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Part Three
  

White Noise
  

~ May 1998 ~
  

“Lives of great men all remind us, we can make
our lives sublime, and, departing, leave behind us,
footprints on the sands of time.”
  

– Henry Wadsworth Longfellow




  

  

CHAPTER ONE
  

  


Aftershocks

  

WHITE NOISE.
Red pain.
Darkness...
  

  

HE’S AWARE OF the ringing in his ears before he’s aware of anything else. It’s like it’s never left him, like it’s always been there; a background buzzing, as if there’s a furious fly trapped in his auditory canal.
He tries to move but his body resists in painful protest. He’s lying on his back, of that much he’s certain, his arms and legs splayed out either side of him. His legs are trapped, his left arm too. He tentatively tries his right arm again, feeling grit rub against the palm of his hand.
He opens his one remaining eye but is met by nothing but darkness. He blinks, and waits, hoping that his vision will somehow become accustomed to the gloom of this lightless pit in which he now finds himself.
If only he could hear anything other than the constant buzzing in his ears, he might be able to find out more about his surroundings.
There’s blood in his mouth, the hot battery tang of it coating his tongue. There’s something sticking into his back. He tries to adjust his position, but his legs are still trapped.
He blinks against the impenetrable darkness, the utter blackness making his eye sore with straining. It’s more comfortable to keep it closed.
He strains to listen, his whole body tensing in frustration, until he is forced to give up in annoyance.
Panic waits for him, there in the darkness, but if he panics now he’s lost. Panic is the cringing beast that waits at the edge of the conscious mind, in the shadows at the edge of the impenetrable forest of the subconscious. Waiting, ready to pounce, and seize control when all reason has fled.
At least he can breathe. He can feel something on his chest, but it’s not heavy and moves with him as he takes a long, slow breath through his nose.
The air smells of plaster and charcoal. Dust particles tickle his nose, causing him to take a sharp involuntary breath. He coughs as more of the disturbed dust fills his mouth, spitting in an attempt to clear his mouth of saliva and blood.
His heart is pounding. He can feel the throb of the pulse in his wrist where something is pressing again it.
He can’t even move a hand to wipe the mess of spittle from his lips.
He takes another careful breath. And another.
And another.
He focuses on nothing but his breathing, and as he does so he calms his thumping heart.
Beginning to relax at last, he now focuses on the pressure of the pulse in his wrist and the throb of the pulse in his ears, visualising the blood being pushed around his body with every surge. And as he does so, his mind makes a connection between the dull thud of his heart and the pulsing of the sonic bomb buried in the basement in the phantom’s lair beneath the Paris Opera House.
And he remembers...
The immaculate study. The makeshift laboratory. The smell of animal musk and camphor and hot batteries. The brutalised pipe organ. The Monarch butterfly in its walnut frame, resting on the upper register of the pipe organ’s keyboard. The swelling sound of the orchestra filling the cellar. The pulses emanating from the weaponised instrument increasing in intensity with every arcing musical phrase, making his head throb and seeming to synchronise with the desperate beating of his heart.
Saying goodbye to Cadence Bettencourt, leaving her to disarm the sonic bomb. Blood streaming from his nose. The flight through the subterranean labyrinth of secret tunnels and maintenance passageways beneath the Paris Opera. Meeting Inspector Dupin again in the foyer. The soaring triumph that was Carmine Roussel’s posthumous greatest work, and his last thanks to Le Papillon’s murderous actions. Their desperate attempt to evacuate the auditorium, Ulysses himself being carried along by the wave of panicked humanity.
That was when the world had turned upside down. Then nothing, for he knew not how long, and now this; white noise, red pain, and impenetrable darkness.
He tries moving his trapped legs once more, slowly this time, gritting his teeth against the pain, and feels something shift. He cries out as the pressure against his shins increases, the crushing weight on his legs intensifying.
His voice sounds muffled in the claustrophobic darkness, but in the silence that follows his pained exhalation, as he is forced to draw breath again, he hears a voice. Muffled. Urgent.
“Hello!” he shouts, and coughs as he inhales another cloud of dust. “Hello! Over here!”
Voices again; more than one now.
It takes him a moment to realise that they are speaking French.
“Over here!” he calls again.
Footsteps. A sound like feet on mountain scree. The crack and tinkle of breaking glass.
He cries out again as something presses down on him from above. More urgent chatter and the pain eases.
And there’s light now; only a chink, but it’s better than nothing. Blinking urgently, he sees the swirling dust, coloured silver now, the pieces of broken plaster resting on his chest, and the curving arch of a once ornate candelabra, the weight of it crushing his legs.
The voices are clearer now and closer. Hands pull at the rubble and suddenly the light is more than he can stand and he squeezes his remaining eye shut against its glare.
“Monsieur Quicksilver?”
The intolerable pressure on his legs eases. The release from pain causes him to gasp in relief.
He can move his arms now too.
He feels a hand grab his and someone pulls him from the rubble.
  

