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			To everyone who feels stuck in a dark place with no way out.

			 I hope you keep the engine running.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Goodbye, Everybody

			Transmission #41

			[two speakers]

			“I think they’ve got us.”

			“Andrei?”

			[rustle]

			“I think they’ve finally got us.”

			“Andrei!!”

			[thumps and a clang]

			“Go.”

			* * *

			When darkness fell over the world, only Rosi witnessed its arrival.

			There was a loud rumble like thousands of thunderclaps in quick succession. Gigi’s fist was halfway through its arc toward the radio control panel, purpose unknown. It, and he, froze before anyone could ever find out just what he thought punching a piece of machinery would do, and the transmission he’d threatened to forcefully interrupt by any means necessary had fallen silent. The hitchhiker, Sorin, was tucked neatly under a desk, only his scruffy left boot visible from Rosi’s position by the window. He was scrunched up, trembling lightly, waiting for a blow to land, at that very moment probably unaware that it had already landed outside.

			Rosi waited by the old double window, head pressed against the cool glass, neither angry nor afraid, but some other mysterious third thing that she couldn’t quite identify beneath the overwhelming awe of what she was seeing.

			One moment, there had been a forest. There were scraggly pines along the edge, wind-picked and nearly bare up to their blue-green tops, a well-churned mud road, a painfully bright day. There had been raucous bird noise, sparrows elated by the first sunny day after a week of pouring spring rain. There was the chain-link fence that surrounded the radio tower and its adjacent concrete cube of a control room, a poorly covered woodpile stacked up neatly against it, and an old tractor tire against that.

			When the darkness fell, it trickled. It was fast, but liquid, starting out as a frothing of the sky that quickly descended. It touched the top of the trees and met with some resistance, like a tar rain, progressing down branches and trunks in rivulets and globs. The grass succumbed quickly, and then the mud, and only the pools of water somehow lingered as though immune to its effects, floating in nothingness for a moment like silver ships on a sea of black. Then, everything was gone; the dark was no longer the aggressor, but the landscape itself. It had swallowed the world and become the world, and there was nothing left but them, their concrete submarine under the radio tower, and the terror of what would come next.

			And after a few breaths, as reality sunk in, Rosi’s mysterious, third feeling finally emerged from under the blankets of blood-rushing shock: she was relieved.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Before the Night

			1987, Romania. Two hours earlier.

			10:45:32, private channel

			“Radar exit Tușnad. Be advised. Boys look bored today, let’s not give them anything to do.

			Do you know the one about the two peasants driving their cart down the road?

			Ion is driving the horses, George in the cart behind him.

			‘Look, Ioane, a motorcyclist without a head!’ George says.

			Ion turns to look at George, then turns back to his horses. ‘Turn the scythe the other way, you idiot.’

			Get it?”

			* * *

			Gigi’s flatbed truck was no potato wagon, ripped up and customized to hell and back for relative comfort when spending months at a time on the road, hauling logs from left to right for the Party’s furnaces; but even so, Rosi felt like taking on a hitchhiker in the front cabin was a bit of a ridiculous squeeze.

			“My name’s Sorin.” The fragile-looking young man reached over her chest to shake Gigi’s hand first, and she squeezed herself back into the tartan-fabric middle seat to keep her boobs out of the way.

			“Gigi. This is Rosalba, my fiancée.”

			Rosi grunted something appropriately noncommittal, something that wasn’t quite a lie but didn’t quite admit she had no intention of ever marrying him. They’d never even held hands; it was ridiculous. But at the same time, could she really argue with the word? Their parents counted on them to marry, and so did he. Her dad kept pushing her to spend time with her ‘future husband’, and to be fair, she’d hardly fought it much once she learned what he did for a living, and how she could use his truck routes to do a little ‘living’ of her own. Move hundreds of pairs of contraband jeans to spoiled rich kids in the capital. Coffee cartons to the miners, contraceptives at the market. Just enough to make enough money to get the hell out; but too little to get caught before she made enough money to get the hell out.

			Otherwise, it would be a life on rails. Government picked the job, parents picked the husband, everything organized and careful down to their haircuts and how many friends they’d be allowed to congregate with, how late they’d be able to stay up, what music they’d be allowed to listen to, and then she’d have to have kids, multiple kids, it was mandatory, and black market contraceptives didn’t always work, and what if he was an informant, and—

			She couldn’t breathe.

			Sorin must have seen something was off, and he shuffled slightly away to give her more room as she recomposed her face into ‘amused serenity’, one of her go-to costumes in unknown situations around untrusted people. Gigi didn’t seem to notice anything, which made him either oblivious or a great and subtle snitch for the government, nothing in between.

