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  WELCOME TO A BOLD NEW ADVENTURE IN EBOOK PUBLISHING!


  



  Red-Handed is the first part of the interactive steampunk novel, Time's Arrow. This is not a conventional ebook; in the best traditions of Charles Dickens, Jules Verne and their heroic contemporaries, it's a serial, released in three parts.


  But unlike those chapbooks of old, in Time's Arrow you get to help tell the story! When you have reached the end, go to the Abaddon Books website to vote on what Ulysses Quicksilver should do next.


  The next part, Black Swan, will be released early next year, when there will be a new turning point to vote on, and the final part will be released after that.


  When the voting is complete, all three parts will be collected and available for sale in all good bookstores as a complete Pax Britannia novel.
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  “Once I, Chang Chou, dreamed that I was a butterfly and was happy as a butterfly. I was conscious that I was quite pleased with myself but I did not know that I was Chou. Suddenly I awoke and there I was, visibly Chou. I do not know whether it was Chou dreaming that he was a butterfly or the butterfly dreaming that it was Chou.”


  



  – Chang Tzu, c.369-286 BC


  



  



  “Killing one butterfly couldn’t be that important! Could it?”


  



  – Ray Bradbury, ‘A Sound of Thunder,’ 1952
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  ULYSSES QUICKSILVER OPENED his one remaining eye. All he could see was a blur of black shadows and ice-white light. He felt cold all over, and yet sweat was beading on his brow.


  He had been shot enough times in his life to know that now was one of those times. He felt sick with pain; a dull, throbbing ache in his right shoulder.


  He blinked, trying to banish the grey patches from his clouded vision. He blinked again and only then realised that the lingering haziness was caused by the clouds of dust settling around him.


  He sat up carefully, feeling woozy.


  There in front of him, where the exit from the sepulchre should be, was a pile of rock debris as high as the chamber’s vaulted ceiling. He found himself wondering how much of the ancient fortress must have collapsed in the cave-in to create such a mountain of rubble.


  Ulysses felt the insistent throb in his bones and knew that danger hadn’t done with him yet.


  He turned to the source of the pulsing, ice-white light. The Sphere was still active, opening a tunnel through time and space, creating a hole in the skin of the world that should never have existed.


  Combined with the damage already caused by the Iron Eagle’s crash-landing, the eldritch energies so unleashed were worrying at the very fabric of the Schloss Adlerhorst, at a molecular level. They were tearing the ancient castle apart. This had already resulted in the devastation Ulysses could see before him, and he suspected that, if what he had witnessed on the Moon more than fifty years into the future was anything to go by, it was only a matter of time before the rest of the Alpine stronghold came down on top of them, burying them beneath innumerable tons of rock and rubble.


  Groggily getting to his feet, Ulysses took in the rest of the sepulchral cavern. Any doors or other access points there might once have been were buried behind the landslide, with no chance of Ulysses ever uncovering them in time. There was only one way out of here now.


  His left hand clamped over the bullet wound in his shoulder, Ulysses began to pace across the debris-strewn, stone-flagged floor. He moved from looming pillar to looming pillar. The cyclopean columns were all that was holding the roof up. All the while he kept his eye on the figure standing next to the time-transmat device.


  The warped freak that had once been Daniel Dashwood was busy atop the steel dais, silhouetted against the glare of the Sphere’s nimbus of searing white light. His face was still covered by the ion mask and he was pulling on an over-sized glove over his left hand. And he was utterly ignorant of Ulysses’ presence.


  Suddenly the universe had turned and he had been given a second chance.


  Judging by his behaviour, Dashwood must have recklessly assumed that Ulysses was already dead – or as good as. But where was he planning on going this time? Was it further back into the past, to try to put right all that had gone wrong at Schloss Adlerhorst? Did he intend to travel to somewhere else in 1943 to escape the imminent destruction of the castle? Or was he heading back to the future – back to what Ulysses still thought of as the present – eighteen months or so from the end of the twentieth century?


  Ulysses doubted Dashwood could hear his approaching footsteps, what with the droning whine of the device and the seismic rumbling of the mountain peak as it slowly shook itself apart. Besides, he was talking to himself; although from the tone of his voice, it sounded more like he was berating himself.


  Another voice – Germanic, feminine and synthesised – rang out over the throbbing hum of the machine and the ice-floe crack of the weakening walls. “Coordinates set. Launching in one minute.”


  Ulysses watched as Daniel Dashwood made an adjustment to one of the controls built into the thick vulcanised rubber glove and prepared to step into the temporal vortex.


  Flexing his back and straightening his body, Ulysses focused his mind on dispelling the numbness that was threatening to leech away the last of his strength. He concentrated on one thing and one thing only – the pulsing glow of the Sphere.


  Dashwood didn’t know anything about his approach until Ulysses was right behind him.


  Something having alerted him – a sound perhaps, a barely perceptible change in air pressure, some heightened sixth sense – Dashwood spun round.


  “Thirty seconds,” the tinny female voice of the Enigma engine intoned, as it commenced the final countdown. The logic engine was a monolith of black metal and glittering components on the other side of the platform, glimpsed between the hurtling gyroscopic bands of the Sphere.


  Ulysses threw himself at the villain, all his anger and passion rising like a volcanic tide within him. His fury gave him the strength he needed, enabling him to blot out the throbbing ache of the gunshot wound.


  He slammed the traitorous Dashwood into the zone of the Sphere’s influence and the two of them were immediately assailed by unfathomable forces. Tendrils of light, like fingers of incorporeal mist, whirled about them, while their faces were buffeted by hurricane winds.


  “You!” Dashwood hissed from behind the ion mask as Ulysses landed on top of him and they came nose to nose.


  “Yes, me,” Ulysses snarled, kneeling across Dashwood’s body and pulling him up by the front of his robe.


  “I thought you were dead.” Dashwood spat, clawing at Ulysses’ hands with ragged fingernails. “Twice.”


  “You thought wrong,” Ulysses replied.


  Letting go with his right hand, he pulled the mask from Dashwood’s face, casting it aside.


  His one eye widened in momentary surprise. It was like looking at an anatomist’s model of a human head, made from layer upon layer of translucent material. There was Dashwood’s arrogantly handsome face, and beneath that, layers of moving muscle; a network of blood vessels and capillaries. He could see the man’s eyeballs quite clearly, as well as the thread of the optic nerve behind each one. Behind transparent lips he could see Dashwood’s teeth, set within the gums covering the jaw that was just as clearly visible beneath. He even fancied he could see right down to the skull, the layers of flesh and subcutaneous fat seeming to peel away under his close scrutiny.


  Forming his hand into a fist, he dealt Dashwood a resounding blow and winced. The transparent flesh and bone felt as solid as that of any other man.


  “Twenty seconds,” the Enigma engine tolled.


  The pronouncement was accompanied by a crack like a thunderclap from the roof of the chamber.


  Ulysses froze and looked up. He saw the treacherous tracery of the black fissure opening above him, crazing like a crack in the splintering ice of a winter pond.


  It was all the distraction Dashwood needed.


  His punch caught Ulysses in the stomach, putting his diaphragm into spasm and forcing the air from his lungs.


  Ulysses doubled up. Dashwood grabbed hold of him with both hands and, with startling strength, threw him off. Ulysses landed on the other side of the platform, outside of the Sphere’s influence.


  “Fifteen seconds,” the Enigma engine’s voice echoed from the walls of the collapsing crypt.


  Leaving Ulysses curled up in agony – wracked with pain from his shoulder wound as much as the punch to the stomach – Dashwood scrambled into the cradle at the heart of the trasmat device.


  “Come on, come on!” he hissed through clenched teeth. His whole body trembled as he waited for the machine to launch him through the hole it had opened in time and space.


  There was another apocalyptic crash and then a moment of eerie silence. It was followed only a few seconds later by the thunderous noise of a piece of masonry hitting the dais not five feet from Ulysses.


  “Ten seconds.”


  The threat of being crushed by another cave-in spurred him on, giving him the resolve to draw on every last scrap of strength he had. Forcing himself up onto his feet one last time, Ulysses turned towards the whirling Sphere. Flashes of actinic lightning were erupting from it now. The figure of Dashwood at the heart of the machine was nothing more than a blur.


  “Five seconds.”


  Ulysses leapt, but not at Dashwood. Instead he grabbed hold of one of the static rings that generated the energy lattice. It was that lattice that held the unimaginable forces of the temporal vortex at bay – effectively creating its own microcosm of time and space, separate from the rest of reality. Ulysses cried out as his exertions tore at his injured shoulder. But he held on.


  “Four.”


  His own momentum carrying him forwards, he brought his knees up to his chest and kicked out at Dashwood.


  The man shouted in alarm as Ulysses planted both feet firmly in the middle of his chest, the force of the blow sending him tumbling backwards out of the machine.


  “Three.”


  His shoulder’s own scream of pain silencing him, Ulysses let go.


  He landed, sprawled in the cradle, and felt another hand grab hold of his and hang on. A hand encased inside vulcanised rubber.


  Ulysses stared down through the lattice of the cradle as Dashwood’s death’s-head leer peered up at him, their faces separated by the rippling heat-haze distortion of the temporal field between them.


  The glove’s wrist-mounted controls thumped against one of the support rings of the Sphere; Ulysses heard the keys rattling.


  “Course change confirmed.”


  “One.”


  “Launch.”


  The body blow Dashwood had dealt him was as nothing compared to the forces that assailed Ulysses now as every atom of his being was blasted into the black oblivion of null-space.


  



  



  LIQUID LIGHT SWAM like mercury around him, cocooning him within a ball of shimmering silver. Time and space lost all meaning as reality unravelled.


  The present melted away into the past, as the past became the future, the skeins of fate unravelling into eternity.


  And as time unwound, so did consciousness.


  A melange of memories assaulted his mind in a torrent – recollections of events yet to happen – all there in his past.


  And then recollection became reality and he was re-living the moments that had made him the man he was today, whenever that might be...


  



  



  ...ANOTHER BLOCK OF mooncrete crashed to the ground, shattering upon contact with the platform and denting a handrail. That had been too close for comfort.


  With fumbling fingers, Ulysses finally managed to undo the knots that bound Emilia to the chair and pull the gag free of her mouth.


  As her father helped her up, Ulysses pushed them both along the walkway towards the exit from the domed chamber.


  A figure stood in the thick of the swarming Selenites, and yet remained untouched.


  Ulysses felt he should recognise the man, even though he could barely see him between the milling alien ants.


  Emilia looked up at him with desperate eyes. Her hair was a mess, hanging in ruffled tangles around her shoulders. Tears streaked her face.


  “Go!” Ulysses implored her. “You have to get out of here now!”


  “But what about you?” she said, grasping him by the shoulders.


  “I’ll catch you up.”


  “You’re going after Daniel, aren’t you?”


  “I have to. I can’t let him get away again. The consequences would be too terrible to contemplate.”


  Emilia’s own anxious expression sagged.


  “Will I ever see you again?”


  Ulysses smiled weakly. “Oh, I’m like a bad penny, me. You don’t get rid of me that easily.”


  “As if I’d want to.”


  Ulysses looked across the chamber, trying to get a good look at the man hiding in the shadows.


  There was something about him, something Ulysses couldn’t put his finger on, but without understanding why he felt that he could trust the man.


  “Go,” he urged Emilia and her father, sending them on their way. “I’ll be back, I promise.”


  The domed chamber at the heart of the moonbase reverberated with the insectoid clacking of the Selenites’ mandibles, the furious screams of Dashwood’s transmat clones and the ever-present white noise of the glowing Sphere.


  “Sir!” Nimrod called from the other end of the curving walkway. “They’re getting away.”


  Ulysses turned from his manservant to Emilia, to suddenly find her lips on his. Taken aback, he gave in to the moment.


  Emilia broke contact and whispered, “And make sure you keep your promise this time.”


  With a crash of metal and mooncrete, another piece of the fractured dome came down on the walkway, dragging a steel girder down with it. Ulysses only just pulled himself back in time before the debris hit, tearing through the walkway and slamming into the fractured floor of the chamber.


  “Now go!” Ulysses shouted, blowing Emilia one last kiss, before turning and running for the dais.


  Shielding his eyes against the glare of the light pulsing from the whirling rings, Ulysses tensed.


  The power of the machine thrummed through his body. It felt as if the vibrations would unravel the very fibres of his being.


  This was it; there was no escaping his fate now. He had seen what repeated use of the Sphere had done to Dashwood – in both body and mind – but, as Nimrod had said, they had passed the point of no return.


  Ulysses glanced back down the buckled staircase. Waves of light rippled throughout the chamber as myriad fractures split the walls of the dome. It surely couldn’t be long before the structure gave way altogether.


  His eyes found Nimrod standing in front of the Babbage engine’s control console. And Nimrod’s gaze of steely resolve found his.


  “Go, sir!” he yelled, his voice barely audible over the thrumming whine of the Sphere.


  “I’m coming back for you!” Ulysses shouted, the tears streaming down his face. “I’ll come back, I promise!”


  And then through the waves of light, the tears, the smoke and the dust, Ulysses glimpsed movement on the far side of the chamber. The man standing at the entrance to the chamber had his hand outstretched towards Nimrod.


  And then there was no more time for reminiscing about what might have been. Time had caught up with him.


  Ulysses turned, and with a mumbled “Here goes nothing!” threw himself into the retina-searing sphere of light...


  



  



  ...HE WAS FALLING through time again, the past, the present, the future...


  A myriad possibilities...


  An infinite number of potential realities...


  He saw the fingerprints of the Creator across eternity...


  A ball of incandescent heat, like a captured sun, fell through the years. The chronosphere left a trail of unresolved potentialities in its wake, whilst he lay curled at its centre, shivering as impossible fractal patterns of frost etched their way across his exposed skin.


  The furious heat of the tamed sun evaporated, the shell of the chronosphere melting away like ice on a magma floe...


  



  



  ...THE LIGHT FADED and Ulysses Quicksilver was plunged into darkness. His body felt uncomfortably hot.


  His nose wrinkled in response to the distinctly unpleasant smell of burnt hair and scorched fabric.


  Slowly, he stood up.


  He felt vitrified soil beneath him, as hard and smooth as glass. It splintered and cracked with every move he made.


  He peered bewilderedly about him, not knowing where – or even when – he was.


  The cold gust of wind took him by surprise.


  He took a deep breath, sniffing the air as he did so.


  He looked up, the all-enveloping darkness that had first met his gaze softening to midnight blue.


  As he blinked the last of the grey patches from before his eyes, he made out pinpricks of light in the heavens above. The luminous white ball of the moon gazed down at him from behind the shadows of clouds.


  He took a wary step forward, the earth beneath his feet snapping like sugar glass.


  Wisps of smoke rose from his suit. Running a hand through his scorched hair, he realised that it was standing on end.


  He took several deep breaths, keen to clear the stink of burnt hair from his nostrils.


  He was able to make out other scents now. The resinous aroma of pine needles. A dampness on the air. Leaf mould.


  And then the night lit up all around him as half a dozen torch-beams pierced the darkness. Somewhere nearby an engine roared and he was caught in the searing glare of sodium headlights.


  “Halt!” a harsh voice shouted over the sudden revving and the clatter of rifles taking aim.


  The voice was speaking German.


  “Stop, in the name of the Führer! Raise your hands where I can see them and do not move if you value your life. You are now a prisoner of the Third Reich. Sieg heil!”


  Slowly, obligingly, Ulysses did as he was told...


  



  



  ...HE CAME TO, to find himself being slapped repeatedly across the face.


  Blearily he opened his eyes, struggling to focus on the person in front of him. There was the impression of an armoured helm.


  Losing the battle with consciousness, he phased out again for a moment.


  “Wake up!” a voice snapped. It sounded like it was coming from another room.


  Ulysses struggled to open his eyes but his eyelids felt as heavy as lead.


  “I said wake up!” the voice came again, louder this time. It was accompanied by a mighty blow across the face that snapped his head round, shocking him into opening his eyes.


  The chair he had been tied to rocked on its legs, threatening to tip over.


  There was blood in his mouth. Mustering what strength he could, he spat a great gobbet onto the stone-flagged floor. Probing at the inside of his cheeks with the tip of his tongue, he felt a molar give and wondered how many more blows it would take before the tooth came out altogether.


  A claw-like hand grabbed hold of his chin, and he winced. All he could see of his gravel-voiced interrogator, under the glare of the lamps, was the silhouette of a hooded figure. It appeared almost monastic.


  Blinking against the intensity of the arc-lights Ulysses concentrated on the shaded face in front of him.