  

“YOU’RE SURE YOU’RE okay?” Inspector Auguste Dupin asked as a look of anxious concern writ large upon his face.
“How’s the saying go? That which doesn’t kill you...”
“Only you look like shit. Like...”
“Like the Paris Opera House just fell on me?” Ulysses Quicksilver said.
“That wasn’t what I was going to say, but the analogy works just as well.” The rumour of a wry smile curled the corner of Dupin’s mouth.
Ulysses hadn’t made it further than the entrance foyer of the Palais Garnier when the sonic bomb detonated. He was still there now, after a fashion, sitting on the marble steps of the grand staircase. Only now the foyer benefited from what a desperate property developer might have described as an al fresco aesthetic.
Dawn was just breaking over the rooftops of Montreuil and early morning sunlight poured into the ruin of the now not-so-grand lobby. Dupin had told him he’d been trapped under the debris for hours. He had told him he was lucky to be alive. There were certainly plenty of others who hadn’t been so lucky.
The roof of the Opera Garnier lay about Ulysses’ feet. Much of it was now blocking the Place de la Bastille and the Rue Halévy beyond. The police were still helping ballet-goers from the rubble, but a number of shrouded bodies were already lying in the lee of what had once been the ticket office.
All things considered, Ulysses thought, it could have been a lot worse. They could have all died along with the Opera House.
There was no way of knowing yet how many had lost their lives in the disaster, how many had been injured, or how many might yet succumb to their injuries, but – he kept telling himself, like it was some kind a mantra – it could still have been a lot worse.
Dancers, musicians, backstage staff, passers-by, drivers of vehicles crushed by the collapsing structure as the edifice slid into the road like a calving glacier – it could number hundreds, if not thousands, but not everyone was dead, and Ulysses was still very much alive.
No matter how selfish such a thought might be, to Ulysses, at that moment, that was all that mattered. It wasn’t that he valued his life more highly than anybody else’s, but that he valued the life of Emilia Oddfellow more than anybody else’s, including his own. As long as he was still alive, then he might yet save her, her father and his younger self, from the apocalyptic fate that awaited them on the Moon.
God alone knew where Leroux, the phantom of the opera, and the ape had got to – and there had been that other bedroom in Le Papillon’s basement-lair too, the question of the identity of its owner still niggling at Ulysses’ subconscious – but the worst had already happened.
And besides, this was Paris. This wasn’t his jurisdiction. It wasn’t his turf – although his role as agent of the throne of Magna Britannia could take him anywhere in the world to protect British interests – and the destruction of the Paris Opera wasn’t his problem. It was tragic, admittedly, but that still didn’t make it his problem.
The French police knew now that Ulysses hadn’t been behind the Rue Morgue murders. Thanks to him they also knew the identity of the enigmatic terrorist known as Le Papillon, and where to start looking for him. The British dandy had done enough to get the ball rolling for the Parisian authorities. Having cleared his name, now all he needed to do was head back over the Channel to good old Blighty.
He smiled, patting his jacket pocket. He even had the falsified documentation, passport and train ticket Valerius Leroux had passed him at the Louvre.
“What happened to your friend?” Dupin asked.
“My friend?”
“The girl. The one you were with at Notre Dame. The one with the velocipede. Mademoiselle Bettencourt?”
Ulysses blanched, feeling the blood draining from his cheeks.
In all the commotion, he had forgotten that she had been working to disarm the bomb when it went off.
How could he have been so selfish? How could he have been so preoccupied as to forget Cadence when she had sacrificed her life in an effort to save the Parisian elite visiting the Opera House for the premiere of Roussel’s Black Swan?
He looked at the gaping hole in the ground behind him. In places, the rubble lay a good six feet lower than ground level.
The detonation had been deep down beneath the Opera House, so deep that it would have brought down the cellars and labyrinth of tunnels that riddled the ground beneath the city streets, like the subsidence of a vast sinkhole. Nothing could have survived under all that.
Even if Cadence had given up on disarming the bomb before it went off, and not been caught at the epicentre of the blast – pulverised to a paste by the lethal sound waves – she would surely have been crushed by the tons of earth, brick and Opera House that had collapsed into the huge hole afterwards.
His gaze drifted across the piles of rubble and broken walls, and splintered columns. Smoke was rising from somewhere nearby, while the clouds of dust raised by the rescuers and shambling survivors as they stumbled from the rubble were turned gold by the early morning sunlight. The police were still pulling people from the rubble alive, but Cadence Bettencourt wasn’t ever going to be one of them and that saddened Ulysses.
He had liked her. She had been resourceful, clever, charming. Attractive. He would have considered her a prize worth trying to win over, if his heart hadn’t already been spoken for by another. That aside, her death was just another pointless waste, one of hundreds, no doubt, following Leroux’s abominable attack on the Paris Opera.
And it had all been so convoluted. What had been the point of that? Why a sonic bomb? Why not just plant half a ton of dynamite in the sewers and be done with it? What had been the point of all that tomfoolery involving the pipe organ?
“Are you sure you’ll be alright?” Dupin pressed. “It’s just that there’s still much to be done and... I’m needed elsewhere.”
“Come on,” Ulysses said with a weary sigh, “I’ll give you a hand.”
“Are you sure?”
“Look, will you stop asking me that?”
It was the morning of Sunday 17th May, 1998. There was still a month or more before the doomed Apollo 13 made its fateful journey to the Moon. He could help out here for an hour or two.
“Yes. I’ve got plenty of time.”
“I mean, don’t want to get yourself checked over by a professional?” Dupin said, looking at him now like he was concerned for his mental state as much as anything else.
“Why, is there a doctor in the house?”
“Probably, somewhere under all that rubble. But you could have concussion. Or worse.”
“I’ll be fine,” Ulysses said, punctuating his declaration with a wheeze of pain as he got to his feet. His shins ached from where the candelabra had lain across them, and his shoulder was aching too. In fact, there wasn’t a lot of him that didn’t hurt, one way or another.
His one-eyed gaze alighted on the shrouded bodies again for a moment. And besides, he was a lot better off than those who had fallen victim to Le Papillon’s attack on the Paris Opera. Like those poor wretches now lying under the blood-stained sheets, who had gone out the night before expecting an evening of delightful music and diverting conversation, not death and destruction at the Opera.
Like Cadence Bettencourt.




  

  

CHAPTER TWO
  

  


Fait Accompli

  