			“So what do you do, Sorin? And how far are you going?” she asked, in her mind repeating ‘amused and serene’ over and over.

			Sorin ran a hand through his wispy blond hair; he was so thin and pale and blue-eyed it felt like color avoided him deliberately. Nothing like Gigi’s russet trucker tan, or even Rosi’s black hair and deep olive skin, a rare outcome from her mother’s very old Hunnic heritage.

			He spoke softly and tentatively. “I’m a student. Philosophy.”

			Gigi whistled. “That’s still allowed?”

			Rosi was surprised, too. Last she’d heard, the Party had gotten rid of several tenured professors, mostly the ones in humanities. Anyone who thought too long and too hard about anything that wasn’t how to fix a tractor or enhance the country’s nuclear power capabilities.

			“Yes, it’s…” Sorin seemed to search for his phrasing deep within himself. “It’s actually encouraged among students; especially associated with other majors like teaching or physics. Some of the professors were dissidents but the Party isn’t unreasonable.”

			He threw her a panicked look she could only respond to in kind, the absolute bullshit coming out of his mouth beyond any hope of credibility to man or beast. She’d heard people smoothly twist any action of the Party into a ‘best possible outcome for the people’ before, and boy, this wasn’t it. He had a long way to go.

			But the poor thing tried; of course he did. He didn’t know them and what their feelings about their fearless leaders were, so he couldn’t chance saying anything out of place. Frustratingly, she’d just learned more about him in this one exchange than she had about Gigi in five trips together.

			“That’s great to hear!” she lied. “Haven’t met a lot of philosophy students.” Quick darting glance to Gigi, serenity confirmed as always.

			“Yeah, that’s great,” Gigi added. “But I don’t expect it’ll be for us. I mean our kids. By then I expect there’ll be a lot more focus on practical concerns. The country is moving forward into the future. Engineering, likely.”

			Panic. Gut-crushing terror. If he wasn’t a downright Securist, he was at the very least an informant for them. She needed to end this, and fast, and she was only about halfway to what it would cost to get out of the country safely. Maybe it was about time she considered the un-safely option. Maybe she would have to make this her last trip. Maybe she had to reach around the hitchhiker, unlatch the door, shove him out, then lunge at—

			“I’m actually on my way to a conference in Cisnadie,” Sorin added. “The Party asked the students in my year with the best results to volunteer to discuss, uh…” Frantic searching. “To meet and discuss some new curriculum.”

			Poor, unfortunate thing. He was either genuinely summoned to a talk, in which case he’d be handed new mandatory study materials adorned with Ceausescu’s photo on the front page and told to stick with them for fear of his life, or worse, that fear had already come to pass and he was one short trip away from one long trip to Siberia. And it didn’t look like he was all that sure of the outcome, either.

			“Well.” Gigi’s hard and loud tone made Rosi jump after Sorin’s soft and low one. “We’re passing right by town, so you’re in luck. It’ll be what, two hours? Rosi, can you check the map?”

			She reached under her seat – these last trips had revealed that she genuinely enjoyed all the various tasks of being a copilot; maps and directions felt easy and natural to her, and she even occasionally drove the rig when Gigi needed a break – and grabbed their battered, faded old map of Romania. The radio crackled; it often had on that trip.

			“Security on DN11 before Oituz.”

			Gigi grunted in response, but it wasn’t their road and Rosi didn’t need to worry about rerouting. Not that Gigi was hiding a damned thing; he was the squeakiest, cleanest, and most prepared of the country’s children, but being stopped would take precious hours off his schedule and mean exhausting explanations to his superiors as to why they had to spend another night on the road. They’d suspect them of stopping just to sleep together, even if it was the furthest thing from reality. Conveniently, his perfectly legally avoiding those complications matched her perfectly illegally having stuffed every nook and cranny of his truck with contraband.

			Unfolding the map on top of some stranger’s lap was a whole other issue. Sorin sat there, slightly cringing, definitely making himself as small as he could. He swallowed hard and laughed to himself a little.

			“Have you ever thought about how, when you fold a map, the streets are touching? If you take your map—” He grabbed at the side of what Rosi had just carefully and delicately unfolded, and brusquely bent it in a direction that had nothing to do with its original fold lines. “—and just fold it down the middle, then one side of the country touches the complete other side? A little car going across the paper could get from Timisoara to Constanta in a moment.”

			Rosi’s hands were in the air and she looked at him, confused and amused. He had just roughed up her map, true, but he was so earnest and into his theory it was kind of sweet.