  It was metal; he was sure of it.


  “What’s your plan, eh?” the helmed figure demanded.


  Ulysses stared at the metal mask in confusion. Try as he might he was struggling to recall who his interrogator was, where he was, what he was doing there, and why he was being interrogated at all.


  And then he remembered.


  Peering up through eyes blackened and swollen from the beatings he had received he saw the metallic faceplate more clearly now.


  He saw the thin slit in imitation of a mouth, through which the desperate man’s rasping words came. He saw the rectangles that had been cut for his eyes. They were lit from within by an eerie ice-blue glow as the ion mask laboured to stabilise the cellular structure of the man’s face, and prevent it from collapsing altogether.


  “Daniel Dashwood,” Ulysses said with a chuckle...


  



  



  ...ULYSSES GASPED FOR breath. He felt a chill on his brow from the evaporating beads of sweat.


  He looked around himself anxiously, and soon realised he was only seeing through his left eye. The right seemed to be covered by something. He tried to blink, but his right eye stubbornly refused to respond.


  He was in some kind of laboratory, that much was plain. Flickering, inconstant sparks of blue-white light lit the chamber, revealing bare stone walls, banks of primitive Babbage-esque engines, and workbenches supporting a plethora of glass tanks. The tanks were full of a soupy yellow-green fluid, and suspended within that murky miasma...


  A host of hideous memories – or were they hallucinations? – abruptly assailed his waking mind...


  Masked surgeons. Glinting, razor-edged scalpels. The glare of arc-lamps. Fingers probing where fingers were never supposed to go...


  Ulysses gasped in shock and tried to sit up, but he was prevented from doing so by the leather harness that had been used to secure him to the operating table.


  He could move his head, but that was all.


  He started to panic. He had been somewhere like this before.


  More memories...


  An operating theatre, its tiled walls crusted with dried bloodstains...


  His heart quickened, his breathing nothing more than shallow panting gasps.


  It was said that after it was gone, a man did not remember the pain he had once had to endure. And it was a good thing too, otherwise Ulysses would have gone mad, he was sure of it.


  However, he was aware of a dull ache in his face. It was his eye. He went to rub it, before remembering that he couldn’t move his hands.


  Tensing his arm, Ulysses tried once more to extricate himself. He gritted his teeth as the leather cuff rubbed the sparse flesh of his wrist raw. It was no good; no matter how hard he tried, he wasn’t going to be able to free himself that way.


  He stopped and tried to relax, hoping to clear his mind so that he might come up with a way out of the fix he was in.


  As he lay there, pondering his predicament, the sounds of the lab filtered through to his conscious mind.


  There was the rising hum of electrical capacitors, the crackle of discharging energy, and the wheezing hiss of a bellows, the rattle of an Enigma engine processing streams of data, and the glub-glub of air bubbles in a tank of fluid. Lastly there was the clatter of surgical instruments in a kidney dish and a murmur of voices. It took Ulysses a moment to register that they were speaking German.


  “He’s awake, Doktor.”


  A voice; young, male and subservient. It sounded strangely familiar.


  “Is he now?” came another voice. This one was more thickly accented and cracked with age, or with insanity.


  There was a metallic crash as something was dropped into a pan. It was followed by the sound of footsteps ringing from the floor of the laboratory.


  Moments later Ulysses found himself staring up at an emaciated spectre in a blood-stained surgical gown, the splatters glistening wetly in the crackling lightning bursts.


  “Ah, so he is,” the scarecrow-like creature said in its broken voice. Various magnifying lenses were mounted on a metal clamp around the creature’s head.


  Pulling away its surgeon’s mask, the freak regarded him with a disquieting death’s head leer. The demonic doctor was smiling at him.


  “Good evening. And how are you feeling?”


  Ulysses stared at the gaunt face in abject horror. How was he feeling? What kind of a question was that?


  “But how rude of me. I have not yet introduced myself,” the deathly surgeon fretted. “I am Doktor Folter of the Frankenstein Corps, and I shall be your surgeon for the duration of this procedure.”


  Ulysses swallowed hard. “Procedure?”


  “But of course. It is a long time since we have had any spare parts of such quality to work with, even despite the injuries you have sustained since being brought here. But thankfully, most of that is only superficial damage. Your left arm especially,” he said almost hungrily. “Such strong and supple flesh. So young and fresh.”


  “My eye,” Ulysses mumbled. “What’s happened to my eye?”


  “This eye, you mean?” Folter said casually, holding up a pair of forceps. Gripped within its metal teeth was a glistening ball of white jelly, shreds of fine muscle still attached...


  



  



  ...ULYSSES STEPPED OVER the body of the guard. The soldier had been unconscious ever since Victor Frankenstein’s creation had smashed the man’s head into the wall hard enough to knock his eyeballs out of his skull. Past this first obstacle, Ulysses squeezed past the hulking giant, which brought him to the threshold of the cell. There he froze.


  He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came.


  The young man standing in the middle of the room gave him an appraising look and then, smiling, took a step forward. He offered Ulysses his hand.


  Ulysses stared at him dumbly.


  He had seen the young man’s photograph a thousand times – with his instantly recognisable bushy moustache and strong jaw-line. Then there was the painting that had once hung on the wall behind his desk, back in his study at his home in Mayfair. And most importantly, his own memories of the man.


  He had never looked this young, of course, but the man was still, unmistakeably, his father.


  “Quicksilver,” the young man said, Ulysses dumbly taking the proffered hand and shaking it. “Hercules Quicksilver.”


  Ulysses mouthed the words as his father spoke them, continuing to stare at the haggard-looking man in stunned amazement.


  “And you are?”


  “What?” Ulysses mumbled, coming out of his catatonic stupor.


  “Your name; what is it?”


  Ulysses’ mind raced as he tried to think of what to say.


  “Shelley,” he suddenly blurted out.


  “I can honestly say that I am very pleased to meet you,” Hercules said, shaking the older man firmly by the hand. The older man who was, in reality, the son he did not yet know he would have.


  Ulysses continued to stare at him, tongue-tied and open mouthed.


  “Now, if you’ll pardon me for saying so,” Hercules said, taking charge, “if this is a rescue, shouldn’t we be about escaping?”


  “This way,” said Katarina Kharkova, the blonde-haired vampire appearing within the devastated doorway.


  “Excuse me,” Hercules said, giving the looming giant a wary glance as he squeezed past.


  Still in a state of shock, Ulysses turned to follow...


  



  



  ...HIS PULSE QUICKENING, he strode between the pillars supporting the castle sepulchre’s vaulted ceiling, heading in the direction of the clinging shadows and spasmodic bursts of lightning. Half-hidden by the colossal columns was something Ulysses had never thought to see again.


  The broken concentric rings of the gyroscope had gone, replaced by two interlocking rings joined perpendicular to one another. The gleaming steel rings bristled with connectors and electrodes. From these the barely contained energies harnessed by the device dissipated into the atmosphere. Despite looking quite different from its last iteration, it was still unquestionably the same machine that had landed him in all this trouble in the first place.


  But now, as he stood before the Sphere, bathed in its crackling glow, to Ulysses it appeared as nothing less than a beacon of hope; the means to his salvation. A second chance.


  A way home.


  The device was already running up to speed. Someone was planning on teleporting out of there; that much was clear. To Ulysses’ mind it could only be one person.


  Darting anxious glances about him, Ulysses’ knuckles whitened around the butt of the gun in his hand. Pressed flat against a pillar, he searched for his quarry, his heart playing his ribcage like a xylophone.


  The horrifically-disfigured and molecularly-unstable sociopath Nazi collaborator Daniel Dashwood was here, Ulysses was sure of it. With the Icarus Cannon destroyed and Schloss Adlerhorst succumbing to the Iron Eagle’s attack, the traitor was clearly planning on cutting his losses and getting out of there while he still could.


  But then he hadn’t counted on Ulysses Quicksilver catching up with him.


  “Ten minutes and counting,” came the dulcet synthesised tones of the Enigma machine on the other side of the crypt.


  Ten minutes. More than enough time to bring Dashwood’s audacious scheme to an end. Perhaps even enough time to make his own escape back to the future.


  Warily, Ulysses peered around the column.


  He was immediately transfixed by the object resting atop its own specially fashioned iron dais. He stared at the whirling rings of the device as it powered up to launch speed.


  It truly was a wonder of German engineering. With all the resources of the Third Reich at his disposal, Dashwood had achieved in a matter of months what had taken Alexander Oddfellow several years.


  Taking a calming breath, tightening his grip on the pistol, Ulysses stepped out from behind the pillar. He ducked behind it again immediately as the screech of unoiled hinges carried across the vault. It had come from the other side of the sepulchral chamber.


  Ulysses froze. His heart was pounding so hard he was sure that whoever else was there in the chamber could hear it echoing off the walls.


  And then, over the thrumming whirr of the energising Sphere, there came a scrabbling sound from somewhere behind him.


  A booming clang echoed across the chamber as the protesting hinges gave and the steel door banged open. It was followed by the tap-tap-tap of running footsteps and then a familiar voice exclaimed, “Damn! What the hell is that?”


  “I don’t know,” came a young woman’s voice in response to Hercules Quicksilver’s enquiry.


  Panic-stricken, Ulysses risked another glance from behind the pillar. Hercules and his companion had no idea of the danger they were walking into.


  For a moment he considered calling out to them, warning them that they were not alone. But Dashwood – and he was certain that it was Dashwood lurking in the shadows at the back of the crypt – already knew they were here. He was doubtless moving to deal with the threat they posed at that very moment. If Ulysses called out to them, the only person who would benefit would be Dashwood. The villain would be alerted to the fact that Ulysses was there too, and the precious element of surprise would be gone.


  Creeping around the crumbling column, Ulysses made his way ever closer to the Sphere platform. He glimpsed movement at the periphery of his vision, and ducked out of sight once more. His back to another pillar now, he peered to his right across the chamber.


  And then he saw them, still making their way towards the Sphere. Hercules was leading the way, his female companion – the one called Cat – padding along behind him. She was moving as quietly as her feline codename suggested.


  “Nine minutes and counting,” came the Valkyrie voice of the Enigma engine.


  In the time it took to blink, a shadow detached itself from the darkness and then Dashwood was there, seizing Cat from behind, his right arm around her neck. The woman gave a startled cry that quickly became a choking wheeze.


  Ulysses stared in appalled horror at the man, the same man who had stolen fire from heaven. It was he who had brought the future crashing so catastrophically into the past and had tortured Ulysses to the very edge of sanity.


  Even as Hercules made to go to the girl’s aid, Dashwood – the ion mask still hiding his face – raised the gun in his right hand and put it to the woman’s head.


  Before Hercules realised what was going on, Ulysses was already breaking into a sprint.


  “Not so fast!” the masked man said as Hercules turned to confront him. “I have your woman, so I wouldn’t try anything clever if I were you. Or anything stupid, for that matter...”


  The villain’s voice trailed off. There was confusion in the man’s eerily-lit eyes.


  “Dashwood!” Hercules exclaimed.


  “Wait a minute,” the other spluttered. “You’re not Quicksilver.” His arm went limp and the gun slipped from his captive’s temple.


  “Oh but I am,” Hercules snarled and sprang at the man.


  In that split second, Dashwood’s strength of purpose returned.


  Without a moment’s hesitation he pointed the gun at Hercules and fired –


  – just as Ulysses collided with his father.


  



  



  ...ULYSSES QUICKSILVER OPENED his one remaining eye. All he could see was a blur of black shadows and ice-white light. He felt cold all over, even though there was sweat beading on his brow.


  He had been shot. He felt sick with pain; a dull, throbbing ache in his right shoulder.


  He blinked, trying to clear his clouded vision, and sat up, feeling woozy.


  There in front of him was a mound of rocks and rubble as high as the vaulted ceiling of the chamber.


  He felt the insistent throbbing in his bones and knew that he wasn’t out of danger yet.


  He turned to the source of the pulsing light. The Sphere was still active, tearing a hole through time and space that should never have existed.


  The eldritch energies unleashed by the Sphere were steadily shaking the weakened stronghold apart. It was only a matter of time before the rest of Schloss Adlerhorst came crashing down on top them, burying them all – the good and the bad.


  Ulysses groggily got to his feet. Surveying the sepulchral cavern, it was clear that there was only one way out now.


  His left hand clamped over the bullet wound in his shoulder, Ulysses hurried between the last looming pillars still holding up the roof, his eye on the figure atop the steel dais.


  He had been shot, he was losing blood, and he was still cruelly visually impaired, but suddenly the universe had turned, and life had given him a second chance.


  The warped freak that had once been Daniel Dashwood was occupied, pulling on a single, oversized glove. And he was utterly ignorant of Ulysses’ presence.


  A second chance...


  



  



  “...THREE,” THE ENIGMA engine intoned.


  His shoulder’s scream of pain silencing him, Ulysses let go of the generator ring and landed, sprawled in the cradle. He felt another gloved hand grab hold of his and hang on.


  Ulysses stared through the rippling heat-haze distortion of the temporal field and into Daniel Dashwood’s grim death’s-head leer.


  The glove’s wrist-mounted controls thumped against one of the support rings of the Sphere; Ulysses heard the keys rattling.


  “Course change confirmed.”


  “One.”


  “Launch.”


  The body blow Dashwood had dealt him was as nothing compared to the forces that assailed Ulysses as he was blasted into the black oblivion of null-space...


  



  



  ...ULYSSES BLINKED, HIS vision swimming.


  The whirling Sphere had gone, to be replaced by a molten ball of liquid silver light that spun and swirled like mercury on water.


  Ulysses winced in pain. His nemesis’s hand was still gripped tight about his. The esoteric mechanisms of the control gauntlet crackled and hummed. Everything below the elbow lay outside the sphere of whirling, silvered light.


  Dashwood hung in the void, the howling winds of the temporal vortex taking their toll on his flesh, devouring his body with the raw hunger of the void.


  As Ulysses watched, his own face slack with horror, Dashwood’s flesh withered, his skin falling away in a whirl of grey flakes. The muscle beneath atrophied and blackened until that too was nothing more than dust, cascading like sand through an egg-timer into the void.


  The madman’s staring eyeballs collapsed inwards, melting like wax inside their orbits. In a moment there was nothing left of them but dark stains in the sockets of Dashwood’s age-bleached skull.


  His mouth open in a silent scream, the traitor’s tongue shrivelled. The layers of flesh peeled away and the man’s blood evaporated in a fine red mist.


  Just as Ulysses was beginning to wonder whether his terrifying journey through time would ever end, the eternal darkness exploded in a nanosecond burst of light as brilliant as a supernova.


  


  



  Part One


  



  Red-Handed
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  “Time is a brisk wind, for each hour


  it brings something new...


  but who can understand and measure its


  sharp breath, its mystery and its design?”


  



  – Paracelsus
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  The Scene of the Crime
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  ULYSSES LANDED HARD, flat on his face, on what felt like rough floorboards. Fresh waves of nausea pulsed through him with the pain from his shoulder and he blinked as the supernova brilliance faded to a murky grey twilight.


  Something hit the floor beside him with a hollow clatter.


  He felt uncomfortably hot and his skin was clammy. There was the coppery tang of blood on his tongue.


  The unpleasantly familiar stink of scorched human hair – his own, he assumed – merged with the charcoal smell of roasted timbers.


  His whole body shaking, he pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. Leaning back onto his heels, he pulled off his smouldering jacket, wincing again as his right arm came free.


  He was kneeling at the centre of a perfect circle of blackened floorboards. The burn-marks ended abruptly; the bare boards beyond remained completely untouched.


  The next shocking sight to greet him was Daniel Dashwood’s skeleton. Steam was rising gently from the bones lying to Ulysses’ left, half-in and half-out of the circle.


  Ulysses started. He dropped Dashwood’s hand – still encased within the control glove – and put out an arm to stop himself falling backwards.


  His hand came down in something warm and sticky.


  He pulled it back in surprise, his fingers brushing against something cold and hard that shifted at his touch. His hand had closed around the object and he raised it to his face for a closer look. As he did so, he turned to see the handprint he had left in the pool of dark blood creeping out from under the body.


  He could not stifle his gasp of surprise. The body was face-down on the floor, but just from the sheer amount of blood oozing away between the floorboards, and the waxy pallor of what little flesh he could see, Ulysses was certain that the poor wretch was dead – whoever he might have been in life.


  He looked from the corpse to the room.


  There was more ceiling than walls, the sloping sides meeting at the apex of the roof above him, and it was sparsely furnished. The body was lying beside a filthy, unmade bed that looked old enough to have been an antique.