“YOU’LL NEVER GET away with this, you know?”
The butterfly collector suppressed a snigger. “But my dear, I already have.”
Leaning against the parapet, Valerius Leroux looked out across the city. Once more in the guise of Le Papillon, the agent of chaos – wearing what could once have been a French Foreign Legionnaire’s uniform with the addition of a utility belt and other accoutrements, his aristocratic features hidden behind a goggled mask – he stared at the site of the Opera Garnier.
Dust hung in the air over the site of the demolished landmark – once referred to as “the most famous opera house in the world” – even now, hours after the sonic bomb had brought it crashing to the ground. His heart leapt at the memory.
His sonic bomb. He had done this. Hundreds, if not thousands dead, and it was only just the beginning; a prelude to the main act.
The echo of emergency sirens had faded long ago, although he could still see the red and blue lights blinking between the crowded tenements of the Gaillon district. From his vantage point he could also make out the traffic jams and congestion chaos his opening salvo had caused. One little building razed to the ground and practically the entire city had been brought to a standstill.
He smiled, imagining the shock the populace of Paris were going to receive when he put the final stage of his plan into action. And it wouldn’t be long now.
He turned back to where his colleague was finishing off connecting the other device to the tower’s superstructure. “Is it ready?”
The rope tether creaked and groaned in the wind, the balloon anchored above them straining to be free.
“Won’t be long now,” Dr Montague Moreau replied not looking up from his work, his speech impaired by the screwdriver clamped between his teeth. “Just need to double-check these last connections, then you can turn it on, sit back and enjoy the show as the shit really hits the fan.”
Le Papillon’s jaw tensed at the scientist’s earthy tone, but he made no comment. Instead he said, “Good. I’ve been waiting months to see my plan come to fruition. As have other... interested parties.”
“So that’s why you’re doing this, is it?”
He spun on his heel, fixing the girl with a needling stare. She was straining against the bonds securing her to the ironwork beside the elevator doors, but it was a futile effort, one that only allowed her to believe in the illusion of hope. The auburn tresses hanging down about her head shook as she raged, giving her the appearance of some wild, red-haired Celt – a Boudicca for the new steam age.
Le Papillon admired the Queen of the Iceni. She would have appreciated what he was attempting to do here, he was sure of it. She had been an agent of chaos too. All she had wanted to do was watch the world burn, just like him.
“I thought your actions might at least have been driven by some political or philosophical ideology,” the prisoner went on. “A bold, if misguided belief in something. At least then the hundreds of deaths you’ve caused might have meant something.”
“Hundreds? Try thousands.”
The girl blinked back tears of rage. “But it all boils down to money in the end, doesn’t it? You’re just a common thief. A petty crook.”
The terrorist froze. “There is nothing common or petty about me, I can assure you.”
“Alright then, try amoral, psychotic, or simply downright evil.”
“Labels, that’s all they are. Words. They mean nothing!” Le Papillon spat, surprising himself with the vehemence of his response.
The girl had touched a nerve. But he was better than that; he was beyond such primitive animal responses. He would not give her the satisfaction of seeing him rise to her goading. And he would not let her stop him from enjoying his moment of satisfaction as his ultimate plan came to fruition.
“I can’t believe my uncle trusted you!” his prisoner cried.
“Yes, but he did. And now he’s dead and soon you will be too.”
When Le Papillon had interrupted her, she had been on the verge of stopping the countdown and disarming the bomb altogether. The ape could easily have killed her with nothing more than a flick of the wrist, but at the last moment Le Papillon had stayed its hand.