			“Can you imagine,” he continued, with a rather endearing glint in his blue eyes, “if we could fold the world like that, travel from place to place, and then unfold it again?”

			There was silence for a moment. The radio crackled again, a muted and distant, “Accident on DJ187,” and the tension tickled so much Rosi burst into a giggle.

			“Well,” she said, “if we did that, it wouldn’t be long before the world frayed along the fold lines from everyone bending it around just to get home for lunch faster.”

			“Actually—”

			The radio burst into static and interrupted his reply. Before anyone could reach for the volume, a voice, crystal clear like it came from around the bend, came on.

			“Comrades, I don’t think we’re going to make it.”

			The guys both frowned at the speaker, but in different ways. Gigi seemed annoyed at it. Sorin, afraid. The speaker’s tone was a strange sort of calm, a half-quiet hope that reminded Rosi of the time she stood on the edge of a building, looked down, and thought, ‘Well, it can only possibly get better from here.’

			“I’m staying here, but I say, try. Try to get out of the way of it now. I don’t know how far, but maybe if you drive for the border—”

			“What the hell?” Gigi reached for the knob but Rosi grabbed his hand.

			“Let it play.”

			“Why? We clearly stumbled on something that’s none of our business. Do we really need that kind of trouble?”

			“What if it’s just a fun play?”

			Sorin chimed in. “What if it’s real?”

			The transmission had carried on under their chatter, and Rosi picked it back up mid-sentence.

			“…had not been accountable to the people for years now. Decades…crumbling from the inside out. The outside needs to be informed. If you can’t get to the border soon, head for where there’s radio transmitters. Now. For your safety. For your duty. They don’t have time to chase you if you go now, when everything’s in the air. They’ve made so many mistakes.”

			Gigi kept driving steadily down the highway but slowed noticeably. They passed a red Dacia on the side of the road, just sitting there, lights on, engine running, the people inside it motionless.

			“They’re coming.”

			The voice stopped, and a rustling, crashing noise followed. There were two loud, microphone-popping bangs that sounded like gunshots, then static.

			“Well, that was pointless,” Gigi offered, then shut the radio off, clearly bothered enough to opt out of any future alerts of dangers on the road for the moment.

			“What was it, though?” Rosi asked.

			The world – their country, at least, which meant the same thing – was not made of chaos and accidents. Things did not just happen. They had to be deliberate, allowed, monitored. Hens did not lay unauthorized eggs, cows did not give unauthorized milk, and transmissions didn’t start on their own. It was hard not to feel like there was something grave and important about it.

			“Clearly, something important,” Sorin offered. “Someone probably risked their life for it.”

			“You think they were…?”

			“Killed? Maybe, or maybe those were only warning shots. Either way.”

			Either way, whether someone was shot at, or shot warning shots at, they were not in for a good time.

			Sorin shuffled in his corner of the seat, uncomfortably shifting his backpack around. “So what do we do?” He clearly thought the answer should not be nothing.

			“Nothing,” Gigi immediately responded. “This has nothing to do with us.”

			“Clearly it has everything to do with everyone.”

			Rosi didn’t know what to think; it was all too strange to be meaningless, but also too strange to be meaningful. She let the men argue on, content to sit and consider for a moment.

			“What do you expect? That we run into who knows what because someone, probably some kid, was playing with a—”

			“That was not some kid, that sounded like military.”

			“You’re guessing!”

			Smoke was never just smoke. Either the fire under it was going to burn your skin off, or it was the thing keeping you warm and fed. There were no questions about the fire; the only question was who you were to the fire.

			“We’re all guessing everything. Why would your guessing be more valuable than mine?”

			“Because I’m the one driving the truck. Who the hell are you?”

			“Well, that seems unfair. It’s the people’s truck, and this is the people’s problem.”

			Would they be able to figure out whether the fire aimed to protect them or harm them in any definitive sense? No, that was impossible. There just wasn’t enough information. Although, just in case, Rosi quietly flipped the radio back on. It, too, was quiet, and her two companions were loud, Sorin taking a very strange hard stance where before he’d been all soft rounded edges.

			“You’re suggesting we walk into unknown drama that might get us killed.” Gigi was gesturing, one hand on the wheel and one in the air, as the truck slowed.

			“And you’re suggesting we refuse to walk to a safe space that might save our lives. Other lives! I’m only asking that you admit that logically, both of these suggestions are equally insane in value.”

			“What does it matter if I do or don’t?”

			“It matters. It’s a solid foundation from which to build a discussion.”

			“This isn’t a discussion.”

			So not knowing anything about the fire, what was the only reasonable thing to do? Not the actions dictated by the fear of finding out, or the fear of missing out, but the genuinely reasonable actions? They couldn’t be anything other than searching for more information.

