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00D MAYOR KROVIC WAS UNHAPPY BUT
so was Mrs Agathe Stopak. On cold winter
nights, she lay, shivering, in bed, listening
to the rain drumming on the window,
watching the curtains billow in the draught
and wondering if they moved because of the
wind outside or because of Stopak snoring
beside her. He lay there, flat on his back, dead straight down one side
of the bed as if a sword lay between them, with the sheets belled over
his huge, hard belly like a circus tent. The wind whistled down the
chasm between them but, even without it, the bed was icy.

Stopak smelled of putty and whitewash. There were spots of
paint on the grey vest he wore in bed, it clung under his finger nails
and he snored like the steamroller she had seen spreading tar along
Ampersand Avenue on the way home from work.

Tibo waited until a coal lorry from Schmidt and Hodo lumbered
‘Ce west pas une mer, c'est un potage, the Chief Surveyor—memorably
remarked although nobody in Dot understood him. Unlike the Russ-
ian nobility, the people of Dot did not express themselves in French.
Neither did they speak Russian. For, despite the claims of the
Empress Catherine, the people of Dot did not count themselves as
Russian. Not at that time. At that time, the men of Dot—if anyone
had cared to ask them - might have spoken of themselves as Finns or
Swedes. Perhaps, at some other time, they might have nodded to far-
off Denmark or even Prussia. Some few might have called them-
selves Poles or Letts but, for the most part, they would have stood
proudly as men of Dot.
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CHAPTER 1

IRIDIUM

The thing people seem all too happy to forget is that

where there be superheroes, there also be supervillans. It

makes one wonder: If the heroes went away, would the
villains follow?

Lynda Kidder, “Origins, Part Five,”

New Chicago Tribune, April 23, 2112

Heroes always need someone to play the villain.
Iridium saw the truth in this when a hero tried to slip
up and coldcock her on the back of the head.

She spun around and blasted him with a strobe —nothing
crippling, strictly visible spectrum, but the hero landed on
his ass and started yelling. Probably “Ahhh, my eyes, my
eyes!” That one was the most common.

“That was sloppy,” Iridium tsked. “Where’s your men-
tor? Did he go get a latte and leave you all alone?”

By her feet, a bank guard whimpered under his gag.
“Shut it,” said Iridium. “It's not like you won't get a fat set-
tlement in the lawsuit that you're going to file against the
bank for hazardous working conditions. Right?”

The guard considered this for a minute, shrugged as
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4 PAUL MCEUEN

On the bridge, the commander of the North Dakota raised his
megaphone: “Turn around. This is your last warning.”

Another spit of bullets from the guns, and the boat vanished
again in a cloud of spray. This time the line was closer, near enough
to soak the men. Connor saw fear clinging to their faces like the
drops of water. If the gunner raised his sights by a few degrees,
they’d be shredded.

The leader of the lifeboat sat down on the gunwale, the white
shirt falling from his hands. The boat floated listlessly, slowly
twisting while the three argued among themselves, their words car-
rying over the waves. The tall one pointed toward the North
Dakota, shaking his head, mouthing the phrase: No other way.

“The stupid bastards are coming,” Willoughby said.

The tall one stood, facing the North Dakota, held his white shirt
overhead. “Go!” he called out and the rowers began rowing, plow-
ing the sea as hard and fast as they could.

The commander of the North Dakota stood straight. The mega-
phone hung at his side.

He gave a slight nod.

It was over in seconds. Two Oerlikons fired simultaneously and
the sea erupted. The lifeboat exploded red, fragmented into an
array of splinters and planks of wood. In an instant, both the men
and the lifeboat were gone, nothing left but the mist and a stain of
flotsam and debris on the water.

Liam saw something moving, flopping on the surface. At first he
thought it was a dying fish. But it wasn’t a fish. It was an arm, sev-
ered at the shoulder.

He vomited over the side of the ship.

60 YEARS LATER
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THE CRAWLERS IN THE GARDEN

LIAM CONNOR LOVED CORNELL. HE HAD TAUGHT AT THE
university for over half a century, and expected full well to die shuf-
fling between the Arts quad and the Big Red Barn. Cornell was a
chimera, both a member of the Ivy League and the New York State
agricultural school. Nabokov wrote Lolita here and Feynman
started his scribbling about quantum electrodynamics, but Cornell
was also a place where you could also get your wheat checked for
smut or your cow autopsied.