The girl – what was the word? – intrigued him. Yes, that was it. Besides, a spectacle like the one he was about to put on needed an audience. Montague Moreau didn’t count – he had been involved in the scheme for months and knew what to expect. And God alone knew what was going through the mind of the ape – other than Moreau’s remote-control-triggered electrical impulses.
The lepidopterist was planning on enjoying the spectacle himself, of course, but a show was nothing without an audience. The general populace of the city would be too caught up in becoming bit-part players in the experience to appreciate the full extent of his accomplishment. But from her prime position atop Monsieur Eiffel’s tower, Cadence Bettencourt would have a grandstand seat at the fall of the second Gomorrah.
There would be time to have her killed once the show was over, the start of which was only a matter of minutes away.
As Paris was gripped by panic the night before, the emergency services rushing to deal with the aftermath of the destruction of the Opera House, Le Papillon, Dr Moreau, Cadence Bettencourt and the Moreau’s pet cyber-ape had made their way to the top of the Eiffel tower, travelling by balloon – the same balloon that was now tethered to the mast that protruded from the top of the tower. The rope ladder that hung from it would be their only escape route when the time came to depart the city once and for all.
The drums containing the different parts of the device had been transported to the tower in the basket of the balloon as well, but days before. Emptied of their contents, they stood stacked neatly in front of the decommissioned lift. Le Papillon didn’t want anybody turning up unannounced just as they were putting the final part of the plan into action.
The device wasn’t particularly large, especially when you took into account what it had been designed to do. But of course the device itself was little more than a receiver-cum-transmitter.
It was humming quietly to itself, generating a fluctuating rising and falling cadence of disharmonics. It had been operational since the night before, receiving the signal being broadcast from the Opera Garnier and the premiere performance of Roussel’s Black
Swan, via the adapted pipe organ in the basement and the radio mast at the top of the Eiffel Tower.
“What are you planning to do with that?” Cadence Bettencourt asked, twisting her head in an attempt to see what Moreau was up to.
The scientist gave her a lascivious look. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“To be honest, I think I already do.”
Her bluntness and confident tone caught the cyberneticist by surprise.
“Of course I’m only theorising here, but that box of tricks bears more than a passing resemblance to the kind of recording devices my uncle was working on up until his death. So what I’m thinking is that thing’s been active since last night, that before the organ-bomb in the basement of the Opera House blew up it relayed the performance of Roussel’s Black
Swan to this device, which it received via the radio mast up there.” She glanced skyward. “I’m guessing that a recording of that very performance is now stored in that ordinateur memory core ready for you to employ the destructive waves again as you see fit.”
Moreau looked from the girl to his employer.
Le Papillon scowled.
“I’m right, aren’t I?”
“Is it ready?” the terrorist grunted.
“Ready when you are,” Moreau replied, getting to his feet.
“And the balloon’s ready to go?”
“We just have to untie the tether, pull up the anchor and away we go.”
“And the ape?”
Unhurriedly, Moreau put down his toolkit on top of one of the empty barrels and picked up the portable control unit that looked so like a handheld kine-camera. Holding the remote loosely in one hand, the doctor casually flicked a switch.
A large hand grabbed hold of the parapet, making Le Papillon start – although he did his best to mask his surprise – and the massive cyber-altered silverback swung itself up onto the top tier of the tower.
  