			“Hypothetically,” she interrupted both her co-travelers mid-yell. “I’m not saying we do, but if we were going to look for the nearest transmitter, there’s a radio tower not…” She rustled the map a little, quickly locating the right bend of the right logging road. “…maybe ten minutes from here? Left turn, quick drive up a gravel track. Driving by for a glance and getting back on the road would take less than our lunch break. Heck, we could stop and have lunch there, if nothing’s going on.”

			Gigi gave her a dark look. “I thought you said hypothetically.”

			“You seem like a straight and narrow guy,” Sorin pointed out. “So why wouldn’t you listen when you’re told that something is your duty?”

			“By some random stranger on the radio?”

			“Who even has access to radio these days aside from official government employees?”

			“Lots of people! Jesus, have you never heard of contraband?”

			Had he? Did he know? Shit. That…would be bad. Was she also being taken up to volunteer to discuss her future, like Sorin? She was hardly dressed warmly enough for Siberia; all she had on were old wool tights under a cotton house dress and a sweater that was more holes than yarn. Rosi’s mind was racing in too many directions all at once and not coming up with any sensible answers. When the receiver crackled again, they almost didn’t stop yapping at each other, but she grabbed both their forearms in a tight squeeze.

			“On behalf of your Ministry of Internal Affairs, you are ordered to disregard the previous transmission.”

			Gigi raised his eyebrows smugly at them. They waited for further information, but nothing came, the terse voice cutting off as abruptly as it started. Behind it came an odd sort of silence, not the absence of a transmission, but like they were listening to a transmission of somebody not speaking. Thinking.

			The truck had slowed to a crawl, and with nothing but an empty road ahead, Gigi wasn’t even looking. He frowned at the receiver, uncertain, his face going from bemused to concerned. Rosi felt nothing but the concern. This was nothing good. It couldn’t be.

			“If you’re in place by a radio transmitter…” The voice suddenly came back, tentative, half-whispered, startling the three of them in unison like a shark thrust into a school of fish “…remain in place.”

			And finally, the radio crackled off.

			The truck was stopped dead. They looked at each other for a moment. Rosi was gearing up to make a case for going to the nearest hotel or inn, waiting whatever this was out. Sorin was quiet and pale. It was, surprisingly, Gigi who ultimately made the decision for them.

			“Where’s the turnoff for this tower?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Land of Lonesomeness

			Transmission #0

			“You are receiving a message that is part of a whole.

			Sending this message was important to us. We consider ourselves a powerful culture.

			This place is dangerous and repulsive to us. This message is a warning about danger.

			The center of danger is here. The danger is of a particular size and shape, and its true form is below your perception.

			The danger exists in your reality, as it existed in ours.

			The form under which you will perceive this danger is unknown to us.

			The danger is to the body, and it can kill.

			The danger is to the mind, and it can kill.

			The form of the danger is an emanation of energy.

			This place is best shunned and left uninhabited.

			This danger will touch down in five.

			Four.

			Three.

			Two.”

			* * *

			The air fell silent, and Rosi rubbed her ears despite knowing it would do nothing for the dull ache throbbing inside them. An uncomfortable pressure squeezed at her whole body, like the tiny cement room had been suddenly dunked deep underwater, the way the sea squeezed her chest when she dove for shells. The strange transmission was burned on her eardrums the way bright lights left trails on eyelids, an echo of its final countdown still faintly rolling through her head.

			Gigi rushed away from the radio to the window, mouth open, then closed, then open again. They didn’t speak, they only walked to the rusty tin door, opened it very, very gently, and stepped outside. There was no great debate about what was going on, no theories slung and rejected, no arguments. Only a pause while their eyes adjusted and the sinking feeling that, whatever it was, there would be no going back after.

			Pitch darkness stretched infinitely in every direction. The dull yellow lights of the little radio station more than amply covered whatever patch of ground was still left. A couple of steps away from the building, land just ended suddenly, tufts of grass hanging off the side, immobile. Rosi picked up a bit of kindling that had been stacked up against the building and walked to the frayed edge of their little dirt island.

			“Care—” Gigi started, and stopped halfway.

			His voice sounded just like his voice always had, and yet it was immeasurably alien and unwelcome in this strange new place. There were no sounds but for the light buzz-chugging coming from the tower itself, and despite that noise, the emptiness of everything around them felt overwhelming. When next he spoke, he whispered.

			“Be careful.”