  There was a draught blowing in under the door of the mouldering attic room. Opposite it, a cracked mirror had been hung on the only wall tall enough to accommodate one. Beneath the mirror, on a rickety table, sat a cracked porcelain bowl bearing a crazed-glaze painting of flowers. A mismatched earthenware jug with a chipped rim sat within it.


  The only other piece of furniture in the room was a small writing desk, positioned beneath a shuttered dormer window. The fallen chair before it had once been painted cream, but was now worn and chipped.


  Ulysses gave in to the waves of exhaustion threatening to overwhelm him, allowing his body to sag. He took a deep breath.


  Where had the Sphere brought him to? Was he back in his own time?


  Slowly, Ulysses turned his stupefied gaze to the object gripped tightly in his right hand.


  It was a knife, its hilt and blade slick with blood, as was the palm of his hand.


  He swore, letting the knife fall from his fingers.


  A thunderous banging from what sounded like several storeys below had him leaping to his feet, despite the pulsing pain of the gunshot wound.


  The furious knocking subsided and a gruff voice shouted, “C’est les gendarmes! Ouvrir la porte!”


  “Oh, boy,” he said with a heartfelt sigh. “Not again.”


  “Ouvrir la porte!” the angry voice came again from downstairs.


  Ulysses was either in France or in a place where French was the native tongue. Happily, he had an ear for the language. After all, he was - as many a young debutante could testify - a cunning linguist.


  He did not know the intricacies of the Sphere’s operation, but he suspected Daniel Dashwood had not intended on taking a vacation to France. But if the course alteration had only been a minor one, and if he had actually been intending to flee to Germany or even back to England, it seemed perfectly plausible that the Sphere could have sent him to France instead. He wouldn’t know for sure until he had been able to get his bearings properly, or had the chance to speak to someone. Someone with fewer anger issues than whoever it was hammering on the door downstairs.


  But right now what Ulysses was even less sure about was when in time he was. That would take some investigating, too.


  The thunderous hammering came again, the voice growing more impatient and irate.


  “This is your last chance! This is the police! Open the door or I’ll have it broken down!” There was a tremendous crash from somewhere at street level. The owner of the voice was making good on his promise.


  Staggering to his feet, Ulysses scoured the room for anything that might enable him to escape.


  There were only two ways out of the garret room – through the door, or through the window.


  For the briefest moment Ulysses wondered whether he should simply open the door and wait for the gendarmes to find him, and then worry about trying to explain to them how he came to be there, alongside a dead body.


  But then what was he thinking? Who was going to believe that he had travelled through space and time to end up here? And what would they make of the scorch-marks on the floorboards, let alone the corpse lying in a pool of its own congealing blood?


  He took a step backwards and caught his reflection in the cracked glass above the wash bowl.


  He was in a worse state than the room. He was still wearing the scruffy suit he had purloined from Castle Frankenstein. His right hand was wet with blood, as were the knees of his trousers. The eye-patch and a few days growth of stubble didn’t help either.


  He no longer looked like the bachelor once voted ‘Best Dressed Man of the Decade’ by The Strand magazine. If he had been a French policeman and had walked into the attic and found a stranger looking like that – with a dead man’s blood on his hands and the victim lying next to him – he would have pronounced him guilty as soon as the next man.


  Worst case? The gendarmes would shoot first and ask questions later.


  He looked at the door, noticing the key in the lock for the first time. Stumbling over, he tried the handle.


  The door was locked.


  Had he been set up? But surely that wasn’t possible. His arrival at this time and place had been pure fluke, hadn’t it?


  No, Ulysses decided, the best he could hope for was that he would be arrested and interrogated by the police. Normally, he would have thought he could talk himself out of pretty much anything, but he doubted that even his undisputed charm and silver tongue could help him this time.


  Never mind the fact that he was inside a locked room with two dead bodies; how was he supposed to explain away the presence of the steaming skeleton? Frankly any explanation he gave would make him sound like nothing less than a certifiable nutcase – or, at worst, a total psychopath. The best he could hope for, then, was to be checked into a room for one at the local sanatorium; the one with the special rubber wallpaper and the jacket that buckled up at the back.


  There was no way he was going to be able to talk his way out of this one, and he wasn’t going to be able to fight his way out either. Certainly not in his current condition, and with the full weight of the French police on his case.


  Ulysses hastily dropped the incriminating knife, as if it was suddenly too hot to handle, and wiped the sticky blood from his hand onto his already ruined trousers. After being caught up in a crash-landing, and a cave-in, and hurled through time, a little blood wasn’t going to make a lot of difference to the state of his apparel.


  The man could not have been dead more than a matter of minutes. His true killer could not be far away.


  In the stillness of the room something banged behind him.


  Ulysses froze.


  The killer surely couldn’t still be in the room, could he?


  Ulysses looked anxiously around the room, but there was – as he had at first thought – no one else there. He relaxed and breathed again.


  A second loud bang drew his attention to the dormer window, which appeared to be open and swinging in the breeze. Whoever had killed the poor unfortunate lying on the floor of the garret room had apparently left this way.


  Ulysses’ head suddenly swam, and he took a stumbling step back, putting his hand to the exposed laths of a wall to keep upright.


  The gunshot wound had not been as bad as it might have been, but it was beginning to take its toll on him nonetheless, not helped by the fact that his mind was still reeling from the impossible journey he had taken only a matter of minutes before.


  There came another splintering crash from downstairs, accompanied by a shout of, “We’re coming in!”


  The crash was the impetus Ulysses needed to marshal his thoughts and push aside all feelings of doubt and physical incapability. He moved to the door again, his hand on the key in the lock, but then stopped.


  He was weak. The police were coming up the stairs. If he left through the door what were the chances that he would be able to avoid them and get away? Not knowing the layout of the building, he decided that the odds weren’t good enough.


  Stumbling away from the door again, Ulysses circumnavigated the patch of burnt boards and pooling blood. His foot caught the prone skeleton as he crossed the draughty attic space to the writing desk. The bones they fell apart with a clatter at his touch. Leaning across the desk, he pushed the window fully open with the heel of his hand. The putty of the sill of the garret room window had been deformed by a number of gouged ridges.


  His eye fell on the sprawl of papers covering the desk, which fluttered and shifted in the breeze, making a noise like nesting birds in a dovecot.


  A piece of manuscript paper protruded from the pile of newspapers and ink-stained blotters. A bottle of ink had tipped over, spilling its blue-black contents across the desk and much of the paper covering it.


  Intrigued, he gave the corner of thick, yellow parchment a tug, pulling it free. A few bars of musical notation had been written upon it before being crossed out so vigorously that the nib of the pen had torn through the paper in several places. And at the top of the piece of sheet music, written in a hurried scrawl, was what he took to be a title:


  



  Black Swan


  



  The crisp morning sunlight painted bright bars of light across the desk, drawing his attention to the curled copy of Le Monde lying there.


  Roughly folding the musical manuscript paper in half, he stuffed it into a jacket pocket, concentrating on the revelation the broadsheet held for him.


  Ignoring the headline – something about a new production by the Paris Opera – Ulysses focused instead on the date.


  



  Jeudi 7 Mai 1998


  



  It looked like it could well be several days old, but the newspaper hadn’t begun to yellow in the sun yet. So, Ulysses concluded, it couldn’t be that old. It was some time after the seventh of May.


  Ulysses hesitated as he set the chair on its feet again in front of the desk.


  The seventh of May 1998.


  Could it be as much as a month after the seventh of May?


  He studied the paper again and came to the conclusion that it was most unlikely. But even if it was as late as June, then the implications were still the same.


  Hard as it was to reconcile, it seemed that Ulysses had arrived back in 1998, some weeks before he had originally left for the Moon in pursuit of his ne’er-do-well brother Barty.


  Ulysses’ mind reeled. For some reason, that truth seemed even more incredible and harder to accept than the idea of travelling back to the Second Great European War, although meeting his father – who, at that time, was younger than Ulysses – had been a tough one to come to terms with. To think that there was another Ulysses Quicksilver, living his life in London, making plans to travel to the Moon, with no idea of the horrors that awaited him there and beyond...


  Ulysses absent-mindedly put a quivering hand to the scars under his eye-patch, where his right eye should have been...


  “Poor bastard has no idea what he’s got coming,” Ulysses said, staring at his reflection in the mirror once more.


  It was still hard to believe that the dishevelled wretch he was looking at was actually him. He still thought of himself as looking as he had done before his second trip to the Moon – at about this time, in May 1998, as it happened.


  Staring into the grizzled face, with its lean, unshaven chops and sinister eye-patch, he then stared through it, seeing the younger, handsome man he had once been.


  And seeing that other, happier and more youthful man in his mind’s eye, he also saw a woman standing at his side, her arm through his, a smile on her lips and love in her contented gaze.


  Emilia Oddfellow – the woman he loved and the woman to whom he had once been engaged years before. The woman he had been forced to leave behind on the Moon when he leapt into the whirling time tunnel created by her father’s teleportation device.


  The pounding of heavy boots on the bare boards of the stairs shook him into action again.


  “How could you have been so stupid?” he chided himself as he climbed up onto the desk and out through the window, a manic smile finding its way onto his face.
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  CHAPTER TWO
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  Déjà Vu
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  ULYSSES CLUNG ONTO the window frame with both hands, steadying himself on the sloped roof outside the garret room. A chill breeze gusted into his face. The sunlight was sharp and bright in his one good eye. He winced and blinked against its sudden intensity, tightening his grip on the splintered frame as a wave of dizziness threatened to pitch him off the edge of the roof.


  He closed his eye, letting the sounds of the metropolis wash over him as he concentrated on regaining mastery of his reeling senses. He could hear the distant sound of car horns and costermongers announcing their wares in Parisian French.


  From the room beneath him, he could hear pounding footfalls, underscored by breathless grunting and grumbling voices. From the sounds of them they would like as not give short shrift to anyone they found waiting for them there.


  Ulysses opened his eye again, his swimming gaze ranging over the vista of rooftops bristling with aerials, as the latest wave of vertigo mercifully passed.


  It wasn’t only vertigo; it was exhaustion too. After all that he had been through, it was hardly surprising that fatigue was finally catching up with him.


  To the left, some streets away, he caught sight of what looked like the sails of a windmill. They were crimson in the stark sunlight. He cautiously turned his head to the right, not wanting to make any too hasty movements and bring on another bout of nausea. He gasped.


  A spear of cast iron rose above the skyline some miles to the south-west.


  The sudden crash from the room behind him, as the gendarmes smashed open the door of the garret, shook him into action once more.


  It didn’t matter that he felt fit to drop. It didn’t even matter that he had already been shot. What was the expression? You can rest when you’re dead.


  Ulysses eased himself out across the sloping roof, fighting to maintain his balance as the soles of his shoes slipped on the steep tiles. Using the dormer window to aid him, Ulysses scrambled up the roof to its crest, gasping a sharp intake of breath as his exertions tugged at his right shoulder.


  “You’re getting too old for this,” he muttered under his breath. Here, at the apex of the roof, thankfully the verdigrised copper tiles flattened out, forming a narrow rat-run across the top of the rundown tenement.


  Keeping his eye on the path ahead of him, hearing the appalled shouts of the gendarmes coming from within the garret, and praying that his vertigo wouldn’t choose this moment to take charge again, Ulysses jogged along the ridgeline of the roof.


  The enraged voices of the French policemen became more distinct as one of them leaned out of the window. Ulysses didn’t pause. Any hesitation now could be fatal. He picked up the pace again.


  “There he is!”


  Ulysses started to run, his heels ringing from the discoloured copper. He was far too used to daring rooftops pursuits, but he wasn’t usually the one being pursued. Only a few yards ahead of him, the roof ended abruptly. And beyond that, on the other side of a yawning six-foot-wide void, another building and another rooftop ridge.


  Ulysses put on an extra burst of speed as he sprinted for the edge, kicking off at the last possible moment, arms windmilling as he hurtled through the air. He crashed down on top of the adjoining roof, feet slipping from underneath him momentarily, then somehow managed to get his half-falling, half-stumbling legs under control again and jogged on, gasping with the pulsing pain that every step brought with it.


  Ulysses was suddenly thankful for the town planners, whose efforts – or perhaps the lack of them – had resulted in the tenements here being crammed together so tightly. He wasn’t certain he could have cleared a wider gap, given his current condition.


  But then, if he had been able to clear the gap, so could the policemen whose footsteps he could hear coming after him. He only hoped they weren’t armed, or if they were that their haphazard pursuit of him would keep them from turning their guns on him too soon.


  He looked around himself; to the left, the roof sloped down and dropped to the street below. To his right, it formed one side of an enclosed courtyard. Ulysses didn’t fancy either option as an escape route, but the footprint of the building that he could now see from above gave him an idea.


  A little further along, the roof turned sharply right; the brickwork of a chimney stack reared up behind the ridge. Leaping across the right angle, Ulysses slid and scrambled down the slope beyond and was only arrested by the obstacle formed by the sturdy brickwork.


  The crack of a pistol confirmed his worst fears as brick chips flew from the stack just above his head.


  Ulysses pulled himself around and behind the chimney, his gaze falling on the shadowy gulf that yawned between this building and the next. Clinging tightly to the brickwork, Ulysses tensed as he felt the vertigo threaten to overcome him again.


  He took a deep breath and waited for the insufferable giddiness to pass. Every second he remained here was another second closer to capture. But if he were to continue in this vein it would very likely be the end of him.


  Ulysses heard a break in the tapping footfalls and then a loud crash, followed by another. Two men had followed him across the gulf. He opened his eye. His sense of balance restored, it was time to move again.


  He left his hiding place and set off at a run.


  There was a shout from a gendarme. The policemen were still atop the roof ridge, but Ulysses was relying on the fact that their precarious position would have put a stop to their pistol-toting antics – for the time being, at least.


  At the next corner a flagpole hung out over the road. But before that there was a sturdy aerial, bolted to the roof and projecting straight up.


  Putting everything he had into his desperate run, Ulysses made it up the slope of the roof to the aerial ahead of the policeman, grabbed hold with both hands, and swung himself around the pole as the sprinting gendarme caught up with him.


  Ulysses’ feet caught the policeman in the ribs, causing him to lose his balance and slip from his precarious position on the roof ridge. Both gendarmes cried in alarm as the man hit the tiles and slid down the roof, feet kicking futilely, and his comrade broke off pursuit to go to his aid.


  Ulysses hurried on.


  He was nearing the edge of the roof again, and caught a glimpse of the cramped cul-de-sac beyond. It might be narrow, but it was still several yards to the far side of the street, and Ulysses didn’t think he’d be able to make a jump like that. His own desperate flight faltered as he looked for alternatives.


  There was still the flagpole to his left, and he could now see the frontages of the buildings beyond. The next tenement along sported balconies right across its façade, as did the houses in front of him, on the opposite side of the street. He could use the pole to swing over to one of those and put some more distance between him and the policemen. He didn’t know where he’d be able to go from there, but he was sure to be able to lose them once he had ducked indoors.


  “Stop!” came a scream from behind him, accompanied by the crack and spang of a bullet ricocheting from a roof tile.


  Ulysses risked a glance back over his shoulder. The gendarme he had almost booted off the roof was back on his feet and pounding towards Ulysses, incandescent rage turning his face the colour of the Moulin Rouge windmill. He held a smoking gun in his hand.


  There was nothing else for it.


  Ulysses sprinted for the end of the ridge. Reaching it he didn’t slow his desperate flight for a second, long strides carrying him, half-falling and half-running, down the slope of the roof.


  With every iota of strength left in him, Ulysses hurled himself across the street. Arms and legs flailing, his leap of desperation became a wailing, floundering fall, and he dropped towards the cobbled street six storeys below.


  And then the wrought ironwork of a jutting balcony was rising to meet him. The first flew past his eye like a cruel jest, but he crashed onto the one below.


  He hurtled through the closed French doors beyond, entering the room in a shower of glass splinters and broken wooden staves, rolled to a halt, feeling the softness of the carpet under him as well as the stabbing points of broken glass sticking into him.


  He lay there for a moment, lungs heaving, thigh muscles on fire, ankles throbbing. His face stung; he assumed it had been cut in a dozen places by the whickering glass shards.


  He heard the echoing crack of a pistol again and the muffled impact of the bullet burying itself in the carpeted floor beside him.


  Ulysses rolled onto his hands and knees, dragging himself upright with the aid of a porcelain-bedecked sideboard. And then he was barrelling through the door out of the dusty, mote-shot drawing room and into the room beyond.


  Slamming the door shut behind him, he heard the report of two more pistol shots and felt the impacts of the rounds embedding themselves in the door frame.