  

CADENCE GASPED.
The gorilla squatted on the balcony, fixing her with a beady, black-eyed stare.
Unable to help herself, she flinched, even though she couldn’t hope to escape it, tied to the structure of the tower as she was. Or couldn’t she? Her hands out of sight, tied behind her back, she began to move them up and down, rubbing the knots of rope against the rough corner of the pillar.
The huge ape sniffed the air, great nostrils flaring. The lines in its furrowed brow deepened.
The beast seemed to remember the last time they had met as well as she did. The chase. The cathedral. The pursuit. Everything about the disgruntled expression on its simian features told her that there were still old scores to be settled, that it would yet have its revenge.
But for the time being, another directed its actions, if not its thoughts. She was safe for as long as the anarchist dictated that was how he wanted the situation to remain.
“Well, now that everyone’s here” – Le Papillon looked from the ape to Cadence, and finally to the doctor – “let us begin. Activate the device.”
“Your wish is my command,” Moreau chuckled, and flicked a switch.
Lights flashed on the cogitator unit as the ordinateur engine began burbling to itself.
Positioned only a few feet from the device, Cadence heard the ordinateur recording rewinding, followed by a click and a moment’s eerie silence. Then the crackling overture to the ballet began as it was played back through the device, the overlapping melodies and polyphonic rhythms redoubling and redoubling again, creating jarring disharmonics within the acoustics that set her teeth on edge.
She could see that it was having a similar effect on the doctor and the terrorist, although they obviously weren’t suffering as much as she was, not being so close to the machine or actually tied to the vibrating superstructure of the tower themselves.
The ape moaned, its face suddenly beset by myriad tics as arcing sparks danced between the electrodes piercing its skull, the metal rods humming in tormented sympathy with the rising acoustic charge.
She could feel the metal at her back throbbing under the stress of the altered acoustics, feel it thrumming through her bones, making her head ache as the sounds grew louder and louder. It seemed to her that the sound was being transmitted through the girders and pylons of the edifice itself, as if the Eiffel Tower was a colossal tuning fork.
Cadence gritted her teeth, biting back a moan of pain. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could take this. Her eyeballs felt like they were throbbing with every pulse emanating from the strange device. She felt dizzy and wondered how long she would be able to remain conscious if this torture kept up for much longer.
Hot spots of blood began to drip from her nose. Unable to wipe them away, she felt the dribble over her lip and onto the rope binding her, or down the front of her leather jacket.
And then, just when she feared she was going to pass out, there was a burst of energy, like the sonic boom of the sound barrier being broken, as a wave of acoustic force was released from the resonating superstructure of the tower.
“Don’t pass out now, Mademoiselle Bettencourt,” Cadence heard Leroux chuckle through the audio haze of white noise ringing in her ears. “You should watch this. After all, it was your uncle who helped make all this possible, who helped turn my dream into reality.”
“More like a living nightmare,” Cadence spat, blood flying from her lips. Then she screwed her eyes shut so as not to witness the end of the world, and in doing so deny the man responsible for her uncle’s death the satisfaction of having an audience to share the spectacle to his hellish show.
  

