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Part Two
  

Black Swan
  

~ May 1998 ~
  

“Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world...”
  

– William Butler Yeats, ‘The Second Coming,’ 1920
  

“I am not fond of expecting catastrophes,
but there are cracks in the universe.”
  

– Sydney Smith, 1771-1845




  

  

CHAPTER ONE
  

  


Monkey Business

  

FORTUNE, AS IT is so often said, favours the bold, and for someone whose very DNA oozed charm, it wasn’t hard for Ulysses Quicksilver to acquire an address for the mysterious M. Lumière.
Despite his photo-fit being proudly displayed on newsstands throughout Paris, nobody recognised him, even when he walked straight up to them and addressed them directly, asking if they had heard of a certain M. Lumière and, if they had, whether they would be so kind as to tell him where he might be found – all in flawless French, of course.
It helped that he had temporarily flipped the eye-patch up out of the way, hiding it under the brim of the hat he had borrowed from Madame Marguerite’s dressing-up box. Pulling his fringe down as best he could, he hid the knot of scar tissue that filled his left eye-socket.
And so it was that he came to M. Lumière’s apartment building later that evening, as the setting sun painted the domes of Sacré-Coeur a mixture of peach and burnished gold.
It was as unremarkable as any other building in the district: seven storeys tall, its façade all French windows and narrow wrought iron balconies. The mysterious M. Lumière kept the penthouse apartment.
Ulysses walked on by without once breaking his stride. He had developed a mistrust of front doors of late. As recent events had demonstrated so clearly, front doors were for salesmen and the police. Coming in by the front door warned people you were on your way and left the caller at a disadvantage. Ulysses felt he needed every advantage he could get at the moment, considering his current situation.
It didn’t take the resourceful dandy long to find a way round the back, where the caged ladder fire escapes were hidden away along with all manner of exposed pipework.
Exercising his shoulders, he tested Doctor Cossard’s surgical skills and caught his breath as he felt the stitches holding the ragged edges of the bullet wound pull taut.
The sensible thing to do would be to take things easy. But then sensible had never really been Ulysses Quicksilver’s style.
And yet, in the greater scheme of things, the sensible thing ultimately was to solve the mystery of the Rue Morgue murders, clearing his name in the eyes of the French police in the process, thereby enabling him to leave the French capital and return to England, to prevent the love of his life from ever setting out on a particularly ill-advised voyage to the Moon. And for any of that to happen, right now that meant paying M. Lumière a call.
Two storeys from the roof, Ulysses paused to catch his breath. He hadn’t realised how much such simple physical exertion – such as climbing a ladder – would take its toll. And that was after two days of rest and recuperation at Madame Marguerite’s, being nursed by the lovelorn Josephine.
A shadow, big and black, darted past above him, instantly catching Ulysses’ attention.
“Merde!” he hissed.
There was only one possible explanation as far as he could see and it meant that he had been on the right track all along. Only, Ulysses thought disconsolately, sometimes he hated being proved right.
Reaching the top of the fire escape, ignoring the sharp pain in his shoulder, he swung himself over the raised parapet and onto the roof.
Naturally there was no sign of the brute now, but it had been here, he was sure of it, and that meant that, unfortunately, he knew where it was now.
Ulysses scampered across the roof. Reaching the parapet on the other side, he leaned out and looked down.
Any doubts he might have had about having located the Lumière apartment were dispelled the moment he saw the curtain flapping through the open French doors on the balcony directly beneath him. Sounds rose from the apartment below, sounds that only confirmed his worst fears and set his heart racing: a man’s helpless cries, the crash of furniture, and the snorting barks of something large, bestial and angry.
He grabbed the parapet with both hands, judging the distance to the balcony at a glance. “Here goes nothing,” he muttered and swung himself over the edge of the roof.
He landed in a crouch, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. Rising, he peered through the open French doors into the room beyond.
It looked like a sitting room that doubled as a study. Photographic portraits lined the walls in regimented fashion and there was a tall, glass-fronted cabinet to his left filled with clockwork toys. What was left of the rest of the furniture was now just so much splintered wood and torn upholstery; a chaise longue leaned peculiarly against one wall.
To Ulysses’ right the sitting room door was open, revealing a hallway beyond where he glimpsed the closed front door. On the far side of the room stood a writing desk, a gleaming golden parrot perched on a stand on top of it, next to a device fashioned from a gramophone and a profusion of copper wire.
The parrot was jerking and twitching on its perch, grating electronic squawks emanating from its beak.
Pressed up against the desk was a clearly terrified middle-aged man. He was wearing a tweed three piece suit, his greying hair was swept back from a high forehead and he wore a goatee upon his pronounced chin.
But the presence dominating the scene, that made the otherwise spacious sitting room seem small by comparison, was the eight hundred pound gorilla in the room.
Ulysses entered as the ape picked up a chair and hurled it at the wall above the man’s head. The parrot and the gramophone crashed to the floor where the broken chair joined them a moment later.
As if half a ton of gorilla wasn’t unsettling enough, the great ape’s massive form was enhanced with all manner of cybernetic attachments. There were the heavy iron vambraces sheathing its forearms, the snaking cables that were wound around its limbs, and the metal-reinforced joints of its hips, its knees and its riveted knuckles. The primate’s body was criss-crossed with lines of stitching and the scars of old sutures which appeared almost white against the charcoal grey flesh, leaving hairless trails through its thick black fur.
And there were the electrodes projecting from the top of its head, but Ulysses didn’t remember the thick steel collar from his last encounter with the beast. It completely covered the box of blinking lights that had been bolted between the animal’s shoulder blades.
There was an unpleasant, acrid smell in the room that seemed to penetrate its every corner; a combination of lubricant grease, animal musk and ammonia.
Ulysses went for the gun he kept holstered under his left arm, only neither the holster nor the gun were there, of course. And not for the first time since arriving in Paris, he wished his sword-stick wasn’t still lost somewhere in the past.
There was no doubt in the dandy’s mind that the ape was wholly fixated on accomplishing only one goal – that of killing the middle-aged man cowering before the desk.
Thanks to all the noise the ape was making and the desperate howls of its victim, the brute was wholly unaware of Ulysses’ presence. If he was to find out what was going on, and why the composer and the ordinateur engineer had been murdered by the gorilla, he needed to keep M. Lumière – for he was sure that’s who the man was – alive. And the ape’s obsession with its assigned target might actually enable him to do just that.
But to get the animal’s attention without also possessing the means to defend himself from it was surely tantamount to madness.
He quickly scanned the room. There were broken pieces of furniture that he could improvise as cudgels, but he doubted the delicate mahogany posts would stand up to giving the ape a good thrashing.
He looked again at the ape. He supposed he might be able to pull out a few cables, touch them together and create a short circuit; that was bound to have an effect on the beast, although he wasn’t entirely sure what that effect would be. And to test out his theory he would need to get so close to the beast that he would put himself in immediate danger.
The ape roared and lunged.
Lumière screamed.
Beyond the sitting room-cum-study, the front door opened.
All eyes turned towards the young woman who had let herself into the apartment.
Lumière gave a whimper. The young woman gave a strangled cry of fear. The ape gave a snarl.
The time for ingenious plans and clever tricks was over. It was either now, or never.
“Hey!” Ulysses shouted.
The wide eyes of the pretty girl framed in the doorway met his. Lumière was making a strange snivelling sound and didn’t seem capable of stopping.
The gorilla froze in its advance on the sobbing wretch and slowly turned its head, fixing its cruel gaze on Ulysses.
“Er, hello,” Ulysses said. The ape let out a low growl, its lips peeling back to expose large chisel-like teeth and yellowing, tusk-like fangs. “My, what big teeth you have. Now why don’t you pick on someone your own size? But no, that would be silly, wouldn’t it? I suppose there can’t be many your size around; at least not in Paris. At least I hope not.”
Confusion creased the great ape’s features, and for a moment the monster appeared to be wracked by indecision.
“Come on then!” Ulysses shouted, some of his old bravado returning as he glanced about the room whilst keeping himself between the open French doors.
Night was settling across the city, the street below a deeply shadowed canyon now that the sun had set beyond the Montmartre Cemetery. But the terrible tableau inside the penthouse apartment was bathed in the warm yellow glow from the corner behind Ulysses.
He spun round, grabbing the standing lamp in both hands and holding it out before him like a quarterstaff. With one sharp swipe he knocked the lampshade off against the jamb of the open French doors. A second strike shattered the light bulb, the bared metal points at its cap sparking as electricity arced between the exposed wires.
“Come on then,” he growled, advancing towards the savage brute, thrusting the crackling tip towards the ape’s face.
The monster rose to its full height, raising its massive arms above its head. Its knuckles scraped grooves in the plastered ceiling, sending a shower of white dust down on their heads. The return sweep of the ape’s long limbs set a chandelier swinging, the jangling of its suspended teardrop crystals creating its own discordant protest.
“Come on!”
The gorilla grunted loudly and beat its chest. As the beast dropped onto all fours, Ulysses braced himself, sure that this was it.
The beast snorted, batting at the lampstand as Ulysses kept up his goading.
Any moment now, it would launch itself at him. Surely, any moment now.
Only it didn’t.
“Come on!” Ulysses shouted, in French and then English, just to make sure he covered all the bases. “What’s wrong with you? I’m right here. Come and get me!”
The ape seemed frozen into inaction, an expression somewhere between utter confusion and unbridled rage knotting its leathery features. Bolts of blue-white lightning arced among the humming electrodes plugged into the ape’s skull, mirroring the snapping bursts of electricity popping from the broken light bulb.
Behind the beast, the whimpering man shuffled tremulously towards the door, the young woman beckoning him towards her.
“Come on, you evolutionary loser!” Ulysses screamed.
The monster put its huge hands to its head, letting go again just as quickly as electricity sparked through its fingers from the crown of thick electrodes. With a snarl of frustrated fury, the gigantic primate turned its back on Ulysses.
Lumière was halfway to the door. The beast grabbed the man with one huge hand. He let out a wail of terror as the ape pulled him within reach of its other sledgehammer fist.
“No!” Ulysses screamed, leaping at the ape, still holding the lampstand.
It was the futile action of a desperate man. With one sharp twist the deed was done. M. Lumière was dead.
The cry of alarm died in Ulysses’ throat.
The great ape cast the body carelessly aside. It bounced off the desk, a slack arm pulling a drift of technical drawings onto the floor after it.
Its primary target eliminated, the gorilla was free to turn its angry attention to the daring dandy. There was murder in its beady black eyes.
Slowly, Ulysses backed towards the open windows and the balcony beyond, holding the lampstand out before him.
M. Lumière was dead, which meant there was only one lead left for Ulysses to follow, if he was to solve the mystery of the Rue Morgue murders – the murder weapon; the beast itself.
If he could only follow it as it fled the murder scene, the ape might very well lead him to its masters. Only judging by the way it was clawing its way towards him now, the carpet rucking beneath its huge fingers, the gorilla wasn’t going anywhere in the foreseeable future, at least not until Ulysses was dead.
Ulysses could feel the curtain flapping at his back. He was going to have to decide which was more important to him – having a lead to follow or still having his life. All he had to do was stop the ape, save the girl and get out of there alive.
Ulysses glimpsed movement away to his right, beyond the hulking heavily-muscled mass of bestial biology and crude cybernetics that was currently obscuring much of his view of the room.
“Non!” came the woman’s voice. “No!” she cried again and a moment later a vase full of dried blooms smashed against one armoured vambrace.
The ape snarled, half turning in the direction of this new annoyance.
A crystal decanter hit it square in the face, shattering against its scarred snout. The ape shook its head in surprise and gave a bark of irritation.
The obsidian pearls of its eyes narrowed as they focused on the young woman and a rumbling growl rose from within its broad barrel chest. The woman gave a startled gasp of terror.
Still snarling, the ape turned back to the dandy, which was when Ulysses struck.
He landed a blow with the lampstand across the cyber-ape’s snout, the jagged metal and glass remnants of the broken bulb scoring bloody gouges across its nose and lips.
“Run! Get out of here!” Ulysses shouted.
The girl didn’t need to be told twice, dashing from the room and slamming the door shut behind her.
Barking with pain, putting one immense paw to its face, the primate lashed out with its other arm, furious primitive instinct overriding whatever instructions it was receiving from its mysterious master.
The swipe sent Ulysses flying across the room as if he were nothing more than a ragdoll.
He collided with a display case, glass and wooden staves shattering around him. Clockwork devices tumbled to the floor in a cascade of broken cogs and springs as Ulysses covered his head with his hands in a vain attempt to protect himself.
  

  

THE APE WAS on him in seconds. Picking him up in one huge hairy hand, the raging beast hurled him violently across the room.
Ulysses slammed into the flimsy sitting room door, the force of the impact splintering the panels before the hinges gave and it came away from its frame altogether. He landed in the hall at the young woman’s feet. Hearing her subsequent shriek of alarm, Ulysses woozily opened his one remaining eye.
“Get... out...” he said, barely managing to maintain his grip on consciousness.
He was dimly aware of a dull throbbing sensation from his shoulder. Part of him was surprised that he wasn’t in abject agony. Instead, a warm glow was spreading throughout his body. Nonetheless, somehow he knew that if he tried to sit up, even if he just tried to lift a finger he would suffer the consequences and know pain again. All he wanted to do was sleep.
But there was another part of him – his stubborn, intractable core – that would never give up, that would fight the oncoming oblivion to the end.
In his barely conscious state, he was still vaguely aware of what was going on around him. He heard the shuffling leathery footfalls of the silverback as it followed him from the devastated sitting room. He was aware of the clacking of the young woman’s footsteps as she continued to back away from the beast.
He felt the ape’s eyes on him then, those pitiless black beads of concentrated hatred and evil intent. Its rank breath gusted into his face and ruffled his hair. He was forced to fight the desire to gag. There was only one way out of this now; all he could do was play dead and hope for the best.
A rough finger prodded him in the side, sending stabbing pains through his ribs.
Ulysses let his body go limp as the ape rolled him onto his back.
He thought he heard the woman say something, but her voice was muffled, as if his ears were full of cotton wool.
And then Ulysses felt the change in the air currents as the gorilla shifted its great bulk and moved away from him. He heard it knuckle its way back across the devastated sitting room and the banging of the French doors as it exited the apartment the same way it had entered.
And then it was gone, and with a groan Ulysses lost his battle with oblivion.