  Panting, Ulysses exited the apartment as quickly as he could.


  Reaching the landing in the stairwell that ran the entire height of the tenement building, he glanced up and down over the edge of the railed balustrade. He could not see or hear any sign of another living soul, and so gave himself a moment to catch his breath and work out what to do next.


  In all likelihood, Paris’s finest would soon be entering the apartment building from street level in their determination to capture the suspected murderer.


  Ulysses set off up the stairs, using the balustrade to help pull himself up.


  He might be beyond exhaustion, and he suspected that there was still a bullet lodged somewhere in his shoulder, but, perversely, he hadn’t felt this alive in a long time. But then again, a small part of his mind wondered, perhaps that was euphoria brought on by blood loss.


  Following the turn of the stairs he came to another landing, barely pausing for breath as he commenced his climb of the next flight. At the top of the second flight he came to a featureless door which opened, at a kick, and led him out onto the roof of the apartment block. Back in the open air, he could hear shrill whistles from a street away, over the honking of distant car horns and even the occasional shout of “Stop! Murder!”


  Ulysses immediately threw himself back into hiding beside the rooftop exit. Peering around the edge of the flimsy structure, he could see the two policemen who had pursued him this far retreating across the roof of the building opposite as they struggled to find a way off the tenement.


  The roof Ulysses now found himself on was flat, as were those of the buildings adjoining it. Following a course that led him as far away from the direction he had come as possible, Ulysses set off again, navigating the roofscape with care as he advanced even further into this neglected region of Paris.


  It was clear even from the roof that he was in one of the more lugubrious areas of the city. He had visited Paris years ago, before commencing the Paris-to-Dakar rally, but on that occasion he had only taken in the tourist sights – the Eiffel Tower, Notre Dame and the Paris Opera.


  But looking about him now, orienting himself by the Eiffel Tower, Sacre Coeur and the red windmill of the Moulin Rouge, he guessed that he was somewhere within the artists’ quarter of Montmartre. Perhaps even somewhere within the vicinity of the Rue Morgue.


  The whistles and shouts were getting louder. The police must have entered the adjacent street.


  Scrambling over a low wall that delineated the border between one building and the next, Ulysses picked up the pace again. Alone among the forests of aerials, without armed police directly at his back, he was able to take time to think and plot a course by which he could lose himself in the labyrinthine slums without ever having to set foot on the ground. Fire escapes led to rooftop terraces, rusted iron bridges spanned six-storey chasms, and wall-mounted ladders gave access to yet more balconies and other rooftop ridges.


  The whistles began to recede, the voices becoming scattered, as the police were forced to split up to continue their search for the fugitive. And gradually Ulysses left one street after another behind him, without ever having to descend to ground level.


  If it hadn’t been for the fact that he was fleeing for his life from the Parisian police, Ulysses might have actually enjoyed himself. There was barely a cloud in the sky, the late spring sun raising a heat-haze from the warm copper roofs. The weather could almost have been described as balmy.


  Gasping for breath, Ulysses took a moment to wipe away the sweat that had collected in the hollow behind his eye-patch.


  And that was when he saw it.


  It was emerging from the fourth floor window of a building at the end of the shadowed cul-de-sac. Eight feet tall, with arms like great sides of beef covered in thick black hair, it swung from the open window with startling grace and agility, launching itself towards a fire escape another floor up, and reaching it with ease. From there the beast swung itself up onto the roof.


  The massive ape landed not ten feet from him, its sledgehammer fists sending clouds of dust rising.


  Ulysses froze.


  The beast snorted, and its beady black stare fell on the exhausted, injured man, the atmosphere thickening between them. Ulysses’ heart thumped against the cage of his ribs, the bullet wound pulsing in unkind sympathy.


  He had seen gorillas before at London Zoo, but he had never seen a silverback so big. And he had never seen one with thick steel electrodes sticking out of its skull like a crown of thorns – or arms bound with cables, its forearms sheathed in metal vambraces, and its knuckles riveted with steel pins. Its flesh was scored by myriad, crude scars where it had been stitched together around the electrical and mechanical implants. Each of its major joints bore a heavy industrial screw to strengthen it.


  Its fists crushing the concrete, the giant ape craned its head forward, lips curling back to expose a mouth crammed with what looked like enamel chisels.


  Ulysses met the beast’s furious stare with his one remaining eye, his hands automatically going for his sword-stick and his gun, although he had neither with him, and hadn’t since being taken captive in Castle Falkenstein. Slowly, instinctively, Ulysses began to back away from the augmented monster. He had battled ape-men, dinosaurs, sea monsters, hybrid vivisects, mutated giant insects, werewolves, vampires, and even Nazis in his time – but he had never faced off against anything quite like this before.


  A guttural growl rose from within the brute’s huge barrel chest as it slowly knuckled towards Ulysses.


  Ulysses caught sight of something else as the beast advanced. Bolted to the back of its neck was a box of blinking lights that looked like a transmitter of some kind. Red LEDs winked on and off as the beast moved towards him. The transmitter was connected to the electrodes sunk into the beast’s skull via bundles of twisted cabling.


  Ulysses came to an abrupt halt as he stumbled against the edge of a steepled skylight.


  Rising up on its hindquarters, the gorilla pounded its chest with its massive, augmented fists, giving an animal bellow that rang out over the rooftops of Paris. It seemed to Ulysses as if the roar silenced the other sounds of the city for a moment, as if the city was holding its breath in anticipation.


  This was it; Ulysses’ time was up. He was a dead man unless he did something fast.


  He looked around, desperately searching for anything he could improvise as a weapon.


  He caught sight of the porcelain bowl out of the corner of his eye: a broken toilet, discarded with all manner of other detritus atop the tenement building.


  Grabbing hold of the ceramic cistern cover with both hands, he swung it like a cricket bat as the gorilla came for him.


  The porcelain connected with the brute’s forearm, and shattered. Ulysses threw his arms across his face to protect himself from the ceramic shrapnel.


  The ape howled as a piece of the broken cistern lid cut into the meat of a bulging bicep and another sliced across its back, connecting with the transmitter bolted between its shoulder blades.


  The beast retaliated with a swipe of its arm that lifted Ulysses off his feet and sent him hurtling through the air to come down hard on the slope of another raised roof light. Cracks crazed the glass at his impact. Ulysses lay stunned, his back and shoulders aching, the air forced from his lungs by the ape’s assault.


  He was unaware of the primate abruptly breaking off its attack and bounding away across the rooftops of the Rue Morgue.


  But he was aware of the sharp crick-crack of the roof light under him. Blinking hard as he forced himself to come to his senses, his head reeling, wanting nothing more than to give in to the blissful oblivion of unconsciousness, Ulysses tried to sit up.


  The movement was accompanied by another crystal-sharp crack. He stopped and tried shifting his weight to the left.


  Crack!


  Ulysses froze, not daring to move a muscle, seeing the ape bounding away across the rooftop and into the distance. And then, with one final splintering snap, the roof light gave way under him and he was falling once more, with no way of saving himself.
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  Les Miserables
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  “MADAME SANDRINE,” REYNARD said, casting his eyes to the floor, a touch of colour at his cheeks. “I did not mean to intrude.”


  Sandrine gasped, feeling her heart swell and flutter like a butterfly within her breast, pulling her gown close about her shoulders.


  “You are not intruding,” she replied, tilting her head to peer up at him coyly, feeling the blood rushing to her cheeks.


  “That is well, then,” the burly gardener replied. He stood with his hands behind his back, his muscular arms tensed. She marvelled at the swell of his biceps beneath his shirt sleeves. She caught a glimpse of the curls of dark hair covering his taut chest, the firm pectorals visible under the sweat-stained linen.


  Reynard said nothing more but remained within the doorway, at the threshold to her chamber.


  “Did you want something?” Sandrine asked, taking a cautious step towards him, letting her hand fall from the gown. The chiffon parted to reveal the bodice of her tightly-laced whalebone corset, her bosom rising as she caught her breath again.


  “Yes, I... I only wanted to tell you that...”


  “Go on,” Sandrine said. “There’s no need to be shy. You don’t need to feel embarrassed.”


  “It’s the rose, ma’am.”


  The butterflies danced from her stomach to her heart. “The white rose I planted in memory of my late husband’s passing?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  A sudden doubt seized her mind, setting the butterflies into a fluttering frenzy. She turned to the window, gazing through it to the carefully tended gardens below. “Is everything alright? Nothing’s happened to the white rose, has it?”


  “No, ma’am, it’s fine.”


  “Then what?”


  Slowly he brought his right hand around from behind his back. “It’s come into bloom, milady.”


  He was holding a stem of thorns topped by the curled ivory petals of a luxurious bloom.


  “Oh, Reynard,” Sandrine gasped, hurrying from the window to the young man. “It’s beautiful.”


  “Like you, milady,” the gardener said, offering her the rose.


  “Reynard,” she chided, a smile on her lips, her neck flushed crimson. As she took the cut stem from him, her fingertips caressed his rough, callused hands. Sandrine’s entire being thrilled at the contact.


  She felt like a girl of sixteen again, embarking upon her first love affair. She was not old, by any means, widowed and childless at twenty-five, but she had known marriage and men before.


  “Reynard,” she said, taking a step closer to him, her pale fingers tracing the buttons of his shirt. “Would you do something for me?”


  “If it is within my power,” the youth replied, meeting her gaze for the first time, causing her heart to skip a beat. She could have drowned in those chestnut eyes of his.


  “Oh, I am sure it is,” she said and, standing on tiptoe, raised her mouth to his, and planted a kiss on his trembling lips. But the kiss was not returned.


  She took a step back. “I’m sorry, I went too far. I am too bold.”


  “No, lady, you are not,” he said then, suddenly more assured in his tone and his movements than she had ever known him.


  Taking a step towards her, so that there was not a hair’s breadth between them, he took her in his arms and –


  



  



  THE SPLINTERING CRASH tore Josephine away from the romantic world in which she had lost herself in an instant. She dropped the book with a startled cry, and spun around on the stool in front of the dressing table. She saw the man plummet from the shattered roof light and onto her bed, accompanied by a rain of splintered wood and shattered glass.


  She jumped from her seat, sending it tumbling to the floor, and covered herself up as best she could with the negligee she was wearing.


  The man on the bed wasn’t moving. Was he dead or just stunned? And what had he been doing up on the roof of Madame Marguerite’s Boarding House?


  She took in the man’s torn and scorched suit, the stubble, the waxy pallor of his cheeks and the eye-patch, but underneath all that she could also make out his patrician features and the fine bone structure of his face. He might look like a vagabond and a wastrel on the surface, but such exquisite bone structure spoke of a nobler heritage.


  Josephine caught her breath as her heart skipped a beat. This was just like The Garden of Love; not so much the part where the handsome stranger had fallen from the roof and landed on her bed, but other than that...


  He was like the hero, Count Christos, in The Gilded Lily; the dispossessed noble who had to masquerade as a lowly ostler until he could prove his identity and reclaim his one true love from the unscrupulous cousin who had denied him his birthright.


  Her imagination awhirl with possibilities, Josephine warily approached the bed.


  She cleared her throat. “Are you alright?”


  The man gave no response; he continued to lie where he had landed, seemingly stunned.


  She took another step closer. “Um, I said, are you alright?”


  The man suddenly jerked upright, his one eye flicking open, and Josephine screamed again.


  



  



  ULYSSES BLINKED SEVERAL times rapidly, his blurred vision slowly coming into focus. His body ached, the uncomfortable throbbing of the gunshot wound joined now by nagging pains in his back and belly. His breath came in short, ragged gasps.


  Something had shocked him into sudden alertness. Flopping back onto the pile of blankets and quilts beneath him, he craned his head to see where he was, steadily taking in the details of the room.


  There was a dressing table with an ornate oval mirror above it, although the gold-paint was flaking from the cracked wood, and the chamber was bedecked with a variety of dusty drapes and chiffon veils. They might once have been splendid and luxurious but now they were nothing but a tattered testament to better times. The room looked more like a tart’s boudoir than the bedchamber of a royal courtesan.


  But the bed itself – even in spite of the glass fragments and splinters sticking into his back – felt as comfortable as clouds. And at that moment all Ulysses really wanted to do was give in to the oblivion of exhaustion and pain that was threatening to overwhelm him.


  He shifted and tried to sit up. Pain lanced through his back, but all he could manage was a feeble cry. A frozen numbness was steadily spreading from the wound in his shoulder that brought with it a blissful, morphine-like release.


  He blinked tears of pain from his eye and caught sight of the girl for the first time. She was pretty, in an uncomplicated kind of way, her dyed red hair fashioned into extravagant ringlets, and she was wearing much too much make-up for Ulysses’ liking.


  His vision began to swim again.


  “Help me!” he gasped.


  The girl looked at him in bewilderment. He had made his plea for assistance in English.


  Focusing his mind once more he tried again, this time in French. “Please, help me.”


  And then he could fight it no longer, the room fading into premature darkness as unconsciousness took him.


  



  



  JOSEPHINE GAVE A sharp intake of breath. The handsome stranger had – in the moments before he blacked out – asked her for help. Her heart fluttered inside her chest.


  It was so romantic. A handsome stranger falling into her bedchamber and asking her for help, no doubt having just fought some noble duel –


  – on the roof.


  Josephine peered again at the broken window, but there was no sign of anyone else up there; at least not as far as she could tell. She had no idea what was going on other than that the last thing this dishevelled hero had done, before blacking out in pain, was to beg her for her help. And at that moment Josephine determined that she would do all that she could for him.


  The door to her bedchamber flew open and Madame Marguerite stormed into the room, followed by Oscar, her burly son.


  Where the owner of the boarding house was short and stocky, her son was tall and muscular – not unlike how Josephine imagined the gardener Reynard from The Garden of Love looked.


  “What is it, child?” Madame Marguerite gasped, clearly out of breath after having to drag herself upstairs from the parlour on the ground floor. “We heard a crash and you screaming, and I knew you weren’t with a customer, so I grabbed Oscar and we came as fast as we could!”


  It was then that Madame Marguerite’s eyes fell upon the unconscious man lying on the bed for the first time.


  “Saints preserve us! What’s going on here?” She turned to the girl. “Are you entertaining customers behind my back?”


  “Hardly!”


  “Then what’s he doing here?”


  “He came in through the window.”


  The madame peered up at the broken roof light. “Well, that’s going to have to come out of your wages, for a start.”


  Josephine turned on the madame, her mouth open wide in an ‘O’ of indignant outrage.


  “Is he dead? Oscar, check if he’s still breathing.”


  Oscar did as he was told, putting two fingers to the man’s neck and watching for the slight rise and fall of his chest.


  “He’s alive, alright. But his pulse is weak. He’s not in a good way.”


  “So what’s he doing here?”


  “I don’t know,” Josephine admitted. “He didn’t say.”


  “He spoke to you?”


  “He looked at me and said ‘Help me,’” Josephine replied, a dreamy look in her eyes.


  Madame Marguerite stared at Josephine, utterly flabbergasted.


  “He asked you to help him?”


  “I think he’s English.”


  “And what’s that got to do with anything? He still came in through the roof and besides, he looks a mess!”


  “But we have to help him.”


  “We have to help him, do we?” Madame Marguerite grunted like a disgruntled sow. “Well answer me this, my girl. Why? Because of some foolish romantic notion you’ve got stuck in your head? Has he got any money? Have you checked his pockets?”


  Josephine’s face had become a florid crimson. “No, of course not!”


  “Well, then, you haven’t thought this through, have you? He looks like he’s in a bad way; if he stays here we’ll have to send for Doctor Cossard, and he doesn’t make house calls out of the goodness of his heart, as you well know.”


  Josephine’s cheeks blushed beyond crimson to beetroot. She knew of Doctor Cossard from bitter personal experience. Many of the Madame Marguerite’s girls did. It was Doctor Cossard they went to see when they were – how did Madame Marguerite put it? When they were ‘inconvenienced.’


  And then a thought flashed through her mind.


  “He might have money. He might be loaded, for all we know. His family might pay us handsomely if we were to nurse him back to health and return him to them.” An expression of desperate hope lit up her face.


  “What kind of a family must he belong to, to end up falling through the roof of your bedchamber looking like that?”


  The middle-aged dowager took a step nearer the bed and inspected the prone figure. The unconscious man was breathing deeply as if fast asleep.


  “But he has a trustworthy face, I’ll give you that; except for the eye-patch. I suppose he might even be considered handsome, under the dirt and the stubble.”


  “So you’ll help him?”


  “I thought he asked you to help him.”