  

THE PULSE RIPPLED outwards from the superstructure, much of the force channelled into the ground through its splayed feet. It was as if a gigantic pile driver had been slammed down into the earth beneath the tower.
Trees surrounding the Parc de Champs de Mars were shaken by the blast, the blast stripping them of their leaves, as surely as if they had been caught in the teeth of a sudden tornado. At the same time, the ground beneath the concrete foundations of the tower fractured and a curtain of earth and water erupted from the expanding cracks, falling back to earth as muddy rain.
Le Papillon heard the distressed cries of early morning dog-walkers and those who took their morning constitutionals in the park at that time, and laughed through his mask as he saw them scurrying like ants in a futile attempt to escape the inescapable.
And that was all they were to him, scurrying ants before the might of his intellect, his ruthless ambition, and the magnitude of the scheme he had put into operation.
The fractures rippled outwards from the tower, sending more fountains of mud into the air, while in the streets beyond the park buildings began to fall.
The whole tower shuddered. Le Papillon tightened his hold on the ironwork of the parapet, as did the adapted gorilla perched on the handrail.
As the feedback loop doubled and redoubled in force, the tower became merely the epicentre of the blast. It stood at the eye of the earth-storm now assaulting the city, spreading out across Paris in rippling, destructive, seismic waves.
Le Papillon peered over the edge, at the ground almost a thousand feet below. Boats bobbed on the Seine as rippling waves spread from the southern bank of the river. The Pont d’Iéna shook, sending a chugging steam-carriage halfway across it slewing sideways, mounting the pavement and colliding with the carved stone balustrade.
A moment later the bridge cracked clean across its middle. In the Jardin du Trocadéro, a six-foot-high tidal wave of rippling earth spread outwards, away from the Eiffel Tower, carrying a crest of turf, broken paving slabs and plants with it.
“Look at that!” Moreau whooped, peering through one of the pivoting tourist telescopes mounted at the corner of the platform.
Le Papillon followed his gaze. In the distance, the façade of the Palais de Chaillot cracked and crumbled as if it was constructed of nothing stronger than royal icing.
The tolling of bells rang out across the city, erratic and out of sync, clearly audible above the lower pitched seismic rumble that could be felt more than heard. The anarchist’s eyes had picked out the shaking steeple of Saint Pierre de Chaillot less than a mile away to the north.
A moment later, under the relentless shaking of the city’s foundations beneath it, the church spire collapsed, toppling into the street below like a felled tree. Tiles and stones came crashing down on to the heads of terrified passersby, whose screams were drowned out by the noise of the death-rattle.
A sound like an eroded cliff face crashing down onto a shingle beach sent Le Papillon hurrying to the other side of the platform.
The grand dome of the Eglise du Dome, at the heart of Les Invalides, had given way and caved in.
Le Papillon’s heart leapt. Everywhere he looked, tenements were toppling, landmarks fractured and fell, monuments crumbled to dust. He had done this. He had achieved this. The death of a city; a metropolis murdered by his hand.
From behind him came the girl’s heavy, heartfelt sobs.
“I told you you shouldn’t miss this, my dear,” he jeered. Far away, the slow-turning sails of a red windmill, visible above the tumbling rooftops, broke off and went spinning into the street below. “After all, the Moulin Rouge never put on a show like this!”