  

  

CHAPTER TWO
  

  


Unanswered Questions

  

ULYSSES CAME TO with a start, the ape’s snarling face and bloodied snout fading along with the rest of the disturbing dream. He tried to sit up and felt ropes bite at his wrists. Blinking his eyeinto focus, he slowly took in his new surroundings.
He was tied to a bed in what was clearly a young lady’s bedroom.
“Oh boy,” he groaned, “not again.”
“Again?” exclaimed the woman seated at the end of the bed. It was the girl from the apartment, the one who, like him, had happened to interrupt the ape’s assault on M. Lumière. “This happens to you a lot, does it?” she demanded in Parisian-accented French.
“Well, not as often as you might think,” Ulysses admitted and winced.
He went to put a hand to the stabbing pain at the back of his head, in that moment forgetting that he was still tied to the bed.
“It’s just that this is the second time in as many days that I’ve come to on some strange young lady’s bed,” he explained.
He looked again at the knotted rope restraining him. Then he looked at the room, taking in its tasteful, feminine décor.
“So you just happened to have a hank of rope lying around, did you?” he muttered to himself.
“Appearances can be deceptive,” the young woman said.
He looked at her properly for the first time, taking in her auburn hair, piled haphazardly on top of her head, making her appear all the more appealing as a result; the intense look in her flint-hard stare; the sculptural definition of her cheekbones, streaked with grime; her long, slender limbs; her well-endowed bosom, emphasised by the low cut dress and the string of pearls she was wearing; the leather apron worn over the top of said dress; the heavy ironworker’s gloves.
“But sometimes what you see is what you get,” Ulysses countered, trying his most rakish grin on her.
“Why don’t you just tell me who you are and what you were doing in my... In that apartment?”
“No. Why don’t I tell you all about you first?”
A smile curled the corner of the woman’s otherwise stern mouth. “Go on then. Why not?”
“Very well.”
Ulysses took a deep breath and began.
“You look like you’ve just stepped out of a workshop and from that, coupled with the fact that we met at M. Lumière’s, someone clearly possessed of some ability when it comes to clockwork, and possibly audio manipulation as well,” he added, recalling the gramophone-like device that had been damaged during the ape’s rampage, “I would have to say that you are also of a technical bent. And yet you still believe that to find a place in society you have to conform to accepted gender stereotypes, hence the dress and the pearls.
“And you haven’t bothered to change, that or you haven’t had time to change yet, so I would say that either we haven’t been here long or there is some pressing matter that you must attend to, possibly resulting from your... Yes, from the way you let yourself into the apartment unannounced by the front door – the similarity in facial features, although not that great a similarity... As a consequence of your uncle’s death.”
The young woman bristled. So he was right, Lumière had been her uncle.
Ulysses was in full flow now and there was no stopping him. “It’s not the first time you’ve done something like this, judging by the wear and tear on the apron, which clearly fits you so well, and the same could be said of the gloves. You’re clearly stronger than you look too, having somehow managed to manhandle me here – wherever here is – so I would have to say, at a guess, that you are an engineer, possibly an inventor of some kind, and you were visiting your uncle because... because... Ah yes, because either he needed your help with something, or you needed his.”
The woman met his gaze for several long, uncomfortable seconds without saying anything. Ulysses could see the tracks of dried tears in the smudges of grime on her face, and from the way she was staring, hardly daring to blink, she was clearly on the verge of crying.
“So that’s what you think, is it?” she said sharply.
“Yes.”
“Whereas, if I were to hazard a guess, judging by your appearance alone, I’d have to say that you were a wanted murderer on the run from the gendarmes.”
“Come on. I really look like a criminal to you?”
She tossed the folded newspaper in her hands onto his lap.
“Yes.”
Ulysses looked down, only to be met by a hauntingly familiar, yet still slightly sinister, simulacrum of himself that had been circulated throughout the Parisian press.
“It’s the eye-patch, isn’t it?” he harrumphed. “It’s always the eye-patch.”
“It does give you a certain... I don’t know what,” the girl agreed.
“But as you yourself said, appearances can be deceiving.”
“And as you said, sometimes what you see is what you get.”
“Ah. Fair comment.”
“It said in Le Journal that you’re wanted for murder.”
“It did? And who am I supposed to have done away with to make myself so popular that the press can’t stop printing column inches about me?”
“A composer.”
“I was framed, maybe not intentionally, but it doesn’t make any difference in the end.”
“So you’re taking the rap for someone else?”
“Not through choice, I assure you.”
This woman was hard work. Oh to be back in Josephine’s bedroom right now, with someone who he felt would be on his side no matter what happened.
He suddenly felt exhausted, overwhelmed by it all. Everything was a battle. Just staying alive was a battle, or so it seemed to him, and right then it felt like a battle he was losing. But that was all he needed to tap into that well of inner strength and pep himself up again. For he might be many things, but he was not a loser; he would never be a loser.
He tested his bonds again. It wasn’t only his wrists that had been restrained; it was his ankles as well.
“There’s no point even trying,” the woman said. “I know what I’m doing when it comes to knots.”
He glanced down at himself then, realising that he was missing his shirt. His chest had been bound with a wide bandage. He took a deep breath and winced. It was his ribs. The other bandage and dressing were still in place around his shoulder.
“Looks like you know what you’re doing when it comes to first aid,” he said.
The woman nodded.
“So you must believe I’m innocent,” Ulysses decided, with relief.
“How do you work that out?”
“Well why would you go to the trouble of making sure I was fit and healthy otherwise?”
“How about to make sure you’re in a fit state to answer to your crimes in a court of law and so that you’re in the peak of physical fitness so you endure the full term of your sentence?”
Ulysses wilted, then brightened again. “So you noticed.”
“Noticed what?” the young woman said, making a point of looking at something on the other side of the room.
“The peak of physical fitness thing.”
“It was merely an observation.” She blushed.
“And I’m the President of France,” Ulysses laughed.
“You broke into my uncle’s apartment,” the woman pointed out, returning to the matter in hand.
“If you’re going to be pernickety about it, I didn’t break in. The ape had already done that for me!”
The girl said nothing.
“Much as it pains me to point this out, you saw the brute kill your uncle with its bare hands. I was trying to stop it!”
“And you failed,” she said bluntly. There was no screaming, no tears, no recriminations, just the weight of undeniable failure weighing down Ulysses’ shoulders. “How did you know the beast was going to be there?”
“I didn’t, okay? It was just dumb luck.”
The young woman’s eyes seemed to blaze red with the fires of accusation. “Luck?”
“Bad luck. The only kind I ever seem to get.”
The woman looked like she was about to speak.
There came a loud knock from somewhere nearby. The sound made Ulysses start and his heartbeat quicken.
The girl rose from the end of the bed and left the room. “Who is it?” she called.
“It’s the police, miss,” came a gruff, and slightly muffled, voice.
“Bloody hell!” Ulysses cursed. “Not again!”
Ulysses tugged at the ropes binding his wrists, kicking his legs against the knots constricting his ankles; the metal bedstead banged against the bare floorboards.
He heard a tut from the other side of the bedroom door.
The gruff voice came again. “Are you alright in there, miss?”
Ulysses tensed.
“Yes, I’m fine,” the young woman called back. Ulysses heard the rattle of a safety chain and then the click of a catch being released. “I just knocked over my umbrella stand.
“Sorry about that, now what can I do for you officer...”
“Sergeant Lecoq, miss.” Ulysses could hear the gendarme’s gruff tones much more clearly now that the door was open. The bedroom was clearly off the main hallway of the property, wherever that was, although he didn’t think it could be too far from Lumière’s place in Montmartre for the girl to have got him here all by herself.
On most other occasions Ulysses wouldn’t have particularly minded being tied to a young lady’s bed, any time other than right now to be precise.
He listened intently to the exchange taking place on the other side of the bedroom door.
“What can I do for you, Sergeant Lecoq?”
Had she called the police or not? And if she hadn’t, what were they doing here?
Ulysses could come up with only one reasonable assumption.
“May we come in?” the sergeant’s voice came again.
“No. As you can see I’m in the middle of something. Whatever you have to tell me, you can tell me here.”
“Are you sure, miss? I mean–”
“I’m sure, thank you, sergeant.”
“Well, I’m very sorry to tell you that I am the bearer of bad news.”
“What bad news?”
“It’s your uncle, M. Gustav Lumière.”
“My uncle?”
“He’s dead, miss. I’m ever so sorry.”
The tears were coming again now. “Dead?”
“Murdered.”
“Murdered?”
“Yes, miss. I can only offer you our utmost condolences.”
For a moment it went quiet out in the hallway. Then, “Who did it? Who killed him?”
“We’re still searching for the villain, miss.”
“But you have a suspect. I saw his face in the paper.”
“Yes, miss. And don’t you worry, we’ll get him. I am very sorry for your loss.” A moment’s hesitation. “Do you want someone to stay with you?”
Ulysses heard her breathe in, as if to answer, but no words came.
“You wanted to say something, miss?”
“Er... No. No, there’s nothing more to say, is there?”
“No, miss. Once again, I am sorry for your loss. You have our sympathy.”
Ulysses heard the door close. He strained to listen to the retreating footsteps of the police.
A moment later, the bedroom door was flung open.
The girl stood there, hands on hips, her eyes blazing like the coals of a forge, her merciless gaze upon him.
“Then you believe me,” Ulysses said, a tentative smile shaping his features. “You’re prepared to give me the benefit of the doubt?”
“I’m prepared to give you the benefit of the doubt. For now.”
“Ah. Okay.” It wasn’t quite the response he’d been hoping for. “I see.”
“So why don’t you do something about removing that doubt,” she went on. “Tell me everything, and you can start with your name.”
  

  

HE DIDN’T TELL her everything, of course; only the bits he thought she’d believe.
He told her about how he stumbled upon the body of the dead composer Roussel, although he failed to mention the locked door or precisely how he had ended up in the composer’s garret in the first place. He told her about being chased by the gendarmes and his initial encounter with the ape.
She assumed that he had been shot by the police. He didn’t contradict her.
He told her he’d laid low for a while, scanning the papers for clues, and how he had made the connection between the composer’s death and that of the ordinateur auteur. He skipped the bit about Madame Marguerite’s boarding house and went straight on to the blood-stained clue scrawled on the back of the rejected piece of manuscript paper, and his enquiries around Montmartre, which brought him neatly to his arrival at her uncle’s apartment.
He kept the whole agent of the English throne thing out of it, just to keep things simple.
When he had finished, she remained ambiguously silent.
“Look, I take it you searched my pockets while I was out for the count.” She nodded. “So you know I’m not armed. I didn’t even have a knife on me when I ran into Monsieur Killer Gorilla.”
Still she said nothing, her wide eyes locked on his increasingly desperate gaze.
“And I took on that beast to save you. So come on, untie me, and let’s see if we can’t find out who wanted your uncle dead and why, together.”
“Would you do that?” she suddenly blurted out, setting to loosening the rope around his ankles. “Only I’m worried Uncle Gustav might have got himself mixed up in something...”
“Dodgy? Illegal? Revolutionary?”
Her eyes said it all. “Something like that, yes.”
As the girl untied him, the dandy felt waves of relief wash through him. At last things looked like they might be getting back on track. Now that he had a willing accomplice, someone else who had witnessed the ape commit murder, he had a better chance than ever of getting to the bottom of this mystery and clearing his name.
And once that was done, he would at last be able to return to England and get back to the important business of saving those most important to him.
“So, seeing as how we’re going to be partners,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed, rubbing at his wrists, the girl beside him, smelling of engine oil and lavender, “how about you tell me your name?”
“Cadence,” she said, and offered him her hand. “Cadence Bettencourt.”
“I take it M. Lumière was your maternal uncle then?”
“That’s right. And my only living relative.”
“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you, Mademoiselle Bettencourt.”
She smiled, her cheeks flushing.
“So, time and tide, as they say.”
“I beg your pardon?”
Ulysses rose stiffly to his feet, wincing at the twinge this invoked in his bruised ribs.
“We should get going. There’s no time to lose. We don’t want the trail to go completely cold. I would suggest we start back at your uncle’s place.”
The girl began to remove her gloves and apron.
“What were you working on?” Ulysses asked, his curiosity piqued.
“Oh, just a pet project of mine. Something for getting round town in the rush hour.”
She placed the folded gloves and apron carefully on her bedspread.
“You know,” she said, “I had been suspicious of my uncle for some time, truth be told, but as he was my only living relation I didn’t want to pry, or do anything that might upset him or end up driving him away.
“Uncle Gustav once said to me that if I ever found myself in trouble I should contact Valerius Leroux. I had no idea at the time what he was talking about but he clearly must have known that he had got mixed up with the wrong crowd.”
“And who is this Valerius Leroux?” Ulysses asked. “And what does he do that makes him the man to turn to in a crisis?”
“He... He arranges things.”
“What sort of things?”
“Things that need arranging, I suppose. I don’t know any more than that, but he has money and influence.”
Ulysses could think of one or two things that he could do with having arranged. Perhaps employing this Leroux was the most effective way for it to be achieved. Suddenly Magna Britannia didn’t seem as far away as it once had.
“Then it’s a deal.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I’ll help you track down your uncle’s killer if you’ll arrange a meeting between myself and Valerius Leroux.”
“But of course,” she said and then caught herself. “But why?”
“I find myself in need of a travel agent.”
“Right then, like you say, sounds like a plan,” the girl said, making for the front door. When Ulysses didn’t move to follow her, she spun about on her heel.
“What is it? What’s the matter? Why are you still standing there?”
“Um...” Ulysses glanced down at his bandaged torso. “I think it might draw undue attention to our activities if I were to go out and about without my shirt, don’t you? So would you mind telling me what you’ve done with it?”