  “But you’ll call Doctor Cossard?”


  The older woman turned to her son, who was waiting, respectfully silent, at the edge of the room. “Oscar, go and get Doctor Cossard.”


  “Oh, thank you, Madame Marguerite!” Josephine exclaimed, catching the woman up in her arms and squeezing her tight. “Thank you!”


  “Steady on, girl!” the madame gasped, pushing herself clear of the girl’s enthusiastic embrace. “His bill’s going to have to come out of your earnings. And you’ll probably have to work double shifts for a week to earn enough, too.”


  “I don’t care,” Josephine said, although the monetary consequences of her actions making her somewhat more subdued.


  But in her heart, she was still ready to believe that he was some forgotten hero and that it was her destiny to aid him in his hour of need, that he might complete his gallant mission. And knowing that was enough.
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  Detective Dupin Investigates
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  THEY SAID THAT when the telephone rings at two in the morning it’s never good news. Well, in Auguste Dupin’s experience, a call that interrupted lunch at the Escargot didn’t bode well for the rest of the day either.


  The police-cab eased its way past the throng of curious onlookers that had gathered in the Rue Morgue like vultures around a dead zebra. There were so many of them that great-coated constables had been employed simply to hold the crowds back rather than carry out any actual police work. In Magna Britannia, and in its capital Londinium Maximum in particular, Dupin knew that the Metropolitan Police Force was bolstered by a veritable army of automaton robo-Bobbies. But in France they preferred to do things the old way. The robot revolution was yet to take hold within the City of Light; one revolution in France had been enough.


  Detective Inspector Dupin had barely managed to open the cab door before a keen detective sergeant was at his side, his trench coat flapping about his legs like the wings of a flustered bat.


  “So,” Dupin said, interrupting the eager youth before the sergeant opened his mouth to speak, “there’s been a murder in the Rue Morgue.”


  “Er, yes, sir.”


  “How ironic.”


  “Sir?” The sergeant clearly didn’t see the irony himself.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Dupin said with a dismissive wave of his hand.


  The entrance to the crumbling tenement, and the immediate section of street in front of it, was still in the process of being taped off and secured. The door into the building was wide open, the police having previously kicked it off its hinges.


  The two men passed through into the murky gloom beyond.


  “Nice place,” Dupin muttered. He paused at the bottom of a flight of stairs. “Up there, is it?” He craned his head, taking in the full height of the stairwell.


  “Yes, sir. At the top.”


  “Now there’s a surprise.”


  “Sir?”


  His withering sarcasm was obviously wasted on the sergeant.


  Taking a deep breath and putting a hand to the banister, with a “Here goes, then,” Dupin set off up the stairs.


  He had been like the sergeant once, full of youthful optimism. But twenty years on the streets had knocked any such idiot eagerness out of him. He wasn’t so old that he was ready to be pensioned off, but he understood now that the fight against crime was a war of attrition that slowly but surely wore you down. Every victory, no matter how small, was to be savoured like a bitter glass of absinthe while you could still appreciate what had been achieved.


  Generally, policing was all about maintaining a balance – the status quo. There were villains in all strata of society but it paid to know which were on your side, show due respect to those that were your betters, and do all you could to eradicate the nutjobs, the psychopaths and the nonces along the way.


  The murder of a poet, or musician, or whatever the constable who had disturbed his meal had said the victim was, fell firmly within the purview of the latter type of crime. It was an anomaly.


  A rabid killer had struck in the Rue Morgue, without sense or reason, and had to be captured and eradicated, put down like the rabid dog he – or she – was before killing again. There was no sign of theft, and from his initial impression of the man’s address, Dupin thought it unlikely he had possessed anything worth stealing.


  So, first impressions were that the dead man hadn’t been the victim of a robbery gone wrong, and from what Dupin’s subordinates had discovered so far it seemed unlikely that this had been a family feud or a lover’s spat. And then there was the fact that there were two bodies – after a fashion.


  “How long ago was it that Sergeant Lecoq and his men failed to apprehend the suspect?”


  “An hour, sir.”


  Dupin set off up the next flight of stairs. “And Sergeant Lecoq ran all the way up here, did he?”


  “I don’t believe he ran, sir,” the detective sergeant said. “He certainly wasn’t the first on the scene.”


  “Who was then?”


  “Er...” The sergeant hesitated, checking his notepad as they continued to climb. “Constables Bâcler and Cochon.”


  “Lucky them.”


  Dupin said nothing more, saving his breath for the final flight. Reaching the top at last, the detective paused in the doorway of the dead man’s attic room as he caught his breath.


  Although the room’s single dormer window was open, the air was still thick with the coppery tang of blood and the abattoir stink of organs that should never have been exposed to the air.


  No matter how many murders he might have investigated over the course of the last twenty years, no matter how many mutilated corpses he had stumbled across in that time, Dupin had never become entirely inured to the brutality of one human being taking of the life of another.


  Dupin sniffed. There was another familiar, acrid smell hanging in the corrupted air of the garret; the smell of burning.


  The body was lying face down on the floor next to a filthy, unmade bed. A pool of dark, half-congealed blood covered the rough floorboards surrounding the pallid corpse, but despite the blood obscuring much of the floor beside the bed, the perfectly circular burn mark was clearly visible.


  The dead man’s garb matched the less than salubrious surroundings Dupin found himself in. He looked like so many of the other artist types who populated this part of town, surviving on little more than hopes and dreams and absinthe.


  Dupin acknowledged the crimson footprints and the bloody smears beyond the pooling circle with a grunt of annoyance. Clearly, for those first on the scene and keen to apprehend their murder suspect, preservation of the crime scene had not been uppermost in their minds.


  The fact that there was a bloodless corpse in the middle of the room was troubling enough. The inexplicable burning was something else altogether.


  And then there was the scatter of bones at the edge of the charcoal-black circle. There wasn’t a scrap of flesh on them. In fact, they looked like they had been boiled clean.


  Even without Doctor Cadavre and his forensics team having finished running over the crime scene, it was already quite clear in Dupin’s mind what must have happened here.


  The man’s feet were the vital clue in untangling the order of events. The soles of the dead man’s shoes had crisped, as if under a burst of intense heat. So, the man had died first, the burning had occurred after he was dead – or at least dying – and the bones had turned up last of all.


  “Apart from uniforms’ footprints being all over the place, this is how the body was when Sergeant Lecoq and his men arrived on the scene,” Dupin said.


  “That’s right, sir,” the detective sergeant confirmed.


  “And nothing’s been moved?”


  “No, sir,” said one of the constables present in the room.


  Dupin took in the bones again, the body, the blood, the burn marks, the bed. Then he eyes strayed to the square of light coming in through the dormer window, and the rickety desk standing beneath it.


  “And these papers were all over the floor like this when you arrived, too, were they?” Dupin asked, addressing the constable.


  “Yes, sir, although I wasn’t the first here, of course.”


  “So you’re not Bâcler or – Cochon? You weren’t one of those who gave pursuit?”


  “No, sir,” the constable said. Seeing the look forming on the detective inspector’s face, and feeling quite happy about passing the buck to his colleagues, he nodded towards a lanky constable standing on the other side of the room.


  The shamed gendarme raised a hand in wary acknowledge. “I’m Bâcler, sir.”


  The man’s uniform was in disarray and drying sweat had stuck his hair to his forehead.


  “Was this” – Dupin took in the spill of papers with a wave of his hand – “like this when you got here?”


  Bâcler looked at the fallen papers nervously. “No. Not quite bad as that.”


  “How do you mean ‘not quite as bad’?”


  The constable swallowed nervously. “Some of the papers were on the desk.”


  Dupin breathed in sharply through his teeth, cursing under his breath.


  “The fugitive set the avalanche off, sir,” the constable went on, in a valiant attempt at damage limitation.


  “And you finished the job in your eagerness to apprehend the suspect.” Dupin cast a needling stare about the room. “And where is the fugitive now?”


  For a moment nobody said anything.


  In the end, it was Constable Bâcler who broke the awkward silence. “Still at large, sir.”


  “Still. At. Large.” Dupin pointedly emphasised each damning word in turn. “And what has been done to rectify that most regrettable situation?”


  “Sergeant Lecoq did send out patrols to continue the pursuit at street level but...” The constable trailed off.


  “Let me guess, you lost him.”


  Bâcler looked down at his feet, unable to meet the inspector’s gaze any longer.


  “And where is Sergeant Lecoq now?”


  “He’s gone back to the station, I believe,” the lanky constable said. “Way I heard it, he twisted his ankle at the bottom of the stairs, whilst giving chase himself.”


  The look on Bâcler’s face made it clear that he didn’t believe the excuse for the Sergeant’s absence any more than Dupin did.


  “Well, I’m going to give you the chance to redeem yourselves,” the detective said.


  The constables looked at each other warily, fearing that they already knew what was coming next.


  “I want you to conduct a house-to-house search of this entire area, starting with this very street.”


  The detective’s pronouncement was met by a chorus of groans and muttered complaints.


  “Come on, Sergeant,” he said, turning to the eager youth, “get it sorted. We’ve given the rogue enough time to get away as it is. Let’s not give him any more.”


  “Reports are that he was injured,” the detective sergeant added.


  “Before our boys gave chase, you mean?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well there you go,” he announced to the room. “Chances are he won’t have got far, so get moving!”


  As the two constables headed for the stairs, Dupin turned his attention to the murder victims once more.


  “Right then,” he said, unenthusiastically. “Let’s take a closer look at this poor sod, shall we?” He gestured to Doctor Cadavre and his forensics team with a wave of his hand. “Are you happy if we get the body turned over now?”


  “If you insist,” Cadavre said grumpily.


  “I insist,” Dupin countered.


  The pathologist nodded at his subordinates, who proceeded to do as the inspector had requested.


  “Any sign of a murder weapon?” Dupin asked.


  “Already bagged and tagged,” Cadavre said, as another member of his team passed a sealed evidence bag to the inspector.


  The handle was covered with crimson gore, but from the shape and size of it, it looked like the kind of knife an artist or scribe might use to sharpen a blunt pencil or to cut a quill. It did not look like the kind of weapon a killer would select to make an assassination. So the possibility of it being an impulse crime remained... Dupin crouched down, taking a moment to study the body more closely, without actually touching it. It looked like the knife had gone in under the man’s ribs, probably puncturing his heart, or at least slicing open a major vein or artery. The detective took in the sodden cloth of his shirt, his trousers, the way the blood had congealed across one side of his face.


  Dupin’s eyes widened as he caught sight of the livid purple bruising around the man’s neck. The collar of his shirt and the way he had been lying on the floor had obscured the tell-tale marks up until that moment.


  The detective rocked back on his heels and stood up again.


  “What do you make of that?” he asked the detective sergeant, a sparkle entering his eyes as he gestured at the corpse and the blue-black bruises.


  “He was strangled,” the other murmured in horror.


  “Certainly looks like it to me.”


  Doctor Cadavre was there now, bustling between them to get a closer look at the body.


  “But what killed him? Being throttled or being knifed?”


  “I’ll need to study the body more closely before I can determine the precise cause of death,” Cadavre said dourly, peering at Dupin over the top of his half-moon spectacles.


  “You can’t hazard a guess for me now, doctor?” Dupin pressed, a wry smile forming on his lips.


  “Well, if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that he was strangled before he was stabbed, but that he was probably still alive – although not necessarily conscious – when the knife went in.”


  “Thank you, doctor,” Dupin laughed, slapping the disgruntled Cadavre on the back. “That’s good enough for me for now.”


  Dupin saw the expression of confusion in the detective sergeant’s face.


  “Your thoughts on the suspect, sergeant?”


  The young man looked at him, his mouth open like a goldfish, and with about as many ideas to offer. All he finally managed was a “But...”


  “The question you should be asking yourself is, why strangle somebody if you’re already carrying a knife?”


  “That’s just what I was thinking,” the sergeant confessed, his look of bewilderment deepening.


  “Don’t worry, sergeant, I’m not reading your mind,” Dupin said. “It’s not a parlour trick. But that aside, the answer’s simple. You wouldn’t.”


  “Sorry?”


  “You wouldn’t throttle someone if you were armed with a knife.”


  “So who had –”


  “The knife?” Dupin interrupted. “Isn’t it obvious? There was only one other person in the room – if you discount our bony friend over there.”


  “The victim?”


  “Precisely.”


  From the sergeant’s expression it looked like it might take him a while piece together the jigsaw for himself.


  “Our friend here,” he said of the body at their feet, and then broke off, before changing tack. “By the way, do we have a name for the deceased?”


  The detective sergeant looked at him blankly.


  “Never mind; it’s not important at the moment. So, our friend here, finding himself under attack, picked up the nearest thing to him approximating a weapon with which to defend himself.”


  “Then how did it end up in him?” the sergeant asked.


  “Judging by the entry wound, I reckon it would be a fair assumption to say that he fell on it during the struggle, most likely after his attacker had finished strangling him, when he was already unconscious, if not actually dead.”


  Realising the implications of what he was saying Dupin looked to the window again, his expression darkening.


  “You say the gendarmes chased a man from here?”


  “Yes, sir. Um...” the detective sergeant stalled, checking his notes again. “Six feet tall, brown hair, Caucasian, unshaven. Had an eye-patch over his... right eye, I believe.”


  “An eye-patch?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “So you couldn’t miss him if you ran into him in the street.”


  “No, sir.”


  Dupin looked at the body once more.


  “Any other distinguishing features?” Doctor Cadavre asked. “Anything about the size of his hands, for example?”


  The sergeant checked his notebook again.


  “No. Why?”


  Cadavre lent down and traced the shapes formed by the bruising on the dead man’s neck. Four fingers as fat as prime butcher’s sausages and one thick thumb. The man’s attacker had throttled him using only one hand. “Only I’ve never met anyone with hands that big before, have you?”The sergeant stared in shock at the body, his goldfish expression returning.


  “So either our prime suspect has enormous hands or he didn’t kill our friend here,” Dupin said, “which leaves us with three questions. Who was it the gendarmes were chasing? And who killed this poor sod? And who the hell was that?” He pointed at the bones.


  That was surely the biggest mystery of them all.


  “Doctor Cadavre,” he went on, “I want to know everything there is no know about our second murder victim here. Anything your forensics techniques can tell us about the owner of that skeleton – anything at all. Age, height, cause of death... I don’t know, but anything there is to know. Do you understand?”


  Cadavre nodded. “It’ll take some time,” he began.


  “I thought it might,” Dupin interrupted him. “And while you’re at it, analyse these burn marks on the floor. What caused them, how they come to be here... You get the idea.”


  The detective felt a thrill of adrenalin pulse through him. The job hadn’t given him a buzz like this for a long time, but Auguste Dupin felt more alive now than he had done in years.


  The chase was on.
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  DOCTOR COSSARD WAS called and duly came, at Madame Marguerite’s behest. Josephine, aided by Oscar, had done her best to remove the shards of broken glass and splinters of wood from under him, but Cossard was still unable to hide the surprise on his face when he saw the rough-looking man lying on the courtesan’s bed.


  The small, rotund surgeon huffed and puffed as, with Josephine’s assistance, and Madame Marguerite and her son looking on, he removed the man’s ruined jacket and shirt, uncovering the gunshot wound in his shoulder.


  As he worked, he started sweating; he even went so far as to take off his jacket, his jowls and chins wobbling.


  The patient didn’t awaken once during the procedure, thankfully for him, although he did moan faintly as the doctor probed the wound with forceps and fingers.


  Finally, over an hour later, the surgeon was done. The bullet had been extracted, the wound had been cleaned, stitched, dressed and his shoulder bound to keep everything covered up. Doctor Cossard packed his bag, put on his jacket, demanded his fee there and then, and then went on his way, leaving the long-term residents of Madame Marguerite’s Boarding House just as curious as they had been before arrival, and wondering if Josephine’s handsome stranger would even make it through the night.


  



  



  MASKED SURGEONS...


  Glinting razor-edged scalpels...


  The glare of arc-lamps...


  Fingers probing where fingers were never supposed to go...


  



  



  THE NIGHTMARISH IMPRESSIONS faded and Ulysses Quicksilver opened his eyes. It took him a moment to work out where he was as his memory sluggishly woke too.


  He was lying in bed and there was someone sitting at its foot, their face turned towards him.


  Her face.


  She was young, possessed of a simple beauty, although she wore too much make-up and her dyed red hair had been carefully positioned around her head in fussy ringlets. He was sure he had seen her before.