  

  

CHAPTER THREE
  

  


Earthquake

  

ANOTHER SHUDDER PASSED through the ground at Ulysses’ feet and the rear wall of the auditorium of the Paris Opera House tumbled into the great depression in the ground.
Arms outstretched for balance, legs braced, the disorientated dandy steadied himself.
Ulysses and Inspector Dupin exchanged glances.
“What was that?” the Inspector hissed. “An aftershock?”
“So long after the initial seismic event? I don’t think so.”
Another tremor passed through the ground like a ripple across a pool, this one stronger than the last.
“A pre-shock then?”
“Is there such a thing?”
“How would I know?” Dupin retorted. “I’m a police officer, not a seismologist. Besides, I thought you said the bomb had already detonated.”
“I did. I mean it did. You know it did,” Ulysses protested, looking to the rooftops around him as another shudder sent tiles and window boxes cascading into the roads demarcating the Place de la Bastille.
The sound of church bells ringing – with no sense of rhythm or timing – reverberated across the city.
How long was an earthquake supposed to last? Ulysses wondered.
Somewhere nearby, a church steeple came crashing down into another street with the roar of a landslide.
Could there have been a second device? But if so, where had it been located?
The beleaguered buildings surrounding the square finally gave up the ghost, their foundations buckling, the tenements toppling like dominoes.
Considerations such as what was causing the earthquake and where were forgotten as primal instinct kicked in. Ulysses and Dupin ran for safety as dust clouds swept across the square, obscuring everything in a dense grey veil.
As the ground bucked and rocked beneath them, like an ice floe on an Alaskan river in the spring thaw, they instinctively ran to the only place they felt was safe, given the circumstances: into the crater in which the ruins of the Opera Garnier lay.
The two of them staggered to a halt as the dust came down around them, unable to see for more than a few feet in any direction, barely able to see each other, let alone the startled gendarmes, medics and rescue workers or their charges now stumbling about in the cloud of debris. It reminded Ulysses of the sandstorm he had run into in the desert during the Paris-Dakar rally years before.
Putting a scuffed sleeve across his nose and mouth, he closed his remaining eye and breathed in through the rough fabric of his battered jacket.
The thunder of toppling buildings continued, as did the quaking beneath his feet. Underground pipes burst, sending torrents of pressurised water jetting into the air that then fell back to the ground as rainbow-shot showers, suppressing the dust. Gas mains fractured, the igniting hydrocarbons blasting manhole covers from the crazed tarmac streets.
“This isn’t natural,” Dupin coughed through the dust and smoke.
“I thought you weren’t a seismologist. But you’re right. There’s no geological fault line under Paris, is there?”
“None that I know of. I mean, we would have heard about it before now, wouldn’t we?”
“Indeed.” The clouds of dust were starting to clear now, revealing scenes of even greater devastation and more lost souls, made phantoms by the earthquake and the pall of grey that covered them.
Dupin took in the scene, his mouth agape in horror. “Well, I would hazard that Le Papillon is not done with Paris yet.”
“I would agree. A butterfly flaps its wings...”
“But where is he?” The look on Dupin’s face was one of bewildered anger. Anger he felt at the wanton destruction of the city he loved, but directionless; he needed someone to blame, someone to unleash his anger upon.
“I’ll find him. You stay here. Help these people get through this.”
“But where will you look?”
“I’m guessing that if I find the epicentre of this on-going earthquake, our anarchist won’t be far away.”
“How do you know he’s not miles away already?”
“I don’t. But I have a feeling he will have wanted to watch this. He’s been planning this for months. And he likes an audience, too.”
“You think your friend might still be alive?”
“I can only hope,” Ulysses said, feeling his cheeks flush with colour, “but I won’t know till I find the bastard himself.”
It seemed to Ulysses that the anarchist got a kick out of watching others suffer, particularly savouring the anguish of those forced to observe the destruction he wrought. It was as if he fed off their guilt and sorrow. That was his raison d’etre, what gave him his thrill.
“I should come with you,” the Inspector said, picking his way across the dust-covered rubble of the Opera House.
“No,” Ulysses answered firmly. He could hear the rage in the inspector’s voice. He had a suspicion he knew what Dupin would do if he caught up with Le Papillon. It was what Ulysses would probably do, but Ulysses was a free agent with the ultimate alibi – he was in London while this debacle was going on, or at least a younger version of him was – whereas Auguste Dupin was a respected member of the Parisian police force who needed to keep his nose clean, a representative of the law who needed to be seen to uphold justice rather than indulge in vengeance.
Dupin was the kind of hero Paris deserved at the moment, a white knight who, in the aftermath of this unfolding disaster, would help put things right again. But Ulysses Quicksilver was the kind of hero it needed right now, one who was prepared to do whatever it took to stop the madman who had unleashed hell on the City of Lovers, transforming it into a City of Nightmares. While Dupin needed to keep his hands clean, whether he knew it yet or not, Ulysses could get his as dirty as he liked.
“Stay here!” he shouted back over his shoulder. “Do what you’re best at.”
“And what’s that?”
“Helping people.”
“And what are you going to do?” the inspector asked Ulysses’ back as he scrambled clear of the sinkhole into the devastated Rue Auber.
“What needs to be done.”
“Wait!”
Ulysses stopped and turned at that.
“Take this,” he said, tossing the dandy a pistol.
Ulysses snatched it out of the air.
“And I supposed you’d better take these as well, in case.” A pair of handcuffs followed.
“Thank you, inspector,” Ulysses said, giving a slight bow. “I didn’t know you cared.”
“Never mind that now. Isn’t there somewhere else you need to be?”
  