  

  

CHAPTER THREE
  

  


Mona Lisa Smile

  

CAUTIOUSLY, CADENCE OPENED the door. Pushing it open, she flinched at the protesting squeak of its hinges.
“Here, let me,” said Ulysses, stepping past her into the penthouse apartment.
The place was just as he remembered it. After the gorilla had thrown Ulysses through the sitting room door, clearly believing him to be dead, in the next instant it had pricked up its ears and fled the flat.
Not knowing what else to do, and considering that the unconscious Ulysses might be the only person who could help her make sense of her uncle’s death, she had managed to hoist him onto her shoulders and proceeded to carry him out of the apartment. She had left the apartment under the cover of darkness and, amazingly, got him all the way back to her place without attracting any unwanted attention.
“But how did you get me from your uncle’s apartment building to your workshop?” he had asked, intrigued. It might have only been half a mile, but just the same. “You didn’t carry me all the way, did you?”
“I didn’t,” was all she would say, and refused to be drawn on the matter.
The broken door was still lying in the hallway, a couple of spots of Ulysses’ blood upon it. Stepping past it he peered into the devastated sitting room-cum-study.
“Is he...?” Cadence whispered from behind him.
“No, he’s gone.”
Ulysses stepped carefully into the room, taking care where he trod.
Lumière’s body was gone, but the piles of papers that had cascaded to the floor remained where they had fallen beside the desk. They looked like schematics for circuit designs. The room was cold, the windows having been open all night.
Ulysses recovered a half-folded schematic from the floor. The design looked like that for a device intended to be inserted into the auditory canal, judging by the careful drawing of an over-sized human ear beside it. Its curious shape made it look like a sucker-mouthed fish.
“What was your uncle working on?” Ulysses asked.
“His field was acoustics,” she said. “You know; the recording, transmission, modulation and projection of sound waves.”
“Indeed. Interesting.”
He bent down and retrieved something that had rolled under the desk.
It was the golden parrot. It was still attached to its perch but it was badly dented, having been partially crushed.
Ulysses peered into the automaton bird’s glittering crystal eyes.
“Could this be repaired, do you think?” he asked. “I mean, I don’t know how much you know about electronics and audiology–”
“Enough,” she said, taking the broken object from him.
“What was it?” Ulysses asked. “His pet or something?”
Cadence shot him a scolding glance. “Archimedes is a state-of-the-art automaton.”
“Called Archimedes.”
“Yes, what of it? Uncle Gustav liked the company.”
“Well, when you start naming the state-of-the-art automaton that you keep around your apartment for company, it’s what we call a pet.”
Cadence gave a very Gallic shrug as she set about turning the dented device over in her hands. She depressed a switch secreted under one wing and when that didn’t do anything, popped open a panel in its breast and tested a connection.
“I can fix him,” she said.
“Hmm?” Ulysses asked, pieces of the gramophone in his hands.
“Archimedes. I can repair him, only not here. Back at my place.”
“Good. I mean, we might be able to learn something from it.”
“How do you mean?”
“It’s a parrot, isn’t it? And an automaton at that.”
“So?”
“Well, parrots repeat things.” He showed her the pieces of gramophone. “Do you know what this was before everything went... apeshit?”
“No. Some sort of recording device no doubt, or something to do with sound modulation.”
Ulysses placed the pieces carefully on the desk. Leaving the clutter surrounding Lumière’s workspace, he crossed the room, his eyebrows knitted in thought. He took in the pile of matchwood and crystal splinters that was all that was left of Lumière’s cabinet of clockwork curiosities. The tiny treasures were now just so much twisted brass and unwound spring mockeries of the wonders they had once been. Looking at the broken toys he remembered the pain his collision with the cabinet had caused.
“I think we’re done here,” he said, striding across the room and through the empty door frame.
The robo-parrot under one arm, Cadence hastened after him, clearly more than happy not to have to spend another minute in the room where her uncle had died.
Out on the landing, they waited as the lift ground its way up from the ground floor.
“Right. Get yourself back to the workshop,” he said. The lift arrived, Ulysses pulled open the safety gate, and the two of them got in.
“What are you going to do?” the young woman asked.
“You made that call to Leroux, didn’t you?”
“I did.”
The elevator began to descend.
“Can I borrow your personal communicator?” Anticipating her answer would be in the affirmative, Ulysses held the palm of his hand out flat before her.
“What do you want it for?”
“He said to meet him at the Louvre, didn’t he?”
“That’s right. Look, tell me; who are you going to call?”
“I think it’s time the gendarmes received an anonymous tip-off, don’t you?” he said, smiling slyly.
The lift arrived at the ground floor with a jolt.
“And while they’re tidying things up here” – pulling open the gate, Ulysses stood aside as Cadence stepped out – “I’ll be meeting with your friend Leroux at the Louvre.”
  

  

“QUITE MAGNIFICENT, ISN’T it?”
Startled at hearing someone address him in English – even if it was English spoken with a strong Gallic accent – Ulysses turned from studying the painting to study the man standing beside him.
The man was wearing a navy suit cut in the latest style, a white shirt and an ostentatious silk bow-tie. His fine blond hair was swept back from a high forehead forming a pale widow’s peak, while his skin appeared as smooth as alabaster. He looked like he would have given Ulysses a run for his money as the Best Dressed Bachelor that season, if due to circumstances beyond his control, Ulysses hadn’t been out of the running.
“It certainly has a certain je ne sais quoi,” Ulysses said with a smile.
“Her smile is,” the man said with a flourish of the handkerchief grasped tightly in his left hand, “how do you say?”
“Enigmatic?”
“Just so. Enigmatic. And, of course, magnifique!”
The man turned to meet Ulysses’ enquiring gaze.
“Monsieur Quicksilver, I presume,” he said, offering his right hand.
Every movement he made was balletic and precise.
“Valerius Leroux.” Ulysses accepted the hand and shook it firmly. The returned grip wasn’t in any way so firm. It made Ulysses feel uncomfortable. Fortunately in the next moment Leroux let go of Ulysses’ hand.
“It is a pleasure, Monsieur,” Leroux said, bowing as if they were in the Palace of Versailles at the Court of the Sun King, rather than in an art gallery, although they were in front of arguably the most famous portrait in the world. “I have heard so much about you.”
“Really? From Mademoiselle Bettencourt?”
“Quite so. But enough of this. I understand that you are planning on leaving our fair City of Lovers.”
“You understand right.”
“I am sorry to hear that, truly I am.” He sounded almost hurt.
“Believe me, if circumstances were different, I would quite happily stay. But maybe some other time, eh? The question is, would I be correct in thinking that you’re the man to speak to regarding my travel arrangements?”
“Just so.” Leroux shot darting glances to left and right as he ran the fingers of one hand through his fine, pale blond hair. “Walk with me,” he said, grabbing Ulysses by the arm. Ulysses winced. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”
“No, it’s alright. I’m fine,” Ulysses lied through gritted teeth. “It’s nothing.”
“Hmm. Something tells me you lead a rather – how shall we say? – interesting life, Monsieur.”
“That’s one way of putting it.”
The two men headed out of the Italian gallery.
“So, Ulysses – may I call you Ulysses?”
“What? I mean, yes. Yes, of course.”
“So, Ulysses, what line of work are you in?”
“I’m... Well you could say that I’m in exports.”
Leroux gave him a look as if to say, and my mother’s the Queen of Magna Britannia, but what he actually said was, “Exports?”
“And imports.”
“Very well.”
“So you’ll help me?” Ulysses said, sounding more anxious than he had intended.
They passed from Spain into France, not stopping to enjoy any of the paintings in those galleries as Leroux led Ulysses inexorably downstairs, heading for the exit.
There was an ever-present hubbub of hushed voices and ringing footsteps, the weird acoustics of the galleries turning every sound into strange echoes. Brilliant light came in through the high windows and the atmosphere was redolent with the smell of floor polish. The other visitors to the museum moved in clusters, obediently trailing their guides through the galleried halls, or as couples, not looking at the art at all, only having eyes for each other.
No one was looking at Ulysses. If the wandering and wondering eyes of the tourists were lingering on anyone, it was his new best friend, the effete Valerius Leroux. Most, however, were too busy enjoying all the wonders the Louvre had to offer.
Leroux pulled open his jacket to reveal a bundle of documents and tickets protruding from an inside pocket.
“False papers, a passport, and one ticket for the Paris-London Express that will carry you straight through your Mr Brunel’s Trans-Channel tunnel and get you out of France and back to the bosom of your beloved Magna Britannia.”
“You are even more accomplished than I was led to believe.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” the Frenchman said with a sly wink.
“How...” For a moment Ulysses was lost for words. “That is simply remarkable. Now, what do I owe you?”
“Ah, yes,” Leroux said, smiling broadly. “Now we come to the matter of recompense; the francs and cents, if you like. If you will forgive me, Ulysses, you may speak like a gentlemen, but you dress like one who has fallen on hard times. What could you possibly give me in return for my help?”
“I have money. And plenty of it. Just not on me right now. I promise you, Valerius, as soon as I am back in England I will have the money wired to you before I do anything else. With interest.”
“Hm. So you say, but how do I know this? I do not know you from – what is the expression? Ah yes – from Adam! No. We need to think of an alternative; how you might pay me in... how do you say? In kind? You scratch my back – is that the expression?”
Ulysses didn’t like the way this conversation was going.
“So, as you can see, I can help you,” the Frenchman said, smiling enigmatically. Ulysses knew that look; it was one he had employed enough himself in the past. He swallowed hard, feeling his stomach knot. “So now the issue is not what I can do for you, but what can you do for me?”
  

  

CLEARING A SPACE before her – carefully pushing aside the tins of enamel paint, the oily rags, the jam jars filled with washers and a variety of tools – Cadence Bettencourt set the robo-parrot down on her workbench.
Uncle Gustav had always kept Archimedes in excellent working order, but the bird hadn’t come off so well in its encounter with the mechanised ape. His gleaming brass outer shell – that had been so lovingly polished by her uncle that it shone like gold – was scuffed and horribly dented in places. Archimedes’ left wing was virtually hanging off, the articulation screw bent horribly out of shape, the poor thing. The eyes were refusing to light as well, even though she had already checked the battery.
The damage Archimedes had suffered was clearly more than simply superficial. She was going to need to take a proper look inside.
Taking the parrot’s head in her hands, she gave it a twist and gently loosened the screw-thread holding it in place. Five more twists and the head was off. Delicately she lifted the head free, twisted wires unspooling after it. Making sure that none of the wires became disconnected, she laid the head on the workbench.
Everything was done with the utmost care.
As far as she could see the head itself was intact; all of the connections were secure. That was a good start at least.
Taking a screwdriver, she applied it to the inspection hatch and removed the panel completely, allowing her to access the parrot’s internal workings. It didn’t take her long to find the disrupted connection.
Unsurprisingly, it was on the same side that the parrot was most badly dented. With the front off, she did what she could to re-shape the automaton’s body-shell, pushing out the dent from the inside. If Archimedes was ever to look as fine as he had done before his run-in with the gorilla, he was going to need the attentions of a jeweller or an expert panel beater, or, failing that, to have his outer shell re-cast. But it would do for now, allowing her to reconnect the offending wires more easily.
Taking up a soldering iron and donning a pair of tinted goggles, she set the heated tip and a length of fine solder to the ornate teak-framed Bakelite circuit boards inside.
She could have carried on in this way all day. She found electrical engineering so therapeutic.
Setting the soldering iron down, she inspected her work through an arrangement of armature-mounted magnifying lenses. Happy that she had done the best she could, she set to repairing the wing – a relatively easy task by comparison.
All that remained then was to put Archimedes back together and see if she had succeeded in returning him to working order.
Re-attaching the front panel, and having tightened the screws at each corner, she set the parrot upright on the workbench. Taking the moulded metal head in her left hand, with the right she fed the loops of cable back inside the bird’s body cavity, finally locating the head on the neck thread and locking it back in place again with a few gentle twists.
Her heart thumping in excitement and anxiety, she pressed the button hidden beneath the bird’s tail.
Nothing happened.
She gave the automaton a tentative shake and tried the switch again.
Accompanied by a soft background hum that she could feel vibrating through her hand, the bird’s eyes glowed green, the illumination slowly increasing in intensity until they shone like a couple of torch-beams.
“Hello, Archimedes,” Cadence said with a sigh of relief.
Accompanied by a succession of stilted clicks, the robot bird ruffled its feathers and flexed its wings. Its head clicked first left, then right.
In a sudden flurry of automated movement the bird leaned back on its perch and looked at Cadence.
“Raawk! Who’s a pretty girl then?” the bird squawked, its synthesised voice edged with a coarse static burr. “Raawk!”
Clearly there was still some fine-tuning to be done.
And then suddenly the parrot’s electronic squawk cut out as some pre-programmed subroutine was triggered within its Babbage brain. The automaton started again, but now it sounded like Archimedes was doing a poor impression of her Uncle Gustav, parroting a message it had recorded on a previous occasion.
“Beware Leroux!” the parrot squawked. “You cannot trust Leroux!”
  