The campus was perched on a hill overlooking the city of Ithaca,
population 29,000, tucked between a pair of glacier-carved gorges.
It was founded in 1865 by the millionaire and philanthropist Ezra
Cornell, founder of Western Union and a free-thinker who believed
that the practical sciences should be taught with the same zeal as
the classics. Cornell had made his money on the telegraph, the new
communication technology that had remade society as fundamen-
tally as would the internet one hundred and fifty years later. He
used his fortune to create a new kind of university, utterly different
from the religion- and tradition-bound schools of the era: An insti-
tution where any person could find instruction in any study, a
quote that would become the school’s motto. Co-ed and non-de-
nominational from the day it opened, the university graduated its
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%LDO CAVIGLIA GLIMPSED HIS REFLECTION IN THE OVER-
head mirror of the crowded 64 bus. He was not a vain man but, on
the whole, he approved of what he saw. Caviglia had recently turned
sixty. Four years earlier he had lost his wife. There had been a brief,
lost period when drink took its toll, and with it his job in the ancient
bakery in the Campo dei Fiori, just a few minutes’ walk from the
small apartment close to the Piazza Navona where they had lived
for their entire married life. He had escaped the grip of the booze
before it stole away his looks. The grief he still felt marked him only
inwardly now.

Today he was wearing what he thought of as his winter Thursday
uniform, a taupe woollen coat over a brown suit with a knife-edge
crease running down the trousers. In his mind’s eye he was the pro-
fessional man he would have been in another, different life. A minor
academic, a civil servant, an accountant perhaps. Someone happy
with his lot, and that, at least, was no lie.

It was December the eighth, the Feast of the Immaculate
Conception. Christmas stood on the horizon, its presence finally
beginning to make itself known beyond the tawdry displays that
had been in store windows for weeks. Every good Catholic would
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attend mass. The Pope would venerate two famous statues of the
Virgin, in the Piazza di Spagna and at Santa Maria Maggiore.
Catholic or not, families would flock to the city streets, to shop, to
eat, to gossip, to walk around and enjoy the season. In the vast race-
track space of the Piazza Navona, which followed the lines of the
Imperial stadium that had preceded it, the stalls occupied almost
every last square metre: toys for the children, panini of porchetta
carved straight from the warm pig’s carcass for the parents, and the
Christmas witch, La Befana, everywhere, on stockings and pen-
dants, decorations and candies, a half-hideous, half-friendly spectre
primed to dispense gifts to the young at Epiphany.

Caviglia gripped the handrail as the bus lurched through the
traffic past the stranded temple ruins of Largo di Torre Argentina,
smiling at his memories. Theirs had been an uncomplicated, inno-
cent marriage, perhaps because it had never been blessed by chil-
dren. Even so, for Chiara’s sake, he had left out a traditional offering
for La Befana—a piece of broccoli, some sausage, and a glass of
wine—every year of their marriage, right to the end, when her life
was ebbing away like a winter tide retreating gently for the last time.
He'd never had the money for expensive presents. Nor did it matter,
then or now. The pictures that still remained in his head—of ritu-
als; of simple, fond, shared acts—were more valuable than any
lump of gold or silver could ever have been. When his wife was alive,
they served as visible symbols of his love. Now that he was alone,
the memory of their giving provided comfort during the cold, soli-
tary nights of winter. In his own mind Christmas remained what it
always was: a turning point for the year at which the days ceased to
shorten, Rome paused to look at itself, feel modestly proud of what
it saw, then await the inevitable arrival of spring and, with it, re-
birth.

Even in the weather the city had endured of late—dark and ter-
ribly wet, with the Tiber at its highest in a quarter century, so brown
and muddy and reckless it would have burst its banks without the
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modern flood defences—there was a spirit of quiet excitement
everywhere, a communal recollection of a small, distant miracle
that still bore some significance in an ephemeral world of mundane,
fleeting greed. He saw this in the faces of the children spilling down
the city streets and alleys, excited, trying to guess what the coming
weeks would bring. He saw this in the eyes of their parents, too, re-
membering their youth, taking pleasure in passing some fragment
of the wonder on to their own offspring in return. Nor was the
weather uniformly vile. Occasionally the heavy, dark clouds would
break and a lively winter sun would smile on the city. He'd seen it
drift through the dusty windows of his apartment that morning,
spilling a welcome golden light onto the ancient, smoke-stained
cobblestones of the alley outside. It had made him feel at home,
glad to be a Roman born and bred.

CAVIGLIA HAD LIVED IN THE CENTRO STORICO ALL HIS LIFE
and worshipped in the Church of San Luigi dei Francesi around the
corner. His wife had adored the paintings there, the Caravaggios in
particular, with their loving and lifelike depiction of Matthew, at his
conversion, during his work, and finally at his death. One December
eighth, twenty-five years ago it must have been, Caviglia had marked
their visit by spending what little money he had from his baker’s
wages on a bouquet of bright red roses. Chiara had responded by
choosing the most beautiful stem and pinning it into the strap of
his floury overalls—he had come straight from work—then taking
him in her arms in an embrace he could still recall for its strength
and warmth and affection.

Ever since, even after she was gone, he had marked the day, first
with roses, bought before breakfast from the small florist’s store
that stood close to the piazza, then a brief visit to the church, where
he lit a single candle in his wife’s memory. He no longer attended
mass, though. It seemed unnecessary.
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