			Rosi nodded, and, angling her body sideways, took timid little steps closer to the edge. First, she poked the stick into the air at chest height, which did a lot of nothing. Then, she crouched and pushed it over the side. It seemed to drop for a moment, then floated off as though carried by some unseen water. She watched its progress with fascination, but it only took moments for it to start fading, bubbling into black the same way all the trees had. And then it was gone, like it had never been.

			A stone produced the same effect, curiously floating just as easily as the stick did, shattering any illusion that there may have been some form of water involved. Gigi crept up to Rosi’s left, low to the ground, and got on his hands and knees by the edge, peering over it.

			“What do you see?” Sorin asked from the doorway. He was pale and had stopped just short of setting foot on the ground.

			“Nothing,” Gigi replied. “Absolutely nothing.”

			“Do you think it’s the…military?”

			The question fell off the side of their little island and into nothing, too. Rosi didn’t think it was the military. She didn’t think it wasn’t the military, either. Like all of them, she had made it a point of survival to think as little as possible about their goings-on beyond what was strictly in front of her, and the greater the calamity, the more that self-training kicked in. And this was promising, by all signs, to be a rather big calamity.

			She stepped back from the edge and looked up to the radio tower, which only went up about halfway before fading into a thick black mist. Occasionally, the red signal light at the top still flashed through, still powered by…something? Somehow?

			“The hell were you thinking,” she asked Gigi, “trying to punch that thing out?”

			“I don’t know. Stopping something like this, I guess.”

			“By…stopping the radio from broadcasting the people telling us about it?”

			His voice rose a little. “What were you doing that was so damned helpful, then, praying to the windows?”

			Before she could respond, Sorin interjected, “Maybe that’s all a moot point, now,” and gestured feebly to the dark expanse.

			It occurred to her, at that very moment, that the two people she had ended up stranded on that island with were very much like that little red light. Occasionally, she’d see brief flashes of who they were, but for the most part, everything was hidden by dark mist, and she could no more tell their scaffolding or explain their inner workings than she could explain what the tower was made of or what powered its light. She would have to be very careful. And yet, this state of affairs was hardly unfamiliar or even frightening to her. Nobody ever really knew anyone, not at the best of times. Even good people had secrets, and most people were far from good.

			Sorin stayed near the door, but she and Gigi peeked around the corner with little hope of seeing much of anything else, and to their surprise, found their truck had been parked just close enough to the tower to have made it through this silent apocalypse with them. Two of the back wheels on the right-hand side hung ever so gingerly off the edge, the whole back tilting, but not nearly enough to upset its cargo of clean pine trunks secured by heavy-duty cords.

			“Hey, fellas?” Sorin’s voice was so quiet it almost felt like he didn’t really want to be heard. “You should probably hear this.”

			Rosi and Gigi moved in unison before he even finished talking, and as they drew nearer the door, the unmistakable sound of a radio transmission reached them. They huddled near the tower’s bulky two-way.

			“Is there anyone out there? Anyone who knows what the hell’s going on?” The voice on the radio sounded terrified and imploratory.

			Rosi elbowed Gigi in the ribs. “Answer him!”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because…we’re out here?”

			“And clearly have no idea what’s going on. We’re not who he’s looking for.”

			She sighed and bodied him out of the way, ready to answer on her own, but realized she didn’t totally know how. The panel was enormous, completely covered in bits, bobs, black switches, flashing lights, plastic levers, serrated dials, and even sported a mess of wires hanging out the side. She looked at Gigi but he only shrugged, and Sorin put his hands up instantly.

			Sighing, she sat herself in the creaky stuffed chair and dug around in the compartments right under the console.

			“Is there anyone out there?” The voice was getting increasingly desperate.

			Rosi knocked into an empty bottle of soda, a teacup, a couple of notebooks, and finally found what she’d hoped for. A bunch of dusty instruction manuals, one printed more than fifteen years back for the fixed console, one for general tower maintenance and cabling, two on the subject of cars that were nowhere in sight, and the newest one, a crisp and modern booklet on the setup and use of a portable emergency broadcasting device.

			“It’s going away!” the wailing voice cried out. “I’ve only got a couple of floorboards and this chair and it’s going away and I don’t know if anyone can even hear me.”

			There was no way Rosi would figure out the three-hundred-page manual in time. She tried, though – she opened the tome and scanned through the table of contents, but she was more listening than reading.

			“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s going on, or whether— Maybe I’ve died? Maybe I’m having a stroke. Maybe this is what that’s like. All I know is, I started with six floorboards and now there’s less than two and I’m so scared.”

			They glanced at each other in worry. Was their island shrinking, too? Gigi moved to the door and stuck his head out. He said nothing, but he didn’t move from his watchful spot, either.