  

“SO WE’RE AGREED then, we have a deal,” Valerius Leroux said as the two of them exited the museum together.
“You drive a hard bargain, M. Leroux, but yes. We have a deal,” Ulysses said with a sigh.
“You promise to acquire a specimen for me upon your return.”
“I promise.”
“Then let us shake on it, like Englishmen.”
“Like Englishmen,” Ulysses said, accepting Leroux’s hand with little relish, fully aware of the unpleasant feebleness of the handshake to come.
“Thank you, Monsieur Quicksilver. Then here are your papers, your passport and your train ticket for the Trans-Channel Express,” Leroux said, handing Ulysses the selection of documents. “It has been a pleasure doing, er, business with you.”
“Pleasure was all mine,” Ulysses muttered sardonically.
He looked at the glass and brass structure behind them once more. It had been commissioned from some designer back in the 1980s, it was said, in response to the rise of the Industrial Revival movement back in Magna Britannia. The modernity of the pyramid was in stark contrast to the seventeenth century façade of the original twelfth century castle. Then, turning on his heel, Ulysses set off across the Cour Napoleon.
“I bid you farewell, Monsieur,” the fixer called after him, “and bon voyage!”
Picking up the pace, Ulysses headed north-west across the concourse. He needed to get back to Montmartre as quickly as possible, and despite what he had told Cadence prior to leaving for his meeting, he didn’t want to stay out on the streets any longer than he had to.
The screaming started out on the Rue de Rivoli that marked the northern perimeter of the Palais du Louvre. Hearing it, Ulysses kept walking, trying to deny his subconscious, pretending that the threat wasn’t focused on him this time. But it was no good, he knew such foolish notions were nothing but a lie. He was Time’s Arrow. Those who would threaten the balance of the Universe would always be coming for him.
And then it was there, the screech of car tyres and the trumpeting of omnibus horns heralding its passing.
Eight feet tall, and almost as broad, every joint and muscle enhanced with augmetic artifice or energising cables, its hide a mixture of thick black fur and surgical scars, it knuckled its way towards him, bounding along on all fours.
And there would be no escaping it this time.




  

  

CHAPTER FOUR
  

  


Fight or Flight

  

KNOWING THAT HE didn’t have a hope against the beast one-on-one, Ulysses did the only thing he could. He turned tail and ran.
Twice he had run into the ape and now the ape had run into him. It couldn’t be a coincidence. Ulysses sprinted back across the Cour Napoleon, past the glass and brass pyramid, momentarily catching sight of the retreating Valerius Leroux again, and the stony expression on his face. When everyone else was staring in horror at the advancing beast, Leroux was calmly striding away towards the north side of the plaza.
Ulysses wondered at the anger of the ape, as he sprinted across the paved square, dodging panicking bystanders and sending the pitches belonging to purveyors of tourist tat tumbling in his wake. Had it been enhanced, along with the rest of the ape, or was it just the animal’s natural aggression, exacerbated by the situation it now found itself in? After all, Ulysses could well believe that having a dozen electrodes rammed into your brain could put a crick in anyone’s day.
Screams and the clatter of postcard stands crashing to the ground chased him across the courtyard. Unable to resist a moment longer, Ulysses dared a glance over his shoulder as he raced on.
Finding the pyramid between it and its designated target, rather than taking a detour around the structure, the gorilla bounded up one angled side, several diamond panes crazing under its weight.
Reaching up with one long arm, it grasped the top of the pyramid and hurled itself over the pinnacle. It landed with a thud only twenty yards behind Ulysses; paving slabs cracked under it.
Panting for breath, his pulse pounding like the drumming hoof-beats of a Grand National winner, Ulysses returned to the business of running away.
At the back of his mind there was an awareness that he needed to lure the cyber-ape as far from the crowds as possible, but then he was in danger of getting himself cornered within the Cour Napoleon with no way of getting out alive. Besides, in the middle of Paris on a sunny day in May, keeping the killer ape away from innocent bystanders seemed like a nigh impossible task.
And that told him something about the person who had had first Carmine Roussel, then Pierre Courriel Pascal, and lastly Gustav Lumière killed; the same person who must have set the beast to hunt Ulysses down. That person, the true killer, was desperate. They were desperate to eliminate Ulysses and desperate enough to have the assassination carried out in broad daylight, with hundreds of eye-witnesses present, and in doing so expose their secret weapon to the world, thereby exonerating Ulysses of any wrong-doing.
But that information was only going to be of any use to Ulysses if he could get away from the beast bearing down on him now.
The arched colonnade of the Pavilion Sully was only a matter of half a dozen bounding strides away. Ulysses legged it under a shaded archway and straight through the doors in front of him, barely registering the colourful banner hanging at the entrance, bearing the words:
  

Peau
La Mode des Animaux
  

and adorned with images of lithe woman dressed as zebras and tigers.
Ulysses skidded across the polished floor of the hallway beyond, sending a tottering young man into a fluster as he pulled open another door and barged his way into–
–the sudden burst of noise and the dazzling glare of a dozen camera flashes going off in his face, that took him by surprise as much as had the re-appearance of the ape. He pushed on regardless.
Despite the retina-searing bulb flashes and some very bright lights above his head, much of the room was in darkness, or rather was actually decorated in black, the shadows exacerbated by the brilliance of the lights focused on the stage on the far side of the room. The stage and its décor were a minimalistic white where near-naked models paraded up and down the catwalk to the polite applause of the surprisingly severe audience.
“Bugger!” he exclaimed.
In his efforts to escape the maniac gorilla and, at the same time, lead it away from members of the public, he had led the monster right into the middle of a crowded fashion show.
He glanced back at the door as he excused his way between the fashionistas of Paris, pursued by cries of “Monsieur!” and “Sacre bleu!” His heart was racing even faster now; he knew what was coming.
With a crash the door flew off its hinges, flattening the two security men standing closest to it as the ape burst into the room.
Inevitably there were more screams, which were reciprocated by the savage beast with a bellowing primate roar.
The animal wasted no time in clearing a way across the room in its pursuit of the fleeing dandy. Chairs, and those seated upon them, went flying as the great ape pushed its way further into the room.
Ulysses made it to the stage, pulling himself up onto the catwalk and into the path of the tottering models. The chaos consuming the other side of the room was only just beginning to register in the models’ minds.
For a moment, Ulysses found himself faced with joggling breasts and what felt like acres of smooth, supple flesh painted with all manner of wonderful animal print patterns.
“Sorry, Mademoiselle,” he gasped as he brushed past one of the hysterical girls. He glanced down at his arm, sure that he must have just smudged the marvellous make-up that had been applied to every part of her supple body. But there was nothing.
And then he found himself looking into the face of a woman whose skin had been tattooed or textured to look like snake skin. In fact it must have been a very cunning prosthesis, because he could see every individual raised scale.
As the catwalk parade began to dissolve around him, he made it through to the back of the stage – with its huge photographic reproduction of a tiger-striped woman snarling at him – and bumped into another elfin woman, this one dusted pink with exotic plumes curving up from the base of her spine. The feathers must have been attached to the waistband of the tiny thong she was wearing, although there didn’t seem to be enough material to secure them to. Perhaps they had been glued on, but if that was the case, it had been done by someone with the skill of an expert special effects artist.
And there was another model, her skin mottled like that of a cheetah, the paint job so convincing that it looked like her naked body was covered with a pelt of downy fur. Orange-gold eyes flashed in his direction and for a moment he felt he could hear the growl of the big cat they belonged to echoing across continents from the baking jungles of its savannah home.
Unaware of what was happening at the front of stage, the piped music and the general hubbub masking the screams and animal roars, the models backstage were carrying on as if everything was running normally.
That was, until the great ape tore through the image of the tiger-woman and burst through into the space behind, trailing shreds of chipboard, splintered wooden battens and torn cardboard-mounted photographs.
Ulysses picked up the pace again, throwing everything he could in the way of the charging ape as it continued its relentless pursuit – costume racks, make-up tables and lighting rigs – anything he could lay his hands on as he dashed past.
Only he couldn’t help noticing that there weren’t many clothes on the clothing racks.
Now the roars of the massive silverback were drowning out the music backstage. A screaming model – with skin mottled like a giraffe’s hide – suddenly found herself face to face with the ape. Hands pressed to the sides of her head in abject horror she howled at the brute, eyes wide and staring, rouged lips open even wider.
A growl of aggravation rumbled up from within the beast’s enormous ribcage. With a swipe of one huge hand, the ape picked the girl up and threw her across the room. She landed with a crash amidst a stack of folded chairs, her screams silenced in an instant.
Ulysses stumbled over a trailing cable and instinctively grabbed at the nearest thing to him to stop himself falling. One hand grabbed hold of something soft and feathery. There was a scream – more like a cry of pain this time rather than a wail of fear – and whatever he was clutching onto came free.
Staggering forwards he regained his footing, and as the ape crashed through the improvised barricades he had thrown down behind him, he glanced at what he was now holding in his left hand. It was an exquisite peacock’s feather. There was blood at the tip of the quill.
And then he was leaving the pavilion that had been especially erected to house the ‘Skin’ fashion show, within the Cour Carrée of the Louvre Palace. Barrelling through another door, he skidded across a polished floor past dusty, glass-cased Egyptian antiquities, before stumbling out of the building and into brilliant sunlight.
Blinking at the sudden sunshine, his eye having to adjust after the backstage gloom, Ulysses looked left and right. Automobiles and omnibuses sped past on the Rue de l’Amiral de Coligny and in that split second he assessed the best way to go to continue his flight from the enraged puppet animal.
The cough of a steam engine had him looking into the sun, shielding his eye with a hand.
It was coming out of the sun, and it was heading right for him.
And then it swung about overhead and Ulysses was able to discern the shape of it quite clearly.
It looked like a velocipede, but one that had sprouted a complex steam-powered propulsion system, not to mention a pair of glider wings and two stabilising tail fins.
The aerial steam-powered velocipede had begun its descent and was coming in at a steep angle – too steep, surely. And just when Ulysses thought the bike and its pilot were going to have a rather unpleasant, not to say painful, encounter with the pavement, its steam engine revved, the front wheel jerked upwards and the flying machine landed.
Bracing her legs to balance the velocipede, flicking the machine into neutral and setting the engine into a purring idle, Cadence Bettencourt sat back on the padded leather saddle, as the articulated wings retracted behind her. Lifting her flying goggles from her face she turned her eyes on Ulysses.
“So this is the little run-around you didn’t want to tell me about,” he said.
“Well,” she said, “what are you waiting for?”
The dandy didn’t need telling twice and jumped onto the padded leather seat behind Cadence. As he did so he saw the parrot’s head protruding from a pannier behind him.
“You brought the automaton with you?”
“His name is Archimedes,” she said, gunning the throttle. “Now hold on.”
Ulysses barely had time to put his arms round the girl’s waist and pick his feet up off the ground before the steam velocipede was haring off along the pavement.
Behind them a gaggle of leopard-spotted and zebra-striped models spilled out of the Musée Louvre and onto the pavement, screaming in abject terror.
“What’s all that about?” Ulysses said, hoiking a thumb at the feline and zebrine models pouring out through the gallery doors behind them.
The parrot whistled. “Who’s a pretty girl then?”
Cadence glanced in a rear-view mirror.
“Oh, that. It’s all the rage. Animal body modification.”
“Incredible,” Ulysses muttered. It was unbelievable what people were willing to do to themselves in the name of fashion and some warped concept of beauty.
Cadence gunned the throttle again, and swung the purring velocipede off the pavement and into the horn-honking traffic.
Accompanied by the crash of breaking glass and a bellow of animal rage, the ape hurtled out of the museum after the models, sending a number of confused passers-by flying too.
It only took the beast a moment to relocate its target and then it was bounding after them.
“I take it you discovered the truth about Leroux at the eleventh hour,” she called back over the roar of the wind.
“Leroux?” he shouted back.
“Beware Leroux!” the automaton squawked.
“You mean it wasn’t Leroux you were running from?”
“Why would I be running from him? I was running from that.”
Cadence glanced in the mirror again and saw the ape.
“This thing flies, right?” Ulysses said. “So why aren’t we flying now?”
His arms tight around the girl’s waist, he dared another glance backwards. As he had feared, the ape was gaining on them.
“It needs a long enough runway to get up to speed.”
“How fast do you need to be travelling?” Ulysses screeched, sounding more desperate than he had intended.
“Forty-four miles an hour.”
“Forty-four miles an hour?”
“Forty-four miles an hour!” the bird parroted.
“Then what are you waiting for?”
Cadence laughed at him then. “At midday, in the middle of Paris? Might as well be eighty-eight miles an hour!”
Ulysses’ eye was still on the beast.
“Then what do you suggest? You do know there’s half a ton of cybernetic gorilla pursuing us, don’t you? Do you know any good shortcuts?”
A car horn parped behind them and the Doppler scream of an omnibus horn wailed past.
“Don’t worry,” Cadence said, “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve, as you English would say,” and promptly swung the contraption left onto the Quai du Louvre.
There was the screech of brakes behind them, and the sound of something big and heavy colliding with a truck.
Something that had been niggling at Ulysses’ subconscious since the girl had picked him up finally worked its way through to his surface thoughts.
“Why did you think I’d be running from Leroux...” And then realisation dawned.
“Beware Leroux!” the parrot squawked again.
“Oh, so it was him!” he exclaimed in excitement. “He was the one who had your uncle killed, along with the other two men.”
“Exactly!”
“Well, that puts a whole new colour on things. Now we know who’s responsible all we have to do is–”
A symphony of hooting drowned out what Ulysses said next, as Cadence dodged and weaved, throwing the velocipede left and right between chugging steam-trucks, horse-drawn carriages, charabancs, and fresh-out-of-the-factory automobiles.
Ulysses could hardly take his one eye off the street behind. The gorilla had vanished amidst the hurly-burly of the traffic for a moment, but the dandy knew it could only be a matter of time before it made a reappearance.
And then he saw it, swinging through the trees that lined the road, as if they were in the cloud forests of the Congo rather than one of the busiest metropolitan centres in Europe.
“It’s above us!” Ulysses shouted over the roar of the traffic and the velocipede’s chugging steam-engine.
“Let’s see how it copes when there aren’t any trees then,” Cadence threw back and took a sharp right.
Bouncing over the pavement, missing several rigid cast iron bollards, they turned onto the Pont Neuf, heading for the Île de la Cité.
Ulysses tried to get a good look over Cadence’s shoulder at the speedometer, praying that it was somewhere close to the magical forty-four miles an hour. It wasn’t that he particularly fancied taking to the skies on what was little more than a souped-up bicycle with wings, but that option was far preferable to being beaten to a pulp by eight hundred pounds of crazed cyborg gorilla.
“You know you were wondering how the ape would cope without trees?” Ulysses said. “Turns out it’s doing pretty well, actually.”
The velocipede hurtled over the bridge, the lane they were in clear ahead of them, its velocity increasing all the while, the needle creeping past the thirty mark now.
Thirty.
Thirty-five.
Forty.
A battered old truck suddenly pulled out in front of them, into their lane of traffic.
Cadence pulled hard on the brakes, almost losing control of the velocipede as the back wheel locked and slewed round behind them.
The truck was piled high with pumpkins, its backboard clattering, the worn bolts holding it in place rattling noisily as the vehicle bumped and jolted around the road.
“Overtake that truck!” he shouted at Cadence.
“Raawk! Overtake the truck!” shrieked the automaton.
“Look, will you just shut up!” Ulysses snarled at the bird.
“What do you think I was going to do?” she asked grumpily, gunning the bike’s throttle again, and pulling in between the truck and the pavement.
“Shut up! Shut up!” repeated the parrot.
A gentleman was walking the other way across the bridge, clearly enjoying the sunshine, cane in hand, and completely oblivious to their presence. That was until Ulysses leant over and snatched the cane from him. Leaning the other way across the bike now, deftly spinning the cane from one hand to the other, he hooked the looped end around one of the rattling bolts on the backboard of the truck and tugged hard as the velocipede powered past.
The back of the truck flipped open, dispensing the vehicle’s cargo of pumpkins across the road in a smear of orange, slippery flesh.
“Merci, Monsieur!” Ulysses called, swinging the cane backwards and into the surprised clutches of its owner.
He heard the angry roar of the gorilla and the clatter of mechanical components as it came a cropper amidst the smashed squashes. He knew his little obstacle didn’t have a hope of stopping the beast but it might slow it down a tad.
And then they were passing over the Île de la Cité itself and skidding across the second span of the Pont Neuf.
“Where are you going?” Ulysses demanded. He didn’t like being so reliant on anyone other than his redoubtable manservant Nimrod, and he hadn’t seen the old chap in months. It was even worse when he was somewhere he wasn’t as familiar with as he was his precious London.
“Look, don’t start asking me where I’m going,” Cadence threw back. “I know what I’m doing!”
Ahead of them, on the landward side of the bridge, where the Pont Neuf met the crosswise Quai des Grandes Augustins, a large removals lorry blocked the way ahead.
Cadence slammed on the brakes even harder than before, leaning into the skid as the contraption swung left, its back wheel locking for a moment again. And then, the engine snarling like a caged beast, they were rocketing away, heading east along the south bank of the Seine, the river itself only a few yards away to their left.
Cars, buses and lorries came at them head-on, with more horns blaring and headlights flashing, their drivers raging in impotent fury at the girl on the bike, as she turned the velocipede onto the pavement. Besides, they soon forgot about the girl when the ape came into view.
Cadence sent tourists and Parisians running for cover, tumbling to left and right as she steered the speeding bike along the sidewalk.
The partially retracted left wing hit a stall selling tourist tat and Ulysses thought he heard something vital snap.
He was trying to see what damage the wing had suffered when the gorilla landed on top of an artist’s riverside gallery, demolishing the flimsy wooden structure beneath its heavy, iron-braced forearms, sending oil-painted canvases of famous Parisian landmarks flying in all directions, like garishly-plumed birds of paradise taking to the skies.
“Look out! Look out!” the parrot screeched, its synthesised voice possessed of a rather convincing degree of fear and alarm.
The gorilla turned another sales pitch to matchwood as it smashed its way through in its pursuit of the accelerating velocipede, this time sending a cascade of miniature gargoyles and grotesques crashing into the road.
Cadence cried out. Ulysses snapped his head back round, facing forwards again in an instant.
“You have got to be kidding me,” he gasped, seeing the gaggle of frantic nuns scattering before them.
A lorry hurtled past to their immediate right, clipped the tip of the other wing, and then there was nowhere else for them to go.
Giving the throttle all she had, Cadence pulled the velocipede hard left. It climbed the makeshift ramp provided by a stack of second-hand books and took off over the parapet of the river wall as the speedometer needle registered forty-four miles an hour.