  She appeared to be dressed in little more than her lacy petticoats and a whalebone corset. It seemed as though he had interrupted her part way through the business of getting ready to go out for the night. Either that, or she was preparing to entertain a gentleman caller in her boudoir. There were ribbons and scrags of a lacy material tied into her hair as well. She looked tired.


  Ulysses regarded her closely. He still wasn’t used to the fact that his right eye was gone. It felt like it should still be there, that the lid was gummed merely shut and that it might yet open of its own accord, if only he tried hard enough.


  He looked from the girl to the boudoir and its tired décor, then back to the girl again. He doubted she was even out of her teens yet.


  The effort of looking around made his body shake. He relaxed, allowing his head to sink back into the pillows.


  He stared at the ceiling high above him. Crisp daylight spilled in between and around the boards nailed across the roof light...


  And he suddenly remembered falling...


  “Where am I?” he asked the girl.


  “Pardon, monsieur?”


  He blushed, despite himself. Drawing saliva into his mouth, he swallowed, trying to relieve the dryness of his throat. He asked the question again, this time in French.


  “You are in Paris,” the girl said, her voice soft, her tone one of gentle patience.


  Ulysses tried swallowing again. “Water,” he managed.


  Putting one hand behind his neck, helping him raise his head, the girl put a cup to his lips.


  It was warm and had a curious aftertaste, but he could have been supping the cool waters of an Alpine meadow stream. Two grateful sips became several thirst-quenching gulps.


  His nurse placed the empty cup back on the bedside table, and did her best to plump up his pillows with her spare hand. As she did so her face came close to his, and his nostrils were suddenly filled with the sweet rosewater scent of her. Her eyes were as captivating as a summer sunset.


  “Paris?” he repeated.


  “Montmartre.”


  “Montmartre.”


  “At Madame Marguerite’s Boarding House.”


  Ulysses’ brows knotted. “Would that be a...” There was no need for him to finish the sentence.


  Now it was the girl’s turn to blush.


  “How is your arm?” she asked, quickly changing the subject.


  “My arm?”


  “Sorry, your shoulder. I meant your shoulder.” She sounded flustered.


  Ulysses tried moving his right arm. He winced, gritting his teeth with a sharp intake of breath.


  “I’m sorry,” the girl said, the skin at her throat and breast turning a prickly pink. “I should leave you to rest.”


  She stood up.


  Gently relaxing his arm and shoulder again, Ulysses turned his head to follow her.


  “Why are you doing this?” he asked.


  The girl stopped. “What do you mean?”


  “Why are you helping me?” he repeated, and the girl blushed anew. “I mean, I don’t even know your name, and yet here you are... doing all this for me. How did I even come to be here?”


  His memory was slowly returning but in such a jumbled fashion that the resulting mish-mash made little sense.


  “What day is it?” Ulysses asked.


  “What day? Why, Thursday.”


  “I mean what’s the date?”


  “The fourteenth of May.”


  “May. You’re sure about that?”


  “Yes, I’m sure.”


  “May.” Slowly another memory emerged from the sludge of his unconscious.


  “Yes. May. May the fourteenth.”


  A sparkle entered Ulysses’ single uncovered eye.


  “And we’re in Montmartre in Paris.”


  “Yes.”


  “So I am in time!” he said with a delighted sigh.


  His first assumption had been correct. Emilia and Old Man Oddfellow wouldn’t even have left for the Heathrow spaceport yet, never mind boarded the doomed passenger liner Apollo XIII. If Ulysses acted quickly enough, he could see no reason why he couldn’t become Time’s arrow and step in at the pertinent moment to save Emilia from the fate he had witnessed befall her.


  And then there was the other Ulysses Quicksilver gallivanting about the place on the other side of the Channel; a happier, less damaged individual. To save the woman who he now realised was the love of his life – and her father – would be one thing, but could he dare to believe that he could save himself into the bargain?


  He blinked and a single tear ran from the corner of his eye.


  “Are you alright?” the girl asked, taking a seat at the foot of the bed again, a comforting hand finding him through the sheets and blankets beneath which he lay. “Is it the pain? Doctor Cossard wasn’t even sure you’d last the night, but I had faith.”


  “Doctor Cossard?”


  “Yes. It was Doctor Cossard who removed the bullet and stitched you up again afterwards.”


  His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why are you doing this? Why are you helping me?”


  Hearing a creak, he turned his head sharply to the left, catching his breath as the action pulled at his shoulder.


  The door to the bedchamber opened and a dumpy, overdressed woman entered, putting him in mind of a puffed-up peacock.


  “Ah, so our patient is awake.”


  “Who are you?” Ulysses asked through clenched teeth.


  “Who am I?” the matriarchal figure said. “I could ask you the same thing.”She was followed into the room by a grim-faced youth with the build of a farm hand.


  Ulysses tensed. Surely this couldn’t be part of some elaborate trap, could it? There was no way this could have been planned by Dashwood, or anyone else, was there?


  Ulysses caught himself; that way madness lay.


  He looked from the girl to the wrap of bandage binding his shoulder wound.


  “Why are you helping me?”


  “That’s gratitude for you,” the older woman grunted. “She’s nursed you all through the night and you can’t even manage a simple ‘thank you’?”


  Ulysses tried to sit up. He clenched his teeth against the pain but managed to shuffle himself into a sitting position.


  “As to why we’re bothering to help you? Right now I have no idea. If it hadn’t been for Josephine, I would have had Oscar here cast you out into the street with the rest of the crap.”


  “Not now, Madame Marguerite,” the girl countered hastily.


  Ulysses looked to the girl, seeing her blush again, but in his mind’s eye he saw the ape once more, its massive fists raised, thick steel vambraces enclosing its forearms, the crown of crackling electrodes protruding from its skull.


  If this was some kind of a trap, it was beyond his comprehension.


  “So, I think it’s about time you showed us some trust in return for our help, don’t you? It cost me a hundred francs to have Doctor Cossard stitch you up.”


  Ulysses looked from the girl to her employer. Was the matron’s interest driven by a mother’s concern for the girl or was she just worried about protecting her investment?


  “It’s complicated,” he said.


  “Well I didn’t think you were the postman,” the madame said candidly. “You’re British, for a start, aren’t you? English?”


  “Yes,” Ulysses admitted with a sigh, “although I’ve been told my French is very good.”


  “And who told you that? You know your vocabulary, I’ll give you that, but you speak French like you learnt it at boarding school.”


  “And how would you know what that sounds like?”


  “You learn a lot in this business, I’ll tell you that for nothing.”


  As the woman continued her tirade, Ulysses became aware of a distant banging sound, like someone pounding on a door.


  “Who’s that?” he demanded.


  “It’s just someone at the door downstairs,” Madame Marguerite said, affronted at being interrupted. “What does it matter?”


  There was an insistent quality to the banging. Ulysses had heard banging like that recently. It was the same sound he had heard upon arriving at the house of the murdered man.


  “Because I can’t imagine you receive all that much trade in the early afternoon.”


  The brothel-keeper looked from Ulysses to the towering youth at her back.


  “Oscar,” she said, an anxious urgency underlying her words, “go and see who that is, would you?”


  The youth departed Josephine’s bedchamber


  “It’s them,” Ulysses muttered almost under his breath.


  “Who?” the girl asked, glancing at the door.


  “The police.”


  “Are they looking for you?” Madame Marguerite said, her voice rising in a tone of appalled horror.


  There was no point denying the truth. “Yes.”


  “So who are you?”


  “You have to help me,” Ulysses hissed, trying to get out of bed, gasps of pain punctuating his words and hindering his progress. “I have to get back to London!”


  Londinium Maximum suddenly seemed a very long way away. At that moment he would have done anything to hear the ever-present clatter of the Overground as it rattled on its interminable way above the city. He missed the streets that he had walked for so many years, the worn pavements he had trod, with a fierce longing.


  He had been away for – what? – two months by his own reckoning, even though he hadn’t actually left yet, if that made any sense at all. He missed its familiar vistas, its landmarks, its noise, its bustle, its people. In his mind’s eye he pictured it as it had been before the Wormwood Catastrophe: St Paul’s not yet overrun by Locust swarms, London Zoo not yet devastated by a train wreck.


  As a child he had enjoyed regular visits to the Challenger Enclosure along with Nanny McKenzie and his brother Barty. But they were both gone now – as were the dinosaurs – and he missed them.


  He missed his home in Mayfair too. But he would have happily never returned there if it had meant he could be with Emilia again.“Who are you,” the woman repeated, more forcefully this time, “and what have you done?”


  Ulysses listened. The banging had stopped. He felt the first tentative stirrings of relief deep inside. Perhaps it hadn’t been the police after all. Or perhaps they had simply gone on their way.


  It was then that he heard the thud of hobnailed boots on bare floorboards somewhere below.


  “They’re coming upstairs!” Josephine squeaked, putting a shaking hand to her throat.


  Ulysses met Madame Marguerite’s stare as the brothel-keeper glared at him.


  “Alright, alright,” he said, wilting under the woman’s intense glare. “My name is Ulysses Quicksilver. I am an agent of the British government, and I’m here in Paris working undercover.”


  Josephine gasped and Ulysses caught the fleeting look of romantic delight in her eyes. Madame Marguerite looked less convinced.


  “But if the police find me here my mission is over and a dangerous felon will escape justice.”


  For a moment, nobody said anything. The thud of footsteps on the stairs was drawing closer with every passing second.


  “Oh, what the hell,” the middle-aged madame grumbled, bustling over to the side of the bed. “But you’re still in no fit state to make any kind of daring rooftop escape, or whatever it is you’re planning. They’re bound to look under the beds, so we’ll have to find somewhere else for you to hide.”


  “Madame Marguerite!” the girl suddenly interjected. Her gaze lingered on the clothes rack in the corner of the room. “I’ve got an idea.”
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  CHAPTER SIX
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  Angels and Insects


  [image: A decorative flourish]


  



  THE WARBLING VIBRATO of the soprano’s voice crackling from the gramophone player reverberated from the brick walls of the tunnels and secret chambers of the labyrinthine cellars. Puccini’s unmistakeable melody was everywhere; the distant spark and hum of electricity and the ticking of the clock on the wall of the study were the only other sounds.


  The lepidopterist paused in his work for a moment as the music surged through and around him. Hands poised delicately in the air, he conducted with the tweezers held between his fingers.


  And then, as the melody moved on, he resumed his meticulous work. For somebody whose sole aim in life – or so he claimed – was to create chaos, in the microcosm of his own private world he liked things to be fastidiously organised.


  The bookcase in the corner, filled with such philosophical texts as the Englishman Hobbes’ Leviathan, and Poincaré and Hadamard’s writings on chaos theory; the rich red leather-upholstered wingback armchair beside it, angled at an exact forty-five degrees; the framed, mounted specimens on the brick wall above the desk where he worked; all was just so.


  The specimen cases filled almost every inch of bare brick wall, like some immaculately completed jigsaw puzzle. Most contained butterflies and moths, but some contained exotic jewel-like beetles or dragonflies with iridescent stained-glass wings.


  With the Red Admiral in place on the right-hand side of the frame, there was space for two more specimens. Downing tools for a moment, he took up his cup of tea, sat on its own die-cut paper doily on the desk in front of him. It had to be said, for all their crass, over-domineering Imperial bombast, there were some things that the British did very well. And there was a place for bombast in the Great Scheme of Things, as Giacomo Puccini had known so well. As did the butterfly collector himself.


  He closed his eyes as he sipped his tea, savouring the tepid infusion along with the soaring musical phrases. The aria was one of his favourite pieces of music. The soprano’s pining for a lost love had touched him, even as a child. In fact, it had made a huge impact on him, when he had lived at the Opera with his mother, who had worked there as a seamstress.


  It had been too long since Puccini’s masterpiece had last been performed on the stage of the Paris Opera. Once upon a time he would have done something about that, but there was little point now. There was only one performance that mattered now and that would be the Opera’s last.


  The music washed over him, bringing with it a sense of enduring, meditative calm. Just as the lepidoptery did; his art. For that was what he was, at heart - an - artist, although the canvases he sometimes worked upon were on a much larger scale. And none was larger than the city of Paris itself.


  Opening his eyes again, blinking at the glare of the lights set within the Tiffany stained-glass lampshades, the collector returned to his work.


  The work suited him, its subject matter as much as the meticulous precision it demanded of him. Many thought little of butterflies and moths, beyond what they brought to the world in terms of their natural, symmetrical beauty. Few understood the true power they held within their gossamer-light wings.


  Even fewer would have suspected that this mild-mannered, well-manicured, Opera-loving collector was the same man who was spoken of in hushed whispers in the palaces of power, at newspaper offices across the country and behind the closed doors of police stations through the city.


  For it was no coincidence that to the wider world he was known as Le Papillon. And yet Le Papillon was more akin to a fictional villain from some penny dreadful, a masked terrorist who brought chaos into the lives of all those whom he chose in an apparently arbitrary manner.


  To his victims – the families he ruined, the investments wiped out by his schemes, the property his actions destroyed – there seemed little method to his madness. But then they, with their limited, blinkered mind-sets, could not see the bigger picture.


  The very fact that his targets were so random in terms of the people he selected, and the manner of their undoing, was precisely his method. To bring chaos where before there was order, to have the rest of the world live in fear that they could be next, to be an agent of anarchy – that was precisely his raison d’etre!


  He had had a name once, and for those times when he was forced to go out and about in the real world, it was still useful. But it was only a name. Le Papillon was an identity. It told the world what he was about, even if the world did not realise it.


  As the warbling echoes of Madame Butterfly continued to wash over him, Le Papillon selected a Large White from the specimen tray in front of him. It was a male, its wing-tips shaded charcoal grey, but missing the black spots that the female of the species sported on its wings. Spots would have spoiled the look he was trying to create with the piece.


  The Large White was another import from across the other side of La Manche.


  He manipulated the butterfly into place with his tweezers, only pinning it when he was entirely happy with its positioning.


  A bestial howl echoed throughout the vaulted spaces of the extensive cellars.


  The man’s jaw tensed as the primate roar, although distant, interrupted the diva’s divine rendition of Puccini’s classic.


  His hands froze. He would let nothing disturb his delicate work.


  He breathed in through his nose and then out again slowly, his hands still immobile over the mounting board as he listened to the dying echoes of the animal’s savage cry. It was either angry or in pain. Most likely both.


  He disliked having to let the doctor join him in his lair, but it was a means to an end. And the end justified the means; that was his mantra, after all.


  Besides he would not have to put up with his house guest for much longer. Months, the scientist had been carrying out his experiments, continuing his noted ancestor’s work – although Dr Montague Moreau had taken it along a different path, utilising alternative branches of science.


  At another primate bellow, Le Papillon looked up from his work, glancing back over his shoulder towards the depths of the cellar where the doctor had constructed his caged operating-theatre-cum-laboratory.


  Actinic blue flashes of lightning illuminated the shadows, throwing primal shadows across the crumbling brickwork. When the discharges ceased, so did the gorilla’s animalistic screams. The last of the crackling bursts of blue fire left a lingering negative image of the howling beast on his retinas. Then, slowly it seemed, the warm glow of the house lamps returned, briefly drawing the man’s attention to the organ, half-buried within its arched brick alcove.


  It was what one might call a family heirloom. It had, after all, been his great-grandfather’s once upon a time. It was whilst sitting at that very instrument that his great-grandfather had been unmasked by his great-grandmother. And yet, in many important ways, it most definitely wasn’t the same instrument anymore. The engineer Pierre Courriel Pascal had seen to that.


  It still had the multiple keyboards, sculpted brass pipes and intricately carved console, with its protruding, ivory-handled stops, but several significant additions had been made at the behest of its current owner.


  Spools of trunked cabling now sprouted from the organ, as if the device’s mechanical intestines had ruptured and burst from its teak and brass body. Then there were the appendages that looked like ear trumpets, strange Bakelite blossoms connected to yet more snaking wires. And then, of course, there was the Babbage engine unit itself, that had been built into the organ above its tiers of ebony- and ivory-inlaid keyboard registers.


  As the crackling discharges abated and the monstrous shadows faded, the bestial bellows became breathless grunts and the soaring melodies and otherworldly musical phrasing of Madame Butterfly calmed his irritated mood once more.


  He did not like interruptions. His work demanded precision and care. In fact everything he did demanded precision and care, especially bringing chaos and confusion to the world. For anarchy to be effectively created, it had to be meticulously planned.


  The Large White specimen poised over the mounting board, the butterfly collector now pinned it carefully in place. The tempered steel point punctured the fragile, black-furred body of the insect, miniscule desiccated internal organs compressed as pressure was applied.