			“My name is Henri Iacob. I’m a schoolteacher. Maths. I run the after-school radio program and that’s…that’s why I’ve got a little setup at home, too. I just like them. I’m not an informant or anything interesting, I don’t even know if that would matter anymore, but I’m just a teacher and I…I haven’t done anything.”

			Even after the end of the world, you never stopped owing your government explanations.

			“And if I did, I’m sorry. If there’s anyone there, tell Maricica – she’s a cleaner over at the Politehnica – that I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t listen when you said it was time to leave the country, now or never. I’m sorry for all the years after that, for how I pretended everything was fine so I wouldn’t have to hear you say you were right. For your cassette tape. For everything. Oh, God!”

			Henri shouted, and there was a loud thud and some rustling. Rosi waited with her heart in her mouth.

			“This is it. There’s just the desk – well, half the desk. I’m sitting on it now and it won’t be long before this is gone, too. And then me, and my radio. I hope this is a stroke. I hope this is something normal and commonplace, and Maricica will find me peacefully dozing in my favorite spot, by my radio, never to wake up again. I hope—”

			The transmission cut out.

			Rosi immediately turned to Gigi, the wall of mistrust falling like nothing in the face of this fresh hell. “Is it…?”

			He nodded, his face shadow over shadow over shadow, more concerned than he’d ever seemed. He hadn’t flinched that time the truck blew a tire, hadn’t even pulled over when they saw a bus drive right off the side of the mountain, never to be heard from again. But everyone had their limits.

			“Is it what?” Sorin asked in a plaintive tone.

			“Crumbling,” Rosi said. “Falling away, like the teacher’s floorboards. How fast do you think?”

			Gigi looked outward again. “Not that fast. It barely moved a couple of pebbles since I’ve started looking. Still—”

			“Oh, God,” Sorin muttered.

			“—it is going to reach us sooner or later.”

			“And nothing’s to say it won’t speed up the further along it gets. We can’t assume anything.”

			“We can assume we’re in a bad, bad place though, can’t we?” It was the longest sentence Sorin had said in a while, and with it a cloud of finality and resignation brushed over his features.

			“We’ve always been in a bad, bad place,” Rosi answered. Gigi shot her a startled look, but she didn’t care anymore. “The only difference is that now there no Party line, so we don’t know how we’re expected to lie about it.”

			“So, what the hell are we supposed to do?” Sorin shouted. “Just take it? Just lie down and die and take it like it doesn’t matter?”

			“Buddy, you should try to calm down.” Gigi’s tone was stern and fatherly. “And you…” He turned to Rosi and considered her for a few seconds. “Just…let’s take it easy, huh? For all we know the army is about to helicopter in and rescue us. Or…there’s probably scientists working on this right now. I don’t know, but let’s not…”

			He waved around to imply, ‘Let’s not get emotional and say things we’ll regret,’ and Rosi couldn’t help but wonder whether he was telling her to shut up because they might be listening, or to shut up because he was listening. Even now, there was no way to tell whose side he was on.

			“Is that what you think is going to happen, or what you know is going to happen? Because those are very different sentences.”

			Before he could answer, the radio lit up, and a muffled voice reached them as though from much further away. A woman’s. Some of the words were lost to static and crackling, which Sorin tried to alleviate by turning some dial or other, but for the most part, he only made it worse.

			“…in the police car with the…floating around. Everything else went but the car…safe, for now, but…out…other people?…help.”

			Nothing after that was intelligible without extreme efforts of imagination, but those few words were enough to give Rosi an idea. She dashed outside and swung around the corner, finding just what she’d expected: more of the ground under the truck had vanished, but the truck itself was perfectly fine, not even a corner of its rear platform chipped off despite the fact that the entire back half was floating well into the dark. Beneath the shadow of its hulking belly, more chunks of earth and clumps of grass crumbled and drifted away.

			“It looks like we’re about to have two options.”

			“Hang on. How’d you figure that?”

			Rosi looked back, but only Gigi had come out with her. She was just about tiring of the feeling that she was dragging two reluctant dogs to the vet, each of them protesting the injustice in different ways. She stomped back into the concrete room and said it again, louder.

			“It looks like we’re about to have two options.”

			Sorin looked up at her from the very sad angle made by the floor and the bottom of the wall. She wanted nothing more than to kick the sole of his boot, but in the writhing mountain of problems pushing down on them, his attitude was easily outranked by the sight of what was right behind him.

			In the corner where the wall and floor met, there had been a massive crack. Cheap concrete poured by poor kids who would rather have been learning guitar, a job done in the cold of winter or in the rain because progress didn’t wait for weather, and the whole building was mostly crevices held together by the fear of the Leader’s wrath. There had even been dandelions poking through; but now it was a perfect rivulet of black. She couldn’t stop staring at it, and at the bottom edge of Sorin’s faded khaki shirt, which drooped down through it.