  

  

CHAPTER FIVE
  

  


The Silverback of Notre Dame

  

AND THEN THEY were flying.
The pitch of the velocipede’s engine rose as the contraption soared through the air with startling grace, the formidable façade of Notre Dame appearing over the tops of the trees that lined the Quai de Montebello further on. The Seine was a colourless mirror below them, its surface presenting a rippling inverted impression of the buildings lining its sculpted banks. Ahead of them, only a few tantalising yards away, rose the stone wall of yet another of the many bridges that connected the Île de la Cité to the rest of Paris.
Ulysses held his breath and clung on, his arms tight around the Cadence’s waist.
Forty-four miles an hour, she had said, that was the magic number. With Cadence’s fingers still tight on the throttle that was what the speedometer was reading now, only they weren’t flying – they were falling.
The damage sustained by the extendable wings had resulted in them becoming twisted at the wrong angle. Ulysses realised the tail had been knocked out of kilter too and was no longer helping to stabilise the vehicle’s arcing flight over the Seine. If anything, it was causing it to wobble so that Ulysses feared the girl might lose her battle to control the bike altogether.
In that moment of heightened stress he held his breath, taking in everything around him in minute detail. He saw the parapet of the bridge looming before them, the reflection of the bike upon the waters below, the enraged face of the bellowing beast as it extricated itself from the splintered remains of an artist’s stall behind them.
“Come on! Come on!” Cadence hissed at the velocipede.
“Come on! Come on!” the automaton cried from the pannier.
And then the velocipede touched down. The back wheel clipped the parapet, throwing the contraption forward, both engine and tyres screeching as traction was achieved, and in the next instant the bike hared off again.
Cadence swore fruitily as she tried to retain control of the wildly weaving bike at the same time as trying to dodge the slow-witted gawping members of the public who hadn’t yet had the good sense to get out of the way.
It wasn’t that she was particularly trying to preserve anyone’s life, other than her own and that of her passenger. It was just that if they collided with someone, chances were they would be thrown off the velocipede and left at the mercy of the pursuing primate.
Within seconds – having avoided a smoky haulage wagon, charabancs painted in the colour of the French flag, and a bicycle-riding onion salesmen – they were careening across a pedestrian crossing, to a chorus of screams from nurses pushing perambulators and the abusive shouts of cantankerous old men armed with gnarled walking sticks, and onto the cobblestoned square that lay in the shadow of the Western Façade of Notre Dame cathedral.
The bestial roar had Ulysses looking back over his shoulder and Cadence revving the throttle again, steering the velocipede between the crowds of tourists and the unlicensed salesmen trying to flog replicas of the cathedral in myriad forms to the susceptible – everything from clumsy watercolours, through mass-produced ceramic casts of the Western Façade, to machine-stamped key-fobs.
The gorilla exploded from the stand of stalls at the edge of the square, sending easels and prints spinning through the air like a flight of startled pigeons to the screams of the terrified tourists.
“Shit!” Cadence gasped, catching sight of the beast out of the corner of her eye.
“Look out! Raawk!”
With a swipe of one massive arm, the monster caught the tail fin of the velocipede, pulling the assembly away from the bike. Momentum kept the contraption hurtling forwards but it was wildly out of control now.
Panicking people fled before them, scattering left and right as the bike ploughed onwards, the façade of the cathedral looming large now ahead of them.
Cadence applied the brakes and nothing happened.
She swore again, and yanked hard left on the handlebars.
The velocipede went into a skidding slide, engine parts kicking up fat sparks from the cobbles as they made contact with the ground.
“Off!” Ulysses shouted, as the velocipede piled into the railings erected in front of the cathedral.
The fence had probably never been intended to stop hurtling steam velocipedes from damaging the eight hundred year-old stonework, but right now it had that fortuitous effect nonetheless.
“And don’t even think about saving the parrot!”
Pulling the gasping girl after him, Ulysses barged through the sluggish, startled crowds at the entrance and into the gloom of the cathedral’s interior.
Usually he would have done anything he could to keep innocent bystanders safe from harm but desperate times, as the saying went, called for desperate measures. He didn’t have the means to hurt the ape, he knew that, so his best bet was to try and trap it or trick it into injuring itself, somehow. He hadn’t worked out the details yet. As ever, he was making it up as he went along.
The life of his true love was what was really at stake here. Everything else – hunting down the Rue Morgue murderer, escaping the ape, proving himself innocent of the crime of which he had been accused by the gendarmes and popular public opinion – was all simply the means to one end. Saving Emilia Oddfellow from the fate that awaited her on the Moon.
After the bright May sunshine outside, the medieval church seemed possessed of an almost preternatural gloom. It was as if they had stepped back in time.
The tiny, high windows and subtle chandelier lighting dotted throughout the building kept things very much as Ulysses imagined the church must have looked when it was first finished some time in the 1200s. Of course the semi-darkness only served to make the stained glass all the more striking.
Ulysses had visited Notre Dame once before, before making his world record-breaking attempt on the Paris-Dakar rally. Unfortunately now wasn’t the time for sight-seeing, but that previous visit had left him with a useful working knowledge of the layout of the cathedral, including the location of the chapels and shrines and tombs to various saints, churchmen and knights, along with the best place where you might be able to escape from a rampaging cyber-gorilla.
“This way!” he said, pulling Cadence towards a narrow doorway half hidden behind wax-dripping candelabra and information signs.
Yet more screams chased them all the way to the aged tower door. It was unlocked and turning the heavy iron handle, Ulysses pushed it open, setting off up the stone spiral staircase beyond.
His legs burning, sweat pouring from his brow, he didn’t slow his pace one jot, taking the stairs two at a time, and hauling Cadence after him all the way.
Their footsteps echoed throughout the spiralling passageway. Through the open door at the bottom of the staircase they caught distorted cries of alarm and gruff primate barks.
But soon all Ulysses could hear was the pounding of their footsteps on the stone stairs, their breathless panting, and the dub-dub dub-dub tattoo of his own heartbeat in his ears.
At last the staircase gave out onto a landing and from there, through another creaking door, the two gasping fugitives found themselves in the attic-like belfry of the cathedral’s South Tower. Curtains of dusty spider webs fluttered in the breeze while dried leaf litter had collected in the corners of the chamber, along with the debris of deconstructed pigeons’ nests.
Apart from the contented cooing of a number of still resident pigeons, the fluttering of the spider webs and the ever-present breeze, the atmosphere within the belfry was still.
The great bourdon bell, Emmanuel, hung before them in the gloom, verdigrised with age. It was an ancient thing that had marked the passing hours for more than three hundred years.
“Hang on,” Ulysses said, his voice sounding loud within the stillness of the loft space, holding up a hand for quiet even though Cadence hadn’t said a word.
“What?” she half-whispered.
“Listen. Do you hear that?”
“Hear what? I don’t hear anything.”
“Indeed. That’s what I’m worried about.”
“The ape,” Cadence said slowly.
With a splintering crash that hurt their ears, half a ton of metal, meat and bad attitude burst through the belfry floor and landed with a crash in front of Ulysses, trailing broken floorboards. With the tower loft now open to the cathedral below, a cacophonous chorus of screams and panicked shouts rose to meet them.
The gorilla locked its beady gaze on Ulysses and growled, nostrils flaring, its massive chest and shoulders heaving as it recovered its breath for a minute.
Behind him, Ulysses sensed Cadence backing away towards the door.
Ulysses flexed his hands.
The ape took a purposeful step towards him, resting the great hairy knuckles of its ham-sized hands on the rough boards before it.
Once again the dandy adventurer found himself wishing he had a gun or his trusty sword-stick to hand. But surely there was something here in the belfry that he could use to at least slow, if not actually stop, the beast?
The first time he had run into the beast, it was the damage he had done to one of the ape’s mechanical components that ultimately saved him. The second time, he had had to play dead. If he couldn’t harm the brute physically, perhaps he would do best to try his original approach again and take out some vital component or other.
The beast snorted and took another knuckling step forward. No matter what its controllers had set it to do, it was going to enjoy settling its grudge with the dandy, Ulysses was sure of it.
Ulysses shot another desperate glance around the attic, at the peg-pinned joists, the exposed boards, the stone walls. Surely there was something here he could use?
The gorilla shuffled its massive bulk forward another step.
Ulysses took a wary step backwards, his one eye glancing from the killer gorilla to the beams and back again. If he could somehow work his way up onto one of those joists he might then be able to drop down onto the ape’s back and from there disconnect something vital from the primate’s cybernetic rig.
All he needed was a distraction.
But the ape had had enough. Rising to its full height, it beat its heavy fists on its broad, muscular chest, making a bellowing declaration of its murderous intent that left Ulysses in no doubt as to what it was planning to do to him.
Once again Ulysses did the only thing common sense and instinct told him he could do, given the circumstances. He turned and ran.
He heard the grunt of anger and effort as the ape kicked off behind him. The dandy barely managed to keep ahead of its bounding advance.
The ape leapt again.
One heavy steel vambrace clipped the Emmanuel, the thirteen tons of bell metal chiming in response.
Ulysses threw his hands over his ears, his face a rictus of pain as the bell’s reverberations passed right through him, setting every bone in his body vibrating in response, or so it seemed. But he kept running for the door.
Cadence was there, at the threshold to the belfry, doubled up, crippled by the pain of the great bell’s peal.
Unable to stop himself, at the door Ulysses turned and looked back to see what had become of the ape.
Whatever agony he was having to endure, it was nothing compared to the ape’s suffering.
He could hear the great beast’s yowling over the reverberations of the bell as the animal staggered back across the belfry, its huge hands clutching its head.
That was all Ulysses needed to know.
Re-entering the loft space, gritting his teeth against the dolorous clanging, he picked up a broken end of floorboard and struck the bell again.
His assault did little to raise another note from the bell, but did cause him to cry out in pain as his shoulder jarred at the impact. He tried again, in spite of the aching bullet wound, only this time his swing connected with the clapper.
The first shock of the clapper the brazen wall made the framework upon which it was mounted quiver, and a clear booming note rang from its vibrating surface.
The ape screamed again, its agonised hollering all but drowned out by the tolling of the bell.
Barely-tamed lightning crackled around its electrode-implanted skull in a halo of electrical fire, the thick steel rods humming like tuning forks inside the ape’s brain.
Ulysses dealt the clapper another resounding blow, feeling his teeth shaking in response to the thrumming bong the Emmanuel bell returned.
The whole tower trembled; woodwork, leads, cut stones, all groaned at once.
The altered primate could barely walk now. It stumbled backwards, eyes shut tight against the pain, its chisel-filled mouth open in one unending howl, sparks flying from its skull-rods.
The animal’s eyes suddenly snapped open, the beady black pupils back-lit by the intense red glow of overheating metal components. But to Ulysses’ mind the crimson light was the unforgiving blaze of interminable hatred.
The ape took one more step back –
–and disappeared through the hole it had made in the belfry floor. It dropped like it was half a ton of solid granite.
With the great bell still thrumming behind him, Ulysses sprinted to the splintered gap and, apparently heedless of the risk to himself, hauled himself half over the edge to peer down into the vaulted void of the church below.
But there was no sign of the ape. The stone-flagged floor far below was devoid of any cybernetically-enhanced primate carcass.
He was so used to the continuing screams that he barely noticed their presence.
Risking life and limb, pulling himself further through the hole, he peered down into the inverted cathedral, twisting his head this way and that.
The clear high sound of breaking glass had him shifting his position again in time to see the gorilla swing from a supporting buttress and through the ornate rose window in the western end of the building. Broken glass rained down into the church, the work of medieval craftsmen that had survived the centuries up until that moment sparkling like cut diamonds in the sudden sunlight as the screaming ape fled the cathedral.
And then the monster was gone.
Pulling himself back up through the hole into the belfry, Ulysses rolled onto his back before scrambling to his feet and catching the look in Cadence’s eyes.
“The chase is back on,” he said, an excited sparkle in his eye. “Only now the hunter has become the hunted.”