  In fact, through his desk-mounted magnifying lens, the honed point of the pin looked more like the tip of a javelin, as if he was spearing the body of some monstrous insect. Such things were rumoured to have taken over whole swathes of the British capital, while there was talk that moths had been created by the Japanese, in the wake of their experimentation in new forms of power, with wingspans of over two hundred feet. What he wouldn’t do to have one of those specimens mounted on his study wall...


  The Large White placed in the middle of the board, he looked to his collecting tray for another suitable specimen to complete the piece.


  You had to have patience in his game. To create chaos required a great deal of waiting. For an attack to have the greatest impact it had to be executed at the most propitious time. Waiting for the good doctor to complete his work was part of that. Waiting for the Opera orchestra to have time to rehearse was another. The organ – his ancestral heirloom – now that was ready to go.


  The acoustician had made the necessary alterations to the organ buried in the basement of the Opera House, and soon he, too, just like the composer and the ordinateur-auteur, would meet his maker. Then Le Papillon would be one step closer to pulling off the greatest act of anarchy the world had ever known – greater even than the attacks suffered by Londinium Maximum, as orchestrated by Magna Britannia’s former Prime Minister of good standing, Uriah Wormwood.


  The pieces were slowly coming together and fitting snugly into place. Time was counting down to the moment when Le Papillon would unleash a catastrophe upon the world such as it had never known. But for the time being there was nothing he could do but wait.


  He paused in his selection of another specimen and leaned back in his creaking chair, taking in the array of collections already on display in the study. They had all been created whilst waiting for various plans to come to fruition. And each one was a flawless demonstration of the crystalline patience he possessed and employed in everything he did.


  Butterflies were truly wondrous creatures, and had captured the imaginations of the ancients. And yet, in this modern age of iron and information, so much had been forgotten, the majority of people knowing next to nothing about them.


  The various species of Lepidoptera had long been associated with the divine in man, that undying part of him that lingered after a body had become the food of worms and bacteria. It was a remarkable example of the universality of animal symbolism, found in cultures on practically every continent. The ancients observed how abutterflyor moth would hover for a time inone placeor fly in a fleeting, hesitant manner, and saw this as a reflection of the soul, reluctant to move on to the next world.


  The transformation of caterpillar into butterfly provided the ultimate model for human ideas of death, burial, and resurrection. The scattering of flowers at funerals was an ancient custom; the flowers attracted butterflies, which then appeared to have emerged from a corpse. Some even believed that the chrysalis inspired the splendour of many coffins in antiquity. In fact theGreek word‘psyche’ meant soul, but could also designate abutterflyor moth, while the Latin ‘anima’ had the same duality of meaning.


  Of all God’s creations, surely the jewel-like blue morpho was one of His finest. The specimen in Le Papillon’s collection testified to that fact, with its crimpled wing-tips, the stained glass cerulean blue of the minute scales that covered its wings and the dark kohl-shading where they joined the butterfly’s body.


  An expert knowledge of insect anatomy was required to manipulate the specimen so that it looked like the butterfly had only alighted on the canvas for a moment, and that it might take off again at any second. The careful positioning of an antenna, pulling the wings fully open, whilst avoiding tearing the delicate membrane at the same time.


  It had taken him some time to do that, having spent a day collecting specimens in the poppy meadowsnear Argenteuil,before starting on the composition of this particular piece which, he now realised, was taking on a particularly patriotic tone. Ironic, considering what he had planned for the City of Lights.


  Happy with the positioning of the blue morpho, the butterfly collector carefully pinned it in place, trapping it forever upon the board beside the Large White and the Red Admiral.


  Puccini was disturbed a second time by the shrill ringing of the Bakelite-and-mother-of-pearl telephone sitting at the corner of his desk. The man’s jaw tensed again.


  The ringing disturbed the diva’s sublime singing, but Le Papillon didn’t rush. He laid his tools down on the desk and carefully picked up the handset.


  “Yes?” he said.


  The electronically-distorted voice at the other end had an English accent. “Le Papillon?”


  “But of course,” Le Papillon replied, in English.


  “How is the work progressing?” There were no conversational niceties, no social pleasantries. The speaker cut straight to the chase.


  “The work is progressing as anticipated.”


  “Meaning?” The voice had a hard edge to it.


  “Meaning everything is – as you would put it – going according to plan.”


  “Explain.”


  The man snorted. “Excuse me, perhaps I misunderstood the terms of our agreement, but didn’t you engage me so that you would not need to know the details of any plan? What was it you called it? Plausible deniability?”


  For a moment the voice said nothing. Then it came again, a growl of distorted static.


  “Zero hour is set for Saturday, is it not?”


  “But of course. That was the date I said I would work towards when you first engaged me.”


  The voice at the other end of the line remained silent.


  “So if I might be permitted to continue with my preparations...?”


  “Saturday, then.”


  “Saturday. There is no need for doubt, everything is in order. Nothing can stand in the way of the plan, quite simply because nobody knows what is coming.


  “And when I fulfil my part of the bargain...” He left that particular thought hanging.


  There was a click and the line went dead.


  Le Papillon smiled and hung the handset back in its cradle.


  “Huh. Very patriotic,” Moreau grunted, peering nosily over the collector’s shoulder.


  Le Papillon had heard the other’s approach but had chosen to ignore him until now. He turned in his chair, the smile becoming a frozen leer.


  “My dear Doctor Moreau,” he said. “How goes it?”


  “Bloody mess, that’s what it is.”


  The man smelt of sour breath and potent body odour. The butterfly collector had to make a conscious effort not to physically recoil at the noxious smell.


  “What is?”


  “The transmitter,” the doctor grumbled. “Don’t know how the bastard managed to damage it, but he did. He should be dead by now, like the other two, but somehow he did a right number on it. Bastard!”


  “And this is why you called it back, was it?” Le Papillon said, the smile still fixed on his face.


  “It needs sorting. I can’t risk having that thing running loose out there and not be able to call it back. That would screw up everything.”


  The butterfly collector’s jaw tensed. The smile remained. “That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.”


  “Bodes well for future missions. After all, for what was really little more than a glorified test run, I wasn’t really necessarily expecting to get two hits completed in one go.”


  “You weren’t?”


  “No, I was amazed it worked, actually.”


  “But I thought you said...”


  His house guest blushed. “Oh, you know how it is. You say anything to get a gig, don’t you?”


  “But you assured me. You said you could interpret and extrapolate your ancestor’s working notes.”


  “But it did work, that’s the most important thing, isn’t it?”


  At that moment Le Papillon would have quite happily rammed his tweezers up the doctor’s nose and into his brain, but the plan had progressed too far to take him out of the equation now – at least, for the time being.


  Le Papillon’s expertise did not lie in primate psycho-surgery and cybernetics. His acquaintance with the young Doctor Moreau had taken months to cultivate, in case the circumstances arose when he might need the other man’s particular skills to help him achieve his own aims.


  Besides, only Doctor Moreau knew the intricate workings of the cyber-gorilla. Just as the first man to make a Babbage engine had been the only one able to interpret its internal workings, so only Doctor Montague Moreau knew how the transmitter and electrodes worked and what alterations or repairs would need to be made. A team of surgeons and cogitator specialists might well be able to work out what he had done, but only after completely taking the gorilla apart and re-building it again.


  It had to be said, for all his oafish mannerisms and seat-of-the-pants approach to engineering problems, Doctor Moreau did have a very particular talent, and one which was currently vital to the successful completion of Le Papillon’s plan.


  “So,” Le Papillon said through clenched teeth, the porcelain smile still on his face, but only just, “the damage the uplift sustained can be repaired?”


  “Oh yes. Just bloody annoying, that’s all.”


  “There is still the acoustician to be eliminated,” the anarchist pointed out. “Your pet’s targets totalled three. I made that very clear. The composer, the Babbage-engineer and the acoustic scientist.”


  “And he will be, don’t fret so.”


  “I am not fretting,” the man said, his jaw clenching, “but I thought I had made it very clear that all three were to be eliminated as soon after one another as was humanly possible; or inhumanly, if you prefer. It will only be a matter of time before the gendarmes discover the two it has already killed.”


  “So what?” Moreau said, almost laughing in scorn. “They won’t even begin to be able to work out what it was that carried out the killings, let alone trace it to here.”


  “You’re sure about that?”


  “Sure I’m sure. I’ll have it patched up and back to mission fitness in no time at all.”


  “No time at all?”


  “Alright, first thing tomorrow. I’ve only got to fix up the transmitter; and then I’ll have to fit it with some sort of shield or something, of course, to stop any more accidents like the last one fouling things up. Have no fear, my friend” – Le Papillon hated it when Moreau dared call him ‘friend’ – “project Black Swan will proceed as planned.”


  And soon all Paris will understand what happens when Le Papillon beats his wings, the collector considered, keeping his thoughts to himself.


  He turned his chair to fully face the noisome doctor now.


  “Your pet’s ‘little accident’ – wasn’t that what you called it?” Le Papillon goaded.


  Moreau shifted from one foot to the other in obvious embarrassment at being reminded of the incident.


  “Tell me more about this unarmed, one-eyed man who was able to fend off half a ton of technologically-enhanced adult silverback?”
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  CHAPTER SEVEN
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  The Scarlet Pimpernel Returns
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  “I CAN’T BELIEVE that ruse actually worked,” Ulysses said, as he heard the door downstairs close after the departing policemen.


  Josephine took both his hands in hers, a delighted smile playing about her rosebud lips.


  “I mean, if I’m honest, I’ve always had a bit of a thing for taffeta, and I’ve been known to slap on the greasepaint once or twice in the past, you know, a little eye shadow in my student days for the Am-Dram club, but I never knew I could make such a convincing woman.”


  Josephine laughed.


  “And whilst wearing an eye-patch too,” Ulysses went on. “Are all Parisian police so short-sighted?”


  “A well-placed veil can hide a multitude of sins,” Madame Marguerite said.


  “I know,” Ulysses said, sniggering himself. “And who would’ve thought I’d look so good in a wedding dress? Do people often get married here?”


  “Oh, you’d be surprised,” Madame Marguerite chuckled throatily. “But you’d best take it off now. We’ve got Monsieur Vicieux coming in at three – he’s one of Amelie’s regulars – and he always likes her to play the innocent.”


  The dandy was suddenly filled with a rising sense of euphoria. On a whim, as their joint laughter rose to fill the room, Ulysses took Josephine in his arms and began to waltz her around the room, breaking into song.


  “They seek him here, they seek him there, those Frenchies seek him everywhere!” Ulysses sang as he spun the girl about her bedchamber, Madame Marguerite clapping along in time.


  Still weak from the surgery and all that had happened to him of late, Ulysses stumbled, gave Josephine one last spin, and collapsed onto the bed. The moment was past.


  “Are you alright, Ulysses?” the girl asked anxiously.


  “I’m alright,” he puffed. “Just feeling a little light-headed, that’s all, what with all the excitement...”


  Josephine held his hands in hers again, but said nothing more, the look in her eyes saying it all.


  “You need to rest,” Madame Marguerite said. “But you need to get out of that dress first. I don’t want you pulling your stitching.”


  Ulysses was slightly taken aback. “I didn’t know you cared,” he said, blushing.


  “It’s not that. I don’t want you getting blood on the dress. It’s a bugger to get the stains out.”


  



  



  “SO,” ULYSSES SAID, with heartfelt purpose, as he surveyed the array of newspapers and pages of his own notes spread out on the bedspread in front of him, “where to begin? On the day I arrive in Paris, two murders are committed, within less than half an hour of each other, and both in the vicinity of the Rue Morgue.”


  Another day had passed since the police had called at Madame Marguerite’s. Two days of recuperating at the brothel and he was feeling better than he had felt in a long time – fifty-five years, in fact, after a manner of speaking. The mysterious Doctor Cossard clearly had some talent.


  Ulysses was sitting at the head of Josephine’s bed, his right leg folded under him. The courtesan herself had spent last night sleeping on top of the bed beside him, never once making the move to join him under the covers, which had surprised him.


  His right arm was back in its sling, and that – combined with the painkillers Madame Marguerite had provided him with from the brothel’s surprisingly well-stocked medicine cabinet – had meant he could at least now sit up and move his arm without feeling like white-hot needles were being plunged into his shoulder every time he did so.


  The sling did make it difficult for him to make notes, however, seeing as how he was right-handed, but simply being able to bounce ideas off Josephine as he thought things through made all the difference.


  As he spoke, he shuffled the pages before him, rearranging his thoughts as he set his mind to the matter in hand.


  After all, being top of France’s Most Wanted list – rather like the original Scarlet Pimpernel – would seriously restrict his movements around the city and beyond. In his current condition, if he were ever to escape back to England – that he might not only help his lover and her father, but also save his brother from the cruel end fate had in store for him – then he needed to make sure he was no longer wanted by the French police.


  The photo-fit didn’t help, of course. He was looking at it now, as reproduced inside that morning’s edition of Le Monde. It was surprisingly good, Ulysses thought to his chagrin, even if it did make him look like a pirate.


  An inspector by the name of Dupin had gone public about the murders, the house-to-house search conducted by the police having failed to uncover the suspect, and so his face was now one of the most widely recognised and despised in the country.


  And so the best way for him to be about his business, and ensure that the French Police would no longer be hunting him, was to solve the mystery of the Rue Morgue murders for them. But then he had one huge advantage over the detective and the gendarmes; he had come face to face with the true killer himself.


  “It looks nothing like you,” the girl said.


  Looking up he caught the look in her eyes. The skin at the curve of her neck was flushed bright pink. “I mean, you’re much more handsome.”


  “It’s the eye-patch, isn’t it?” Ulysses said, the corners of his mouth curling upwards. “Girls can’t resist a pirate’s rakish charm.”


  Josephine’s blush deepened still further and she broke eye-contact.


  “Anyway, back to the case in hand. As we now know, there were actually two men who died on Wednesday.”


  He extracted two rustling sheets from the piles in front of him, internal pages from two different newspapers. One bore a poor quality reproduction of a photograph, of a thin man with a face like a knife. The other – which might have been from the passport records office, by the look of things – was of a swarthy man with a mane of dark hair.


  Ulysses’ gaze lingered on the grainy image of the sharp-featured individual. “First there’s this man, the penniless composer Carmine Roussel.” Who I had my own unfortunate encounter with, he thought to himself. “And then, what could have only been thirty minutes later at most, this man” – his eyes moved to the picture of the swarthy man – “the ordinateur engineer Pierre Courriel Pascal also met his untimely end.”


  The dandy regarded the two articles he had torn from that morning’s papers.


  The two deaths had been unconnected by those who had reported them.


  The first was the murder of the celebrated, yet destitute, composer, which was described as both ‘brutal’ and ‘savage’ – depending on the particular report one was reading at the time. Having stumbled upon this crime scene himself, Ulysses would have been more inclined to describe the manner of the man’s passing using the adjectives ‘badly-timed’ and ‘irritating,’ seeing as how he was the one currently taking the blame for the murder.


  The write-up in the paper was accompanied by an artist’s impression of the man police were hunting in connection with the crime, one which made Ulysses look like some kind of Mexican bandit, emphasising his stubble and adding a scar to enhance the appearance of wanton criminality.


  The second article concerned the suicide of Pierre Courriel Pascal, expert Lovelace algorithm coder and apparently something of a pioneer when it came to Babbage engine design, although he was virtually unknown to the public at large. According to the reporter’s write-up, the poor wretch had thrown himself out the window of his fourth floor apartment, located only a few minutes’ walk away in.


  With the savage murder in the Rue Morgue occurring on the same day only a few streets away, the cogitator engineer’s suicide had received little coverage, worthy only of a few column inches in one paper, as far as Ulysses could see – the capital-centric Le Journal.


  Ulysses noted with interest that the police had clearly rationed the information they had fed to the press. There was no mention anywhere of the curious burn marks in the composer’s garret, or of Dashwood’s skeleton.


  But two pertinent facts that the press and the authorities were both aware of and yet had failed to connect was the proximity of the two deaths and their timing. They had occurred within half an hour of each other, by Ulysses’ reckoning.


  It would not have taken the killer long to get from one apartment to the other, even on foot. By a similar rooftop path to that which Ulysses had taken during his flight from the gendarmes, he could have got there even quicker.


  And then there was another fact of which the press, the police and everyone else was blithely unaware. Ulysses had witnessed an eight-foot tall gorilla climb out a fourth-floor apartment on the very street where Pierre Courriel Pascal had died.


  All things considered, it seemed highly likely – at least as far as Ulysses was concerned – that it had been the very same apartment.


