzle.

One thousand two hundred and fifteen.

Tomorrow morning she would go to the captain of the Watch, then to the Council, then to the doctor, in that order, as the regulations required, and she would say what she had seen, in a calm voice, with the register in her hand, and those people would know what had to be done, because they always had.

That night, though, for the first time since she had kept the register, Mira Talpă did not think about who the extra person was.

She thought about who she wanted it to be.




2. The Wall


I. The Captain


Lucian Barbu kept his office in the tower of the lower gate, beside the old railroad station, in a round brick room that had once been the switchman’s house and that held only a table, two chairs, a cast-iron stove, and a hand-drawn map of White Valley on three sheets glued together, every lamp on the Wall marked with a red dot and a number, from 1 to 486.

Mira climbed the iron stairs at a quarter to seven, the register under her arm and Corina’s slice of bread still untouched in her vest pocket. The captain was awake, shaved, his shirt buttoned to the throat, writing something in a black notebook under a small yellow bulb that flickered every few seconds, in time with the breathing of the turbines at the dam.

He was forty-five. He had come to the valley at fourteen, on foot, in the column from Pietroasa, carrying his little sister on his back; she had a fever and died the second winter. Mira did not remember him from then. She remembered him from sixteen on, when he was already a Watchman, the youngest in the Zone, and had scolded her once, at the upper gate, for climbing onto the Wall to see the fog up close. She had been six. He took her home by the hand and did not tell her parents.

“Registrar,” he said, without looking up from the notebook. “It’s too early for this to be anything good.”

“It isn’t,” said Mira.

She set the register on the table, open to the day’s page, and laid beside it the doctor’s brown envelope and the sheet on which she had added up the two numbers in pencil. Lucian looked first at her, then at the sheet, then at her again. He had the gray, tired eyes of men who spend too long facing the light and no longer see well in the dark.

“The counter?” he asked.

“I checked it Sunday. With Ghiță.”

“The doctor’s list?”

“Forty-one. All bedridden. I saw every one of them myself this week, one by one.”

“Then you miscounted.”

“No,” said Mira, and he did not press, because he knew her.

Lucian put down his pen. For a while he said nothing, his fingers laced on the notebook, and Mira watched him think, methodically, like a man checking the locks of a house one after another. Then he stood, took a thick book bound in black cloth from a nail on the wall, and opened it on the table, on top of her register.

“The gate log,” he said. “From July 1 on.”

Every opening of the Zone’s two gates, the upper one beneath Stag Mountain and the lower one by the station, was recorded there, with the date, the hour, the name of the Watchman on duty, the names of those who had gone out and those who had come in, and the captain’s signature underneath. Mira read. In three and a half months the upper gate had opened only once, on September 2, for a team of five scavengers who had gone for salt at the old wells at Coasta Lungă and come back, all five, counted, questioned, and entered in her register that same evening. The lower gate had not opened at all.

“No one came in,” said Lucian.

“Then no one came in through a gate.”

He raised his eyes to her, and for a moment Mira saw in them something she had not seen in a person from the valley in a long time, something that was neither fear nor anger but a very old weariness, like a man being told something he already knew and had hoped never to hear said out loud.

“Come with me,” he said.


II. Post 114


They climbed onto the Wall through the gate tower and walked east along the wooden catwalk that joined the lamps, a narrow path a man’s height up, nailed together over thousands of yards, with a pipe railing on the fog side and nothing at all on the valley side. It was the second time in her life Mira had been up on the Wall. The first time she had been six.

From up here White Valley looked like a toy. The small brick houses, with roofs of tile and tin. The thin smoke from the chimneys. The terraced gardens, yellow and rust with autumn. The mill with its slow wheel. The cut-off spire






















