  

  

CHAPTER SIX
  

  


The Game is Afoot

  

“YOU HAVE TO trust me on this,” Ulysses insisted as he and Cadence Bettencourt ran back down the worn stone staircase of the South Tower. “The ape won’t be interested in chasing us anymore.”
“How can you be sure of that?”
“Because I’ve seen something like this happen before.”
Cadence grunted. She didn’t sound particularly impressed but she was still keeping up regardless. It seemed that she had decided that it was a better bet to keep Ulysses close than to lose him in the midst of this debacle.
“It’s clear to me now that whenever the ape suffers any sort of technological malfunction, some pre-programmed behaviour has it break off from the fight and – I’m hypothesising here, of course – return to base so that it can be repaired. You know the type of thing, I’m sure. Lovelace behaviour-algorithm: If injured, return to Base. Execute.”
“So basically, you think it’s running away?”
“Yes. We’ll be perfectly safe.”
“And I take it your definition of ‘safe’ might be somewhat different to everybody else’s?”
Ulysses didn’t even deign to answer that last quip.
  

  

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR AUGUSTE Dupin was just climbing out of the police-cab outside the cathedral of Notre Dame when the rose window exploded outwards in a starburst of whickering crystal shards as something burst through it.
It was something appalling; something that should not have existed. It was big and black and covered with thick hair, as well as myriad scars. Its muscular body was bound with all manner of electrical cables, its forearms were sheathed inside heavy iron cuffs and every joint in its body appeared to have been reinforced with thick metal screws.
All eyes were on the devastated window and the creature now dropping towards the cobbled plaza. It only took a moment for instinct to kick in and then the gendarmes hurried to get out of the way.
The great ape landed on the bonnet of Dupin’s cab. The engine block, axle and chassis buckled under the impact of half a ton of cybernetic gorilla, the back end bouncing into the air.
The axle snapped and one wheel was sent flying off into the stunned crowd. The other wheel folded in half, the tyre bursting with a loud pop.
Dupin fell to the floor as he tried to launch himself out of the way. Ignoring the pain of grazed knees and elbows, his attention was fully on the ape. At a blink he took in every minute detail of the beast.
He saw the blazing red-hot glare in its beady black eyes. He saw the sparking electrodes in its misshapen head. He saw the terribly muscled arms bound with cables and the wires plugged into its massive torso. He saw the forbidding yellow tusks cramming its mouth, and the hands capable of snapping a man’s neck as if it were no more than a twig. The beast was truly terrifying.
For a moment the primate’s furious glare fell on the Detective Inspector and he felt a knot of primal fear constrict his stomach.
And then the great ape took off again, the windshield of the cab shattering as the cyborg leapt clear again and landed in the middle of the cobbled square, sending more screaming tourists scattering. Before the shocked gendarmes could train their guns on the monster it was gone, swallowed by the narrow streets and crowding tenements of the Île de la Cité.
“Jesus Christ,” spluttered the youthful detective sergeant, “what was that?”
“That, I suspect,” Dupin replied with a chilling calm that surprised himself, “was our killer.”
“What?” The detective sergeant was flabbergasted.
“That was the Rue Morgue murderer.”
  

  

“COME ON!” ULYSSES panted, sprinting for the door. “We can’t let it get away. Do you think that velocipede of yours will still fly?”
Ulysses burst back into daylight to be met by angry gasps of surprise, the clatter of pistols being primed and trained on him, and shouts of, “Stop, police!”
The dandy skidded to an abrupt halt, automatically raising his hands in surrender.
“It’s him!” one of the gendarmes at the periphery of the crowd called out. “It’s the Rue Morgue murderer!”
“It’s the murderer,” came a cry from the crowd.
“It’s the Rue Morgue killer.”
“It’s him, did you see? It’s the murderer.”
Ulysses didn’t dare move a muscle. He shot Cadence a glance and saw that she had her hands up and was staring unblinkingly at the semi-circle of armed officers before them.
Ulysses couldn’t help wondering what the gendarmes made of the two of them, him looking like a pirate on shore leave and Cadence in her velocipede leathers.
There was a commotion at the back of the crowd and a police-cab trundled away across the square after the ape. He didn’t fancy the gendarmes’ chances of catching up with the beast.
As he and Cadence stood there, waiting and watching, a man in a long beige coat with smartly coiffured black hair emerged from the police line and confidently approached them.
Everything about his manner suggested that he did not fear for his safety. So, Ulysses thought, either he was confident he could take a man wanted for murder in a fist fight, or he suspected what Ulysses already knew – that the dandy wasn’t guilty.
“You know we’ve been looking all over the city for you?” the man said.
“I did have an inkling,” Ulysses replied, “but you should have been looking for that ape.”
Slowly lowering his hands, he offered one to the policeman. This had the gendarmes anxiously re-adjusting their aim on the scruffy-looking individual.
“Ulysses Quicksilver, at your service.”
Slowly, not once taking his eyes off the fugitive’s face, the other man took Ulysses’ hand and shook it. The man opened his mouth to speak, but before he could the dandy interrupted him.
“Let me guess. You must be Detective Inspector Dupin.”
“That’s right.”
“How did he know that?” spluttered a younger man standing a few paces behind the Detective Inspector.
“Calm down, sergeant. I would think he read my name in the papers, wouldn’t you?”
“Any relation?” Ulysses asked.
“I’m sorry?”
“To the famed Auguste Dupin, I mean.”
“Yes, as it happens.”
“Well, I suppose I should thank you, Inspector.”
“For what?”
“For not having your men shoot me on sight. I take it we have an understanding?”
“An understanding?”
“You understand that I wasn’t responsible for the Rue Morgue murders.”
Behind the Detective Inspector the gendarmes began shooting each other confused glances.
Dupin fixed Ulysses with a hard, appraising stare.
“I don’t know what you are, but you’re not the murderer. But I can’t quite shake the feeling that you might yet be able to help us with our enquiries just the same.”
“So what brings you to Notre Dame on a lovely day like today?”
“That thing.”
“The over-grown monkey,” the detective sergeant piped up.
“I think you’ll find it’s a gorilla,” Ulysses corrected, “or at least it was.”
“Same difference.”
“No, not really.”
“As soon as I heard the reports coming in from the Louvre and elsewhere about a giant gorilla on the rampage I had a feeling I had found what I’d been looking for all along. And you?”
“Being chased by the aforementioned cyber-ape,” Ulysses said. “An unfortunate side effect of trying to solve the Rue Morgue murders for you, Inspector.”
“And who might you be, Mademoiselle?” Dupin said, turning his attention to Cadence.
“Cadence Bettencourt,” she said, lowering her hands, but making no move to get better acquainted with the inspector.
“Bet-ten-court,” the detective sergeant repeated as he wrote the name down in his notebook.
“That’s right. Niece to Gustav Lumière,” she added, “the monster’s third victim.”
“Ah,” Dupin said, his face suddenly lighting up. “So it was you who called in about the ape.” His expression darkened once more just as quickly. “You could have given us your name.”
“That was my fault, Inspector,” Ulysses stepped in gallantly. “Mademoiselle Bettencourt did that as a favour to me, to give me a chance to try to clear my name.”
“You could have come straight to us as well,” Dupin pointed out, his face severe.
“I could, but I was the most wanted man in the city at the time. Do you really think I would have been able to progress my investigation so quickly if I had?”
“Perhaps.”
“Well, there were other complications to take account of as well,” Ulysses went on.
“And you might yet face charges. Both of you,” Dupin added.
“For what?” Cadence cut in, indignantly.
“Endangering innocent lives. Withholding evidence from the police. Obstructing a police investigation,” Dupin said. He turned back to Ulysses then. “You could have killed one of my men up on that roof!”
“They could have killed me! But thankfully nobody died and now we’re all friends so let’s say no more about it, shall we?” He looked pointedly at the guns still pointing in his direction.
Dupin turned to the gendarmes, as if only just remembering that they were still there. “Put those away. Now!”
Reluctantly the officers did as instructed.
“So, you believe me,” Ulysses said, the relief plain in his voice.
“I believe you know more than you’ve told me so far,” the Inspector replied, “which actually isn’t very much. I also believe you might also be able to help with the matter of another unexplained death.”
Ulysses raised an eyebrow at this last comment.
“Indeed I might, but I would suggest our more pressing problem right now regards the killer gorilla that’s fleeing through the streets of Paris as we speak.”
“You might have a point there. But what’s the connection?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Between the victims. A penniless composer and this young lady’s uncle.”
“An acoustician,” Cadence interjected.
“And you, Monsieur Quicksilver.”
“And don’t forget the ordinateur auteur,” Ulysses added.
“There’s another?”
“Indeed, but one that’s been passed off as a suicide. A certain Pierre Courriel Pascal. But as to the connection... I don’t know. At least, not yet. But the villain of this piece–”
“Leroux,” Cadence interrupted again.
“Beware Leroux!” came a croaking electronic voice from within the wreckage of the velocipede. A couple of the gendarmes looked round in surprise.
“Or so we believe,” Ulysses added. “Anyway, he clearly feared I was close to uncovering the connection otherwise he wouldn’t have risked sending his killer after me in broad daylight.
“Whatever he has planned, it’s going to happen soon else he wouldn’t have risked exposing himself like that. But he must also believe that we won’t be able to stop him in time and thereby thwart his plan – whatever that might be.”
“You can deduce all this but you can’t come up with a connection?” Dupin said, sounding like a disappointed school teacher.
“Actually, I do have one idea.”
“And what’s that?”
“I think his unstoppable scheme has something to do with the late Roussel’s latest composition, Black Swan.”
Dupin’s face went dark. “That premiere is today, at the Paris Opera.”
“But if we can track the ape back to wherever it’s heading, I believe we might be able to stop Leroux before he has a chance to put his plan into operation.”
“So this Leroux could be anywhere,” the Inspector said.
“No, not anywhere. He will be wherever that ape is going. And if not him, then his accomplice at least.”
“You don’t think this Leroux is working alone?” Cadence asked.
“Hang on, are we talking about Valerius Leroux here, the philanthropist and renowned butterfly collector?”
“That’s the bastard,” Cadence growled, her eyes glistening with tears.
“Bastard! Bastard!” came the crowing voice again.
“But if we don’t catch up with that ape, I fear that when we run into him again – if we run into him again – by then it will all be too late. The damage will have been done.”
“I have officers in pursuit as we speak,” Dupin said.
“Begging your pardon, Inspector, but they haven’t got a hope of catching that brute before it goes to ground,” Ulysses said.
“And I suppose you have?”
“Do you think that thing will still fly?” he asked Cadence whilst eyeing the velocipede.
The engineer joined him in his appraisal of the crumpled contraption.
“If it’s the only chance I’ve got of paying Leroux back for the murder of my uncle, I’ll damn well make sure it does.”
  