			“The ground’s gonna go soon.”

			As she looked at it, it seemed for a moment that a tendril of nothingness rose from the crack, curling around Sorin’s shirt hem, then vanished just as quickly. Sorin caught her stare and followed her gaze, recoiling when he saw how close the blackness had gotten. It had touched him, and he hadn’t even realized it.

			“Not right this minute, but not long enough to rest, either. Two things are likeliest to be left intact: the tower itself, and our truck. That’s my guess based on the transmissions we just heard, and on what’s vanishing right in front of us and what isn’t. But feel free to provide an alternative?” She directed a pointed look at Gigi, who, wisely, remained silent. “Right now, we need to answer two very important questions, and focus on just those two to the exclusion of everything else if we want to have a chance.”

			They both waited.

			“Which one do we want to be in when the shit hits the fan, and how can we prepare?”

			There was an obvious choice, and she intended to lead them to the water if she absolutely had to, and even make them drink. One of the two options was holding up much better than the other, was much more familiar than the other. Only one had given no signs at all of any decomposition. But it was growing tiresome to watch one man sulk and the other scowl at everything, and she hoped making their own choices would begin to kick them into a more proactive state of mind.

			Eventually, Sorin pointed meekly to the truck. Gigi nodded, and that was that.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Power and Strength

			Transmission #8

			[two speakers]

			“Paval?”

			[static, a click, more static]

			“Yes?”

			[more static and clicks]

			“Is there…something strange going on there?”

			[static continues between each response]

			“No. Nothing. Why, Captain Bucur, is there something strange going on there?”

			“Of course not. I would never allow—”

			“Because I know you get up to…”

			“I said no. I would never—”

			“Anyway, if there’s anything, you should tell me.”

			[pause]

			“Why shouldn’t you tell me?”

			“There’s a hierarchy.”

			[long pause]

			“That’s exactly why it would be less dangerous for you to report any strange activity.”

			“Stop fucking around and report, God damn it.”

			[pause]

			“Nothing to report, then, sir.”

			[long pause]

			“Let me know if status changes.”

			* * *

			The truck was the best option, but it also gave them a lot less time to prepare. They stuffed it with whatever supplies seemed sensible while the backside gently rocked on invisible waves, and the ground beneath it crumbled away. They found a few cans of sardines and a jar of mustard, and piled them under the seats next to their paltry supply of biscuits and water. Gigi loaded coils of rope. Sorin snuck a couple of books.

			Rosi found a mound of blankets in a locker, and tucked beneath them, a portable emergency transmitter-receiver that looked barely used. The manual that came with it still lay in a pile on top of the fixed console. It was heavy but compact, and Gigi said he was pretty sure he could hook it up to the truck’s battery, so she had him haul it in along with its instruction manual while she shook the dust out of those blankets over the edge of the world.

			And that was it, there wasn’t much else. A length of power extension, some pencils and a notebook. There was neither room nor purpose for any of the firewood piled outside, especially since the back of their truck was filled with more pine than they could possibly ever use, but she did grab the hatchet that’d been propped up against it just in case.

			As she gave the place one last glance, determined not to miss any useful tools or stray food, she noticed Sorin outside crouched over the road. He seemed to be gathering gravel and dirt into an old tobacco tin.

			“What’s that for?” she asked.

			“Nothing in particular. Nothing useful, at least.” He stood and clicked the tin shut with a snap, then tucked it into his breast pocket. “I don’t want to forget what the ground looked like.”

			He had a point. There was no way of knowing what was out there, if there was anything at all. Rosi considered a spry dandelion blooming near the road; she could pick up the whole plant, put it in a little pot – but what was the point, in the dark? It would never survive without sunlight.

			Would they?

			“We need to hustle!” Gigi shouted. He half hung out the truck’s driver-side door, tying a length of strong cable from the handle above the door to the back of the truck, presumably as a handhold if they needed to cling to the side. The heavy machine wobbled and bobbed with every move, and it was clear it’d be loose before long.

			Sorin was already halfway there when Rosi realized there had to be one thing they’d missed.

			“Wait, guys. What about the light?”

			They both looked at her, frowning, and she pointed up to the red flashes at the top of the tower.

			“You want to…take the signal light?” Sorin asked.

			“No. I mean, what’s powering it? If the power stations are gone. The tower must be running on some sort of generator.”