  Suddenly, Ulysses wasn’t so sure that the poor programming pioneer Pascal had decided to end it all by taking a leap into the unknown from the fourth floor.


  “So,” he said, “on the one hand, we have a penniless composer knifed in his apartment, the door locked from the inside, the killer entering and leaving by an attic window, and on the other we have a pioneering Babbage engine inventor like as not thrown from the fourth-floor of his apartment building thirty minutes later, if not sooner.”


  “You think there’s a connection?” Josephine asked, hanging on his every word.


  Ulysses nodded. “I do.”


  Josephine kept her gaze fixed on him, a mixture of astonishment and delight in her eyes. “But what could it possibly be?”


  He thought back to the gouged ridges in the putty of the sill of the garret room window, marks that – now he thought about it – had looked like they could have been made by something with massive, man-like hands.


  “How about a half a ton of angry, cybernetically-enhanced gorilla?”


  “A what?”


  “Its forearms strapped in metal and electrodes like cattle-prods plugged into its skull,” Ulysses went on.


  “You’re joking,” Madame Marguerite boomed. “Such a thing doesn’t exist!”


  “You remember when I first awoke after the operation and you asked me how I came to be here,” Ulysses said, “and I couldn’t remember? Well now I do.”


  Josephine and the brothel-keeper exchanged disbelieving glances, their mouths agape.


  “So what did this gorilla do to you, exactly?” Madame Marguerite said. “Hurled you through Josephine’s roof-light, I suppose?”


  “Pretty much. After I disturbed it leaving Pascal’s apartment.”


  “Are you sure?” Josephine asked, flabbergasted.


  “No, but it seems likely. And besides, it’s the best lead I have right now.”


  Josephine blanched. “But the reports all say that Carmine Roussel was stabbed and that one about the engineer’s suicide said he jumped.”


  “I know,” Ulysses admitted, his brows knitting in consternation.


  His gaze wandered distractedly around the room for a moment.


  “But bear with me here for a minute. Let’s assume that Pascal was pushed. And suppose that Roussel wasn’t stabbed, or at least wasn’t supposed to have been... I know it sounds crazy; I haven’t completely worked that bit out yet... But just suppose...” Ulysses trailed off as he struggled to get his thoughts in order.


  “But even if the two men were both killed by this half-ton gorilla of yours,” Madame Marguerite piped up, “why? What possible reason could there be?”


  “You’re forgetting who,” Ulysses said sagely, a slow smile forming on his face, delighted as he was at the prospect of such an intriguing challenge.


  “Who?” the woman echoed.


  “The cyber-gorilla was a weapon – just like a knife, a gun or a bomb. I have a feeling the victims’ relationship with the ape was irrelevant. We shouldn’t be asking why they were killed, but who wanted them dead. Who would want a composer and a Babbage engine engineer dead?”


  The women were silent for several long seconds.


  “You think your best bet for getting out of Paris and away from France is by finding the answers to this question?” Madame Marguerite said at last.


  Ulysses smiled. “Indeed.”


  “Are you sure it wouldn’t be easier to simply swim the Channel?”


  



  



  “HERE, WHAT’S THIS?” Ulysses said, turning a page of the paper he was currently perusing. Below a piece about a highly decorated general of the USSA – one General Matt Zitron, Ulysses noted – and the ever-present ‘German Problem,’ there was a headline that had triggered another recent memory.


  “Pardon?” Josephine said.


  “Hang on,” Ulysses said, remembering to speak in French again, for his companion’s benefit.


  The headline read:


  



  BLACK SWAN – WORLD PREMIERE


  



  He scanned the article beneath, translating as he went.


  “Have you heard anything about this new ballet, Black Swan?” he asked.


  “No,” the courtesan replied. “Why? Should I?”


  “I don’t know. It’s just that it’s been written by the late Roussel.”


  “Oh?” Josephine replied.


  But Ulysses was already done with the newspaper article and was now patting his pockets, as if looking for something. And then he remembered.


  “Can you pass me my jacket?” he said, motioning towards the scruffy article hanging from the end of the bed with his sling-draped arm.


  Josephine did as she was bid. “There you go,” she said as she passed it to him.


  The bloodied and folded manuscript paper was still where he had hidden it before fleeing the garret room. But it was only as he was unfolded the sheet of parchment that he noticed what had been scrawled on the reverse for the first time.


  Ulysses peered more closely at the mark. At first he had taken it to be a blot of ink or a smear of blood but now, as he brought it closer to his face and studied it more carefully, he could see the loops and whorls were too many and too well-intentioned – it was clearly handwriting. The trouble was deciphering what it was supposed to say.


  He turned the folded sheet over for a moment and regarded at the words that had been crossed out at the top of the page again:


  



  Black Swan


  



  “What do you make of this?” he said, pushing the paper in Josephine’s direction, showing her the reverse with its strange word-smear.


  “Hmm,” the girl hummed as she studied it herself. “I think it’s a name. This here” – she pointed at the end of the smear – “it looks like it was meant to be ‘Montmartre.’ In fact I’m sure it is, only whoever started writing this didn’t finish it...” Her words stumbled into silence as she saw the blood and realised why the message had been left incomplete.


  “What about the rest of it?” Ulysses pressed, watching as the colour drained from the girl’s cheeks. “We are attempting to solve a double murder here, after all, so things are bound to get a bit squeamish.”


  Josephine swallowed hard, her gaze lingering on the mysterious dark smudges on the back of the parchment.


  “See here? That’s ‘M.’ for ‘Monsieur,’ then this bit is ‘Lum...’ ‘Lumière,’ I think, or something very much like it.”


  “Monsieur Lumière,” Ulysses repeated, trying the name out on his tongue, “resident of Montmartre. So how far away do you think he lives?”


  



  



  “THANK YOU,” ULYSSES said, as Josephine helped him into his scuffed jacket. “For all that you’ve done. And Madame Marguerite. And her son, whatever his name is. You will pass on my thanks to them, won’t you? And I promise I’ll wire them the money I owe them just as soon as I get back to England and get things straightened out there.”


  “If you really want to thank me,” the girl said as she smoothed down his lapels, “you won’t go.”


  Ulysses smiled. “I have to.”


  “But you need to rest,” Josephine persisted.


  “What I need to do is hunt down a homicidal eight-foot tall gorilla!”


  He folded up the sling he had already removed from around his neck and placed it in a jacket pocket, moving towards the bedroom door.


  The girl suddenly skipped past him, bracing herself in the doorway, blocking the dandy’s way out.


  “Josephine,” he began.


  “You can’t go!” she cut him off.


  “I have to,” he said calmly, yet firmly.


  “Why? Give me one good reason.”


  “There’s just something I have to do. Now, if you’ll let me past...”


  “But you can’t go alone.” Josephine was struggling to find a decent excuse now.


  “I won’t be alone, will I?” Ulysses said softly.


  The courtesan’s face fell and her chin dropped onto her chest. A single tear traced a path across her cheek. Catching her chin with his right hand, wincing slightly as he did so, he raised her head and met her gaze again.


  “Because you’ll be here,” he said, placing his left hand on his breast, “won’t you?”


  



  



  JOSEPHINE WATCHED FROM a third storey window as the man who had called himself “Ulysses” crossed the street below, continually scanning the road to both left and right as he did so, his eye-patch almost hidden by the hat now pulled down over his head. With his stubble gone as well he looked like a very different man to the one who had arrived two days ago.


  “Good luck, my dashing hero,” she said, the tears running freely down her face, “and may God go with you.”


  She watched until he turned the corner at the end of the street and was gone swallowed by the labyrinthine streets of Montmartre.


  And she continued to stare at the empty space long after he was gone.
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  CHAPTER EIGHT
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  Call Me Ishmael
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  “IS IT READY?” Le Papillon asked as he regarded the caged beast.


  The primate was asleep. It lay on the tilted gurney, secured by the clamps about its wrists and neck, the huge gorilla-shaped cage shut fast around it. The air was redolent with the musky animal smell of the thing.


  “Oh, it’s ready, alright,” Moreau said, grinning inanely. There was a manic gleam in his eye.


  Eight feet tall, eight hundred pounds in weight, its already intimidating strength enhanced by the cybernetics implanted into almost every part of its body, it was an awe-inspiring sight.


  “And he has a name now,” the doctor added.


  “He?”


  “After all, I couldn’t keep on referring to him as ‘that thing’ or ‘it’ now, could I?”


  “Couldn’t you?” Le Papillon looked askance at the doctor. “So what’s he called?”


  “Ishmael.”


  “Any particular reason?” the anarchist asked, his gaze wandering over the massive musculature and metallic enhancements of the savage beast.


  “I don’t know, it just seemed... appropriate. Noble.”


  “Next you’ll be telling me that this thing –”


  “Ishmael.”


  “Ishmael – if you must – is some manner of noble savage. The Caliban to your Prospero, as it were.”


  “Who?”


  Le Papillion scowled. “Never mind. It’s not important.” For someone so obviously intelligent, Montague Moreau’s education was sorely lacking in places. “So, are we ready?”


  Moreau took a seat in front of the Babbage engine control unit built into his desk. He flicked a switch and the mish-mash of machinery the device was connected to began to crackle and hum. Le Papillon wrinkled his nose as the tinny smell of ozone filled the chamber, mixing unpleasantly with the odour exuding from the ape.


  “Ready when you are,” Moreau said, evidently thrilled by the anticipation of what they were about to do.


  “Time is, as they say, of the essence,” Le Papillon said. Following the doctor’s example, he lowered a pair of tinted goggles over his eyes. “Fire away.”


  His gaze flitting between the screen in front of him – an emerald rotating wire-frame image of the enhanced ape displayed upon it – and the cybernetically-enhanced creation itself, Moreau took a lever in his left hand and activated the mechanism.


  The crackling hum rose in pitch and sporadic bursts of electric blue began to bathe the cage. As the anarchist watched, the sparking serpents snaked their way towards the crown of electrodes embedded in the great ape’s skull.


  The gorilla’s eyes flicked open.


  Le Papillon took a surprised step backwards.


  “You’re sure you have it under control?” he asked the doctor. “You’re sure it’s safe?”


  “For you and I? Of course,” Moreau said, far too casually for Le Papillon’s liking. “For whichever target I implant inside its brain, not so much,” the scientist-surgeon smirked.


  The cyberneticist depressed a button on the control panel; the clasps holding the electrified cage closed released, and the cage sprang open.


  Moreau’s fingers danced over the rattling keys of the console as he typed a string of commands into the ordinateur.


  The massive animal sat up and yawned. It slowly turned its head from left to right and back again, its obsidian eyes scanning every inch of the room as it did so.


  Le Papillon took another step back.


  Moreau typed something else into his Babbage engine and the ape stepped down from the cage and gurney, great slabs of muscle moving beneath its rippling, black-furred hide. Biceps as thick as tree trunks tensed as the beast hefted the heavy steel vambraces that sheathed its forearms.


  Sparks popped from the cage as the last of the electrical energy dissipated. Inconsequential wisps of smoke rose from the silver fur of the giant gorilla’s back as a last few desultory arcs discharged themselves within the ape’s muscular body.


  Still keeping one eye on the hulking brute, Le Papillon lent over towards Moreau. “You have inputted the target’s designation?”


  “As we speak,” Moreau replied, his hands flying over the console keyboard.


  “Then Monsieur Lumière’s time has come.”


  With one final, bold keystroke, Doctor Moreau’s hands came to a standstill, the middle finger of his right hand hovering over the enamelled enter key.


  “Wait!” Le Papillon suddenly snapped, with uncharacteristic irascibility.


  Doctor Moreau looked at him, eyebrows arching in surprise.


  “I want you to enter a second target.”


  “A second target? But I thought there was only one left that needed eliminating...” He broke off as realisation dawned. “Oh, I see.”


  “Can you do it?”


  “Easy,” the cyberneticist laughed. “I don’t think Ishmael is likely to forget the one that got away, do you?”


  “Then do it.”


  “Do you want him to hunt the bastard down, then?”


  “After it has eliminated Mousier Lumière,” Le Papillon replied, peering the length of the cellar at the newest addition to his collection – a black and orange butterfly of the species Danaus plexippus, mounted in a stark white frame all by itself, as if frozen in a moment of time.


  “But of course,” Moreau chuckled, his twitching fingers darting over the keyboard again, lines of algorithmic code appearing on the screen in glowing green characters in synchronicity with his deft keystrokes.


  “Precisely,” Le Papillon said, a scowl knotting his face. He didn’t like being second-guessed by anyone.


  Moreau stopped typing and turned, giving Le Papillon an expectant look.


  “Activate,” the anarchist said.


  The doctor struck the enter key.


  With a grunt, the giant gorilla lurched forward, making for the arched doorway leading from the cellar into an adjoining passageway, which in turn ultimately connected with the labyrinthine tunnels of the Paris sewer system, and a multitude of ways out of Le Papillon’s subterranean lair.


  Le Papillon followed, keeping a wary distance between himself and the beast, as the hulking primate squeezed through the archway and into the corridor beyond. Doctor Moreau stayed where he was, observing the creature’s progress via the monitor built into his control desk.


  He saw what the ape saw. Bio-electrical impulses travelling along its optic nerves were relayed via the electrodes in the ape’s skull to the transmitter positioned between the animal’s shoulder blades. The transmitter – which was now protected by a shielding collar that surrounded the creature’s neck – then converted those signals into radio waves which were beamed to a receiver in Moreau’s control console. From there they became grainy images on the screen in front of him.


  The huge ape moved almost silently along the corridor as it squeezed itself between the narrow walls. The only sounds it made were the padding of its leathery feet on the rough floor, and the scrape of its shoulders against the ancient brickwork. There was a single-minded purpose to its movements. It had been given its target and now it had murder on its mind.


  A moment later it was swallowed by the shadows that awaited it in the tunnel beyond. And then it was gone.


  Le Papillon allowed himself a brief smile of satisfaction. Everything was back on course.


  The butterfly had flapped its wings, and on the horizon, beyond the monolithic landmarks of the Parisian skyline, the storm clouds were massing.
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  WHAT WILL BECOME OF OUR DASHING HERO NEXT?


  



  Have you ever read a book and wished you could get into the story?


  Have you ever wanted to shout a warning to the hero, or advise him on how best to proceed?


  Now's your chance!


  In the next thrilling instalment of Time's Arrow, “Black Swan,” our hero – wanted by the French Police for murder – battles his way across Paris, from the Louvre to Notre Dame, in order to prove his innocence. And you get to decide where the story goes next!


  



  Does Ulysses try to contact Department Q for help?


  



  or


  



  Does Ulysses go in search of the mysterious “M. Lumière”?


  



  For more information, and to cast your vote, head over to the Abaddon Books website now!


  



  VOTING CLOSES ON SUNDAY, 11TH DECEMBER 2011!


  



  WWW.ABADDONBOOKS.COM
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  In which our hero – wanted by the French Police for murder – battles his way across Paris, from the Louvre to Notre Dame, in order to prove his innocence.


  



  But does Ulysses try to contact Department Q for help or does he go in search of the mysterious M. Lumière? And who else will come to his aid in his hour of need?
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  Start a new life on the moon!


  



  Ulysses Quicksilver visits the British lunar colonies, searching for his missing brother, Barty, believed to be on the run from gambling debts on Earth. The clues lead our detective and his faithful butler into the path of unsolved murders, battling robots, shady millionaires and stolen uncanny inventions. Used to working inside the law, Ulysses is stalled when his pursuit puts him on the wrong side of the Luna Prime Police Force.


  



  But why is Ulysses’ ex-fiancée Emilia also in the colonies? Who is the strange eye-patched man following Ulysses? And what is really happening in a secret base on the dark side of the moon?


  



  Used to meeting every adventure with a devil-may-care attitude and a snappy one-liner, Ulysses will be forever changed by the revelations he discovers on this most deadly of trips
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  Born of Science - Born of Madness!


  



  Ulysses Quicksilver, agent of the crown, jumps into a time vortex pursuing Daniel Dashwood, a madman bent on sharing modern technology with Hitler’s forces and changing history to suit his evil ends. Rewind several decades, to the time of the Second Great War, to Darmstadt. The Nazis are battling the steampunk empire of Magna Britannia, cooking up necrotic super-soldiers in the gothic towers of Castle Frankenstein.


  



  In the forests outside the castle, other forces are gathering. Ulysses’ father is there, proving that dashing good looks and a talent for swashbuckling adventures run in the family, and wondering why his British masters have partnered him with weakling scientist Dr. Jekyll. The ladies of the Monstrous Regiment are also there to help, but there may be other gothic monsters in the hills...
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