  

UP IN THE air, feeling the wind rushing through his hair was utterly exhilarating. Ulysses had enjoyed many an aerial flight before, but nothing quite like this one.
“Down there!” he shouted over the roar of the wind.
Below them, Paris was laid out like a street map, their bird’s-eye view allowing Ulysses and Cadence to see things that were denied to the police pursuing the ape on the ground.
They saw the flashing light of the police pursuit vehicle and heard the wail of its siren as the velocipede purred through the sky above the city, its canvas wings snapping in the wind.
The police-cab was rattling along a canyon-like street between tall, crowding tenements. It was clear from Ulysses’ vantage point that the gendarmes in pursuit were proceeding through a combination of sheer guesswork and the desperate knowledge that they couldn’t let the beast get away. The truth of the matter was that the cyber-gorilla was now bounding across the rooftops of the city again, having already left the police several streets behind.
As Cadence swung the velocipede around after the ape, closing with it all the time, the beast suddenly disappeared from view.
Cadence cursed. “Where did it go?”
“Down.”
“Down where?”
“Down there!” the parrot-simulacrum squawked.
With the careful application of rudder and aileron, the velocipede commenced its descent.
Ulysses thought he caught sight of the gorilla once more as it swung itself from a balcony to an alleyway below but then it was gone again.
Mere moment later, the velocipede was on the ground, at the end of the same cul-de-sac, its tyres finding traction once more on the cobbles.
Ulysses’ heart was hammering like the pistons of the velocipede’s steam-engine. They couldn’t have lost it; they had been so close!
Cadence took the velocipede to the end of the alleyway and killed the engine.
“What do we do now?” she said with a frustrated sigh.
“What now? What now?” echoed the bird.
There was nothing there.
Nothing but the heavy iron disc of a manhole cover set into a steel ring within the cobbles, not quite fully back in place, the muck and grime at its rim smeared with great fat fingerprints.
“We keep after it, Mademoiselle Bettencourt,” Ulysses said, dismounting from the back of bike and cautiously approaching the manhole. “After all, the game is now, most definitely, afoot!”




  

  

CHAPTER SEVEN
  

  


Old Ghosts

  

“OPERA, I WILL admit, is not to everyone’s taste,” the man known variously as Le Papillon and Valerius Leroux said, stopping at the entrance to Dr Montague Moreau’s makeshift laboratory, “but one cannot help but wonder at the melodrama it provokes within its audience.”
“Far as I’m concerned, going to the opera’s like getting drunk,” Moreau grunted.
“Really?” Le Papillon sighed. “Do enlighten me, please.”
“In that it’s a sin that carries its own punishment with it.”
The anarchist’s house guest had his eyes locked on the monitor attached to the control console in front of him. The grainy image displayed upon it was being relayed directly via the optical feed from the nerves behind the gorilla’s eyeballs.
“That aside, even the sublime Madame Butterfly will be as nothing compared to the melodrama my own commission will wring from the hearts of every one of this great city’s inhabitants when Black Swan opens on the stage above us in only a matter of” – he glanced at his wristwatch – “less than a quarter of an hour.”
Le Papillon thought that such a dramatic revelation deserved more than the disinterested grunt the doctor gave it, so absorbed was he with his pet’s progress through the city’s sewer systems. This vexed the butterfly collector. An artist needed an audience, or at least an appreciative comment every now and again.
“I must admit, I will miss this place,” he said, as he looked around his lair for the last time. His gaze lingered first on his butterfly collection – so proudly, and immaculately, displayed on his study wall – and then the dramatically-altered pipe organ.
The former had taken him years to collect, catalogue and ultimately display to best effect. If it hadn’t been for the latter he probably wouldn’t have been here now, standing on the edge of eternity, on the verge of creating his greatest artistic masterpiece yet.
If it hadn’t been for the haunting echoes of his great-grandfather’s private organ recital, here in the bowels of the Palais Garnier, his great-grandmother might never have discovered his lair and found her Angel of Music, hiding his deformity in the subterranean depths.
The destruction of it all was a high price to pay, but it had all been a means to the end, and only he – with his vision of eternity – could see the bigger picture, could understand how the world would be changed afterwards.
But what did it matter if his home and all his possessions were lost in the process? Great art always demanded sacrifice, and what he had planned would be the greatest ever created, putting to shame the works of such men as Da Vinci, Monet and Rodin.
It mattered not. He was an artist, a creator. He would start again, rebuild. After all, where was the challenge, the joy, in maintaining the status quo? Things changed, no matter how hard people struggled to deny it. Things aged, they decayed; it was impossible to halt the spread of entropy. Change was the only constant, chaos the only logical choice in an illogical world.
Besides, when he was done and his work completed, he would have enough money to build his own Opera House. His butterfly collection was a rare thing but it was also complete, the specimens locked within their timeless bubbles, frozen in a moment of eternity. He needed a new challenge, a new subject to collect. Stamps, perhaps, or maybe capital cities.
Once he was done with Paris, he could move on to Berlin, or Rome, or Madrid – see what wonders he could work abroad upon the face of the Earth. And when the Earth held no more challenges for him, he was sure there was work for him to do on the Moon. Then again, a man of his very particular talents was sure to find gainful employment on Mars.
No, on this day Valerius Leroux would die in the disaster that would envelop Paris. But Le Papillon, like the butterfly emerging from its chrysalis, would rise again in the aftermath of the catastrophe and begin his work anew, continuing in a never-ending cycle of death and rebirth.
That was one thing the disgraced former Prime Minister of Magna Britannia had been right about. The great nations of the world, humankind itself, needed to evolve or it would die like every planet-dominating species before it. Only a year before, Uriah Wormwood had offered the stagnating behemoth of an empire a unique opportunity, and the agents of order – misguided idiots hide-bound by their prehistoric concepts of order and stability – had resisted the change.
But the world had changed nonetheless, maybe not as much as Wormwood might have hoped, but it had most definitely changed. And besides, change could only ever be diverted, slowed temporarily. It could not be stopped.
Those who couldn’t handle that truth branded Le Papillon a villain, a terrorist, an anarchist, insane. He was a bastard, and he was happy to admit that, but then it was in his blood. He was from a long line of bastards, his grandfather the illegitimate result of the deformed genius Erik’s obsessive love for the ingénue Christine Daaé.
Le Papillon returned his attention to Doctor Moreau. “Something is troubling you,” he stated bluntly. “Did the ape... Ishmael” – he spat the name, rather than spoke it – “complete his mission?”
“Well...” Moreau began.
Le Papillon bristled. “Well? Is that all you have for me? Well? A simple yes or no is all I require.”
“No is never a simple answer, is it?”
“When I am forced to risk exposing this whole operation prematurely, I do not expect ‘Well’ as an answer.” The man’s face was suddenly as pale as the marble from which it appeared to have been carved. He stood perfectly still, centring his anger, fists bunched, his knuckles as white as his alabaster visage.
“Well, look at it this way,” Moreau said, still not making eye contact with the lepidopterist. “That little risk you’re talking about has led the police to the very man they were hunting for the Rue Morgue murders. So I’d say that rather gets them off our back, wouldn’t you? Besides, Ishmael will have lost those bloody gendarmes as soon as he took to the rooftops again. They’ll never catch him and they’ll never connect him to us.”
“But what of Quicksilver? What of him?”
“He’ll be under arrest and in police custody by now.”
“But he met me, in person.”
“He’ll never believe that the man who was helping him flee the country, whilst on the run from the police, was the same man who sent a cybernetic gorilla to kill him.”
“You say that...” No plan ever survived contact with the enemy. “Where’s the ape now?”
“Ishmael’s in the sewers, heading home.”
“Home?”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yes, I know exactly what you mean.” Le Papillon scowled. “How long until it reaches us?”
“Ten minutes, tops.”
“Then I want us ready to leave in five.”
Moreau turned to face him at long last. “Five?”
“Is the portable unit ready?”
Moreau jerked his head towards the object on the table behind him, his eyes back on the monitoring systems. The device was the same size as a handheld kine-camera and looked like a small cathode ray screen attached to a large magnifying lens handle. It was covered in all manner of lights, switches, dials and buttons. It was also currently connected to the doctor’s control desk via a coiled cable and was humming gently to itself.
“Yes, I can see that it’s there, but is it ready?” Le Papillon pressed.
“It will be when it’s finished charging.”
“And how long will that take?”
Quitting the console with an annoyed huff, Moreau got to his feet and turned his attention to the humming device. “Couple of minutes,” he said gruffly. “How about your little box of tricks over there?” The doctor nodded towards the corrupted and cannibalised pipe organ.
“I merely need to flick the switch to activate it,” Le Papillon said, a smirk of pride suddenly manifesting itself upon his face. “And I believe I can hear the orchestra tuning up even as we speak.”
A monitor hidden amongst the additions Pascal had made to the grand instrument displayed the feed from a camera hidden within the orchestra pit several storeys above. On it, the anarchist could see the conductor flexing his arms as the musicians under his command warmed up.
The strident ringing of the telephone cut through the background electrical hum taking over the cellar lair. He had built this place back up from the derelict ruin it had become following his great-grandfather’s death to the bijou abode it was now, having rediscovered it when his mother brought him to the Palais Garnier as a child.
The telephone continued to ring.
“Aren’t you going to get that?” Moreau asked, disconnecting the handheld unit from the main console and bundling a pile of papers into a doctor’s bag open on the workbench behind him, along with all manner of other odds and sods.
Breathing in deeply through his nose, to demonstrate his irritation, Le Papillon strode the length of the cellar past the humming pipe organ, to his immaculate study space.
Such rudeness! The man was an oaf, little more than an uncouth lout, despite all his obvious talent with cybernetics and its associated Babbage and Lovelace disciplines. If he hadn’t needed to keep him around in order to keep the ape in check, the anarchist would have stove his skull in there and then using his cunning box of tricks, and left him to suffer the same fate as those who were even now taking their seats ready to experience the world premiere of the late Carmine Roussel’s posthumous masterpiece.
Soon, of course, he would need neither the ape nor the organ grinder. He would savour that moment, when it came.
Reaching for the phone trembling on his desk he lifted the handset. “Yes?”
“What’s going on, Le Papillon?” came the familiar, yet still unnervingly distorted English-accented voice.
The lepidopterist hesitated, composing himself before answering.
“Everything is still on schedule.”
“Is it? Is it really? My intelligence would suggest otherwise,” the voice came again, its cadences a crackling snarl.
“Your... intelligence?”
“I have been monitoring police channels–”
“Checking up on me, are you?”
“And something seems to be – how shall I put this? – awry.”
“Nothing is awry. There is nothing to worry about. Everything is going according to plan.”
“And that includes a silverback going on the rampage through central Paris, does it? I take it that was you.”
“Very well, there was a slight hitch – one of yours actually – nothing more than a fly in the ointment, shall we say? We sent the ape to deal with it.”
Le Papillon could sense the tension at the other end of the line.
“What do you mean, one of ours?”
“An Englishman.” The tension was making him feel uncomfortable, and he didn’t like to be made to feel uncomfortable. “Name of Quicksilver.”
“Ulysses Quicksilver? What’s Quicksilver doing in Paris?” the voice shrieked, forcing Le Papillon to move the handset away from his ear.
“At this moment? Being locked away in a nice police cell, I should think.” He hoped he sounded more convinced than he felt.
“Do not underestimate Quicksilver.”
“Soon it won’t matter where he is or what he’s doing at the time,” Le Papillon said, his arrogant confidence returning.
“Spare me the details, I don’t need to know. Just make sure you’ve looked his corpse in the eye before you start boasting that he’s dead. He’s been dead before.”
“Talking of mortality,” Le Papillon interjected, “as the old saying has it, time and tide wait for no man, and so I must bid you farewell. You know how it is: things to do, an apocalypse to arrange, a populace to massacre. But before I go, can you confirm that payment will be made to the designated Swiss bank account as arranged when we first made our Devil’s bargain? After all, an apocalypse doesn’t come cheap.”
“When Paris falls, the minute it hits the news here, the money will be transferred to your account.”
Le Papillon heard a click and the line went dead.
The echoing chords and opening phrases of an overture wafted through the cellar walls to the anarchist’s ears.
“Doctor Moreau?” Le Papillon called, suddenly transfixed by one particular specimen mounted on the wall in front of him. “The swan is flying and the storm is about to break. It is time we were gone.”
Placing the handset carefully back on its cradle, Le Papillon made his way back through the cellar, a framed specimen case in one hand.
He stopped before the pipe organ, with its spilling cable guts and flowering trumpet horns, listening to the sounds being produced by the musicians of the orchestra and their maestro united to produce a performance of the utmost beauty and harmonious delight.
Caught up in the rapture of the moment, he wondered if this was how his great-grandfather had felt when, lost within his music, Le Papillon’s great-grandmother had found him there and learned his terrible secret.
His hand hovered over the activation button for a moment as a lilting refrain lifted him from the mundane into an ethereal realm of light and beauty, taking him out of the world for a moment to join the ghosts of his forebears in the eternal.
Roussel really had been a genius. His death was such a loss to the world, and yet the world did not know it. But after today the man and his music would be remembered forever, Le Papillon had made sure of that–
A finger descended and the deed was done. Change had won out in the end and the world would never be the same again.