			Gigi was already shaking his finger at her. “No way. I know what you’re getting at and there’s no time. Maybe if we had hours, sure, but there’s no telling if it’s even portable.”

			“We have to look. It’s a square cube of concrete with a metal scaffolding tower on the side. There’s not that many places it can be.”

			There was a muffled curse behind her as she rushed back around the building; something along the lines of inappropriate intercourse with the generator’s mother’s saints, but she truly didn’t care. What if they were stranded for a long time? What if this meant the difference between powering the radio and hearing news of rescue, or dying in the cold, alone, floating through hell in a tin can with no idea what had happened to the world?

			She wound her way around the functional little concrete cube, past the front door, past the corner with the firewood. The edge of the island was so close now, and she had to skip over cracks in the land as she went. There was a ratty old plastic tarp on that side. She lifted it, but there was nothing underneath but a spider that tried to crawl up her hand. She shook it off and yowled.

			“Are you okay?” Gigi reached her with a look of concern. “I left Sorin in my God damn truck alone with a piece of rope tied to the tower, hoping to buy us a little time, but for the record, this is stupid.”

			“Maybe it is.”

			“It is, I’m telling you it definitely is.”

			She was getting incredibly fucking tired of his tone. “Oh, thank goodness he’s here to tell us. If we weren’t told what to think, what to do, well, we’d just crumble into pieces, wouldn’t we?”

			“What the fuck are you talking about?”

			“There’s no more Daddy Party Leader to tell us all what to believe and somebody has to step in. Good thing you’re here, the rest of us would just crumple into a heap.” Rosi didn’t even know for sure what she was angry at. She just knew she wanted him to back off.

			Rather than answer, he gave her this look like he suddenly realized he was stuck in a tiny room with a rabid raccoon and remembered he actually had business elsewhere. He even seemed to angle out of her way a little, shift to his back leg away from her. Part of her knew she was acting like a raving lunatic, but the other part just wanted to maul him until he understood that everything had changed. That he couldn’t go around behaving like he had before. This wasn’t a joke, this wasn’t some blip that would be over by tomorrow and everything would go back to normal. She wanted to put her hands around his neck and shake real hard until all the stupid came loose. This complete stranger she was about to be stuck in a tiny cabin with for what could be the rest of her life—

			—and there it was. The stranger per se wasn’t the real problem in that sentence, the rest of the life was. More exactly, whether she would be up to the challenge of it. There was no knowing what that life would even look like tomorrow, let alone next year, so any stranger was just as bad or good as any other; it was all up to her being in control of her feelings, able to adapt to whoever was near her. And in that moment, she absolutely wasn’t. She’d never been, she was barely coping before all this happened. She’d been relieved that her situation changed and she could get away from all the lies and subterfuge and the people she’d lied to; only to discover she was stuck in the same situation, possibly forever.

			Despite what she most wanted to do, which was huddle in a corner and sob for a long time, this was no time to panic about it.

			Instead of throwing herself off some ledge, real or metaphorical, she stepped up onto a chopping block and threw her body at the edge of the low building’s flat roof, trying to lift herself enough to peer over the top. When that failed, she squeaked, “Give me a hand?” and felt the bottom of her foot being lifted. The roof came into view in all its pitch-black-tar glory, and there, by the edge closest to the tower, was a little gas generator on tiny wheels, tucked into a nook made of an old car hood and other bits of iron.

			“Found it.”

			She pulled herself up ungracefully, half grateful that she wore thick leggings under her cotton dress and wouldn’t be showing her underwear, but half annoyed at herself for even caring about something like that in a situation like this. As soon as she was up, she turned back around, but Gigi was looking off into the dark, keeping an eye on the truck. Sorin’s faint, “Hurry up!” floated through the air, and she just bet Gigi would have loved to repeat it at her, but he remained mercifully quiet.

			In a few steps, she crossed the roof and got a closer look at the generator. It wasn’t a complex machine by any means, there was an obvious on/off switch and a couple of wires to undo. The moment she flipped it off, the lights went out, all but the truck headlights beaming at them with just enough juice for her to see what she was doing. She hadn’t been raised on a farm for nothing, and just unhooking the generator’s cables and awkwardly shuffling it to the edge of the building was easy enough.

			“Here!”

			Gigi oofed as she dropped it into his awaiting hands, but he was strong enough not to fumble it, and they hardly had time to be gentle. She lowered herself down about as abruptly, only nobody was waiting for her with open arms; then caught up with Gigi halfway to the truck.

			“Do you need help with that?”

			His answer was lost in a grunt as his foot sunk through the ground down to his knee. He fell and threw the generator forward onto the gravel road, where it landed with a metallic groan and crunch.
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