  

  

CHAPTER EIGHT
  

  


The Final Curtain

  

ULYSSES BOLDLY LED the way through the stinking darkness of the Paris sewers, impressed by Cadence’s own indefatigable resolve, his face set in a permanent grimace.
What was it about villains and their underground lairs? Why could they only ever be reached by traversing the channels that transported society’s effluence through the dark? There was probably a moral in there somewhere, and Ulysses might have searched for it himself if it wasn’t for the vile, gag-inducing miasma that had a grip of his lungs now.
They advanced by the light cast by one of the velocipede’s lamps. Cadence had removed it with a handy screwdriver taken from the utility belt at her waist. Its battery-powered yellow glow pushed back the gloom.
The clopping sound their booted feet made on the railed path along which they advanced was accompanied by the gurgle of brackish water and an echoing drip.
Progress might have been bold, but it was also slow, Ulysses half expecting the ape to jump out at them from a dismal alcove or adjoining tunnel at any moment. It wasn’t hard to follow the monster’s passage through the hidden sumps and culverts. It had clearly been forced to crouch to proceed along the mouldering brick tunnels. There were scuff marks in the sludge on the walls and scratch marks had been gouged in the brickwork by the beast’s hulking augmetics.
And it was these scratch marks that eventually led Ulysses Quicksilver and Cadence Bettencourt to the deserted cellar.
A wheel-locked steel door, corroded by the accumulated foetid faecal fumes of ages, opened onto a dank brick-lined passageway.
The first thing that struck Ulysses was the music. It carried through the vaulted cellars in a polyphonic tide, one melody surging to rise above another before that too was subsumed by an alternative counterpoint phrase.
The tunnel led into a network of vaulted cellars and sunken chambers.
The first chamber they came to was a makeshift laboratory, complete with a metal caged gurney and Babbage-unit control desk. The darkness was permeated by a blue glow of electrical discharge that made Ulysses’ hair stand on end. He had spent more than enough time in such places to last him a lifetime – the lab under Umbridge House on Ghestdale, not to mention Doktor Folter’s torture chamber-cum-surgery at the heart of Castle Frankenstein – and so hurried on.
From the laboratory, the cellars opened out into a wide vaulted space, lit by wall-mounted lights. The grand space looked less like a cellar and more like some kind of auditorium. It was dominated by an immense organ, a masterful creation of the organ-maker’s artifice.
But the marvellous mechanical pipe organ had clearly been the victim of some terrible musical desecration. Its internal workings had been exposed to the world and all manner of electrical components – yard after yard of spooled wires, something that looked like a recording cylinder, not to mention several large trumpet-like protuberances – had been inserted into it. The marriage didn’t appear to have been a particularly happy one; the end result certainly wasn’t pretty, although it did possess a certain spectacular quality all of its own.
Buried at the heart of the construction was the core of a Babbage unit, or at least some form of ordinateur processor. A mass of cabling led from the machine to great holes in the ceiling above.
Ulysses moved on again, the waves of vibrating energy pulsing from the organ-thing giving him earache and making him feel light-headed.
The smell of the place was a strange melange of ozone, hot metal, an acrid animal scent, camphor and furniture polish.
Beyond the auditorium, the cellar shrank back into a passageway with arched openings leading off it, one of these leading in turn to an immaculately laid-out study. It all appeared very homely, in a clinically measured way, from the precisely mounted insect specimen cases – the majority of which were butterflies and moths – to the way the titles were aligned in the bookcase beside the spotless desk and the wingback armchair set at a precise forty-five degree angle in one corner.
But there was something wrong, one thing out of place amidst the order that drew Ulysses’ eye in an instant. A space, a gap in the otherwise near total coverage of specimen cases.
He resumed his wary exploration of the cellar lair, lamp in hand. There were other rooms; bedrooms – one immaculately presented as if no one had ever slept there, the other a total mess – a kitchen, a larder, a dining room, even a bathroom. But there was not another human soul present, beyond him and his companion, and there certainly wasn’t any sign of the ape.
The place was deserted, like the Marie Celeste had been, as if whoever had been living there had just stepped out for a minute.
“Where are we?” Cadence asked.
“It’s hard to be sure,” Ulysses said, joining her before the peculiar organ, despite the discomfort he felt stood before it.
He paused, concentrating on ignoring the pain and listening instead to the hum of the machine and the lilting music wafting from great sound amplification horns.
“But given the length of time it took us to cross the city by sewer and that we suspect Leroux is behind the Rue Morgue murders, one of the victims being Carmine Roussel whose last work Black Swan is premiering this very day – right now, probably – at the Paris Opera, and considering the music that’s being piped through this pipe organ right now, if I were to hazard a guess, I’d have to say that we were somewhere beneath the Opera House itself.”
The device was humming loudly, the vibration a strange counterpoint to the orchestral overture, the instrument’s open stops lending the music its own unnerving acoustic qualities. Ulysses could feel the vibration rising through the soles of his feet and making his legs feel like jelly. And was it his imagination or was the sensation intensifying?
He looked again at the machine. And that was when he saw it.
Resting on the upper register of the keyboard was a small, polished walnut frame, and pinned to the back board within was a single butterfly.
It was coloured orange and black, like a leaded stained glass window at sunset on a summer’s day, with white speckles around the edge of each wing.
“He knew we were coming,” Ulysses whispered.
“Leroux?”
“Or me, at least. He knew I was coming and he didn’t try to stop me. Which must mean that either he knew I’d be too late or...”
“Or what?”
“Oh shit!”
“What?”
“We’ve just walked into a trap.”
The dandy took in the cables, the winking lights of the ordinateur, the thrumming trumpets, shifting from foot to foot at the uncomfortable vibrations passing through him now. The humming sound was rising in intensity.
“And this must have something to do with this, must be some integral part of the snare. That’s the only explanation.”
“Shit!” Now it was the girl’s turn to swear.
“What? What is it?”
“I know what this is,” she said, her wide eyes scrutinizing the design of the organ. “Uncle Gustav hypothesised that such a thing could be created but I never thought...”
“What? Tell me!” Ulysses pressed. He could feel the fillings in his teeth vibrating in sympathy with the emanations coming from the curious device.
“It’s a sonic bomb.”
“A what?” Ulysses had to yell to be heard over the thrumming noise of the throbbing organ.
“It manipulates sound waves, modulating and concentrating them until the collected acoustic force is released in an explosion that acts not unlike a massive seismic event.”
“Like an earthquake, you mean?” His nose was running. He wiped the back of his hand across his upper lip and it came back red.
Cadence nodded.
“So what happens if this thing goes off?”
She looked at him, her face pale. “Everyone dies.”
“How long have we got until detonation?”
“I don’t know,” Cadence said, suddenly flustered. “I mean everything about this suggests that the music the orchestra is playing has clearly been composed in order to create the greatest acoustic tension possible as it builds.”
“How long?” he shouted.
“Ten minutes?”
“What happens if we can stop the orchestra before then?”
“The damage has been done, the feedback loop has already been created. Stopping the orchestra will only lessen the force of the blast, not dissipate the sound energy already collected and focused by the machine.”
It was getter harder and harder for the two of them to communicate.
“Then we haven’t a moment to lose,” Ulysses said, taking off his jacket and starting to roll up his sleeves.“Call Dupin and tell him what’s going on. Tell him he’s got to stop the performance and get everyone out as quickly as possible.”
“I can’t,” Cadence said, her personal communication device in her hand. “There’s no signal down here.”
Typical, Ulysses thought. “Then get to topside as quickly as you can and tell him in person. Now run!”
“And what are you going to do?”
“Try to defuse this bomb. What else?”
Blood was dripping from his nose and onto his shirt, spotting the floor in front of the organ-bomb.
“No!” Cadence shouted over the painful pulsing hum of the organ.
Ulysses shot her a furious glance.
“No,” she went on, “because we’re going to do this the other way round.”
Ulysses opened his mouth to argue.
“Because I’m the one with the engineering expertise. I’ll stay behind and dismantle the bomb while you warn Dupin.”
A strict middle-class Neo-Victorian upbringing taught him that he should protest, that good manners dictated that he should ensure the young lady was safe and take the more risky course of action himself, but Ulysses couldn’t fault her logic.
“Very well,” he said, “but I want you to know that I’m only going under protestation. And promise me, if it can’t be done, you’ll get out of here yourself. Don’t take any risks.”
“I think by far the greater risk,” she shouted over the relentless thrumming, “would be to...”
The rest of what she said was drowned out by the noise emanating from the weaponised pipe organ.
Turning on his heels, Ulysses set off at a run.
  

  

ANOTHER STEEL, WHEEL-LOCKED door led him to a flight of brick-laid steps that in turn brought him to a caged elevator. This he rode to a basement tunnel, and from there, via more doors – including one disguised to look like the back wall of a broom cupboard – and a service passageway, he found himself at last backstage at the Paris Opera.
The fact that he had been right about their location didn’t give him any sense of pride. A madman was prepared to unleash hell on the centre of Paris and hundreds if not thousands of people would die in this terrible terrorist atrocity if Ulysses and Cadence between them failed to avert the disaster. If Cadence failed to deactivate the bomb, Ulysses had to at least ensure that the Opera House had been evacuated.
It was a mercy to be free of the painful, nosebleed-inducing sonic vibrations.
Following the appropriate painted signs, picking up a number of disapproving looks along the way, he came at last to the foyer of the Palais Garnier to find Detective Inspector Dupin and his men already there.
“Quicksilver!” the policeman spluttered in surprise. “Where did you spring from?”
“There’s a bomb under the Opera House!” Ulysses gasped. “We have to get everyone out now!”
Dupin didn’t need to be told twice. The look in Ulysses’ remaining eye, coupled with the fact that he was there at all and hadn’t flown the coop when he so easily could have done, was a good enough guarantee for the Inspector that the dandy was telling the truth.
They set off together towards the auditorium, taking the steps of the grand staircase two at a time. Bypassing the flustered front of house staff they met at the doors to the main auditorium. Through the combination of a flash of Dupin’s badge and the fierce expression on Ulysses’ face, they burst into the gold-ornamented grandeur of the Paris Opera’s theatre.
The orchestra was in full swing, the ballet itself almost under way, the music swelling to fill the performance void, enhanced by the acoustics of the place. Dancing string melodies merged with parping brass, the tinkling of a piano and the crash of percussion, while the intruders’ unprompted entrance was met by a chorus of tuts, mutterings of disapproval and a fair amount of annoyed head-turning.
“You have to leave,” Ulysses said, turning to the man at the end of the row nearest to him. “Now!”
“Hey, get your own seat, buddy!”
“This is the police!” Dupin announced loudly to all around him. “You must leave immediately.”
The commotion they were making and the confusion that followed it was spreading throughout the auditorium now, the clamour causing heads to peer from balconies and boxes above.
The orchestra, however, played on.
“You have to go now!” Ulysses screamed, grabbing another man by the arm and physically hauling him out of his seat, much to the other’s obvious chagrin. “Get out while you still can!”
The conductor turned at that, fixing Ulysses with a fierce glare from his pedestal, but kept on conducting regardless. It was clear that nothing was going to halt the premiere of Black Swan.
The music swelled to a marvellous crescendo. Despite the desperate nature of his current situation, a part of Ulysses’ mind could still appreciate that Roussel’s final magnum opus had been a triumph.
A tremor passed through the floor of the auditorium, making Ulysses and the policemen start, and members of the audience jump in their seats.
Ulysses looked about him in panic, suddenly fearing for Cadence’s safety.
Then came another.
Even the orchestra felt it this time, the conductor faltering. There was a cracking sound from above him and a piece of ornamented plaster thudded onto the carpeted floor beside Ulysses.
Someone was screaming. He suddenly realised it was him. “Get out! Get out! GET OUT!”
A third tremor and the massive chandelier suspended high above the prized seats of the stalls began to jangle and shake.
“GET OUT!”
There were screams all around him now. And panic, and terror, and people running for the doors.
Ulysses joined the mass exodus of the Opera, the tide of humanity carrying him towards the exit as plaster shards rained down upon their heads.
He was barely through the auditorium doors himself when he felt the seismic shockwave that heralded the city’s demise.
And then the world turned upside down.
  

  


End of Part Two
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WHAT WILL COME 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 third and final thrilling instalment of Time's Arrow, “White Noise,” Paris faces utter destruction, and our hero is faced with a deadly dilemma. And what of the enigmatic Cadence Bettencourt, if she even survived the destruction of the Opera House? Is she to be trusted or not?
  

Is Cadence the friend she appears to be, helping a stranger in need out of native kindness?
  

or
  

Does Cadence have a hidden agenda, in service to those Ulysses is determined to stop?
  

For more information, and to cast your vote, head over to the Abaddon Books website now!
  

VOTING CLOSES ON FRIDAY, 15TH JUNE 2012!
  

WWW.ABADDONBOOKS.COM
  






  

In which the city of Paris faces destruction, and our hero is faced with a deadly dilemma.
  

But is Cadence Bettencourt to be trusted or not? Is she the friend she appears to be, or does she have a hidden agenda in offering to help our hero?
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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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