  

ULYSSES SET OFF at a run, senses alert to everything going on around him, reasoning that the best way to avoid the apocalyptic effects of the earthquake was to keep on the move. But which way should he to go?
Even as he ran – ears straining for the tell-tale sounds of a building’s foundations giving way or window panes cracking as a house’s façade crumbled, his one eye scanning the street ahead of him, on the lookout for toppling telegraph poles, streetlamps and out-of-control steam-wagons – a part of his mind considered where the epicentre of the earthquake might be and thereby how best he might reach that particular location.
They had been warned of the impending round of secondary tremors, or aftershocks – or whatever they had been – by the wholesale destruction of entire streets to the south. Ulysses reasoned that, considering his current location, the focus of the seismic assault was on the other side of the river, the Musée d’Orsay side.
It hadn’t taken long, from the first warning signs that something was wrong to the secondary quake hitting the Place de la Bastille. So it couldn’t be too far away either. He was no expert, but it couldn’t have been more than a couple of miles at most.
A lamppost toppled to the ground, throwing sparks and broken glass into the street in front of Ulysses as he fought to stay on his feet.
Somewhere, someone screamed.
The trouble was, Paris was a big place. To cover it on foot and find the source of the seismic pulses was a nigh on impossible task, but then what other option did he have?
Ulysses did a double-take, looking more closely at the toppling buildings around him as he ran on. It took him a moment to realise that these streets were looking more and more familiar – although it took him a moment longer to recognise where he was.
He had always had a strong sense of direction. Even though he had travelled to the Opera underground (via the labyrinth of sewer tunnels that wound beneath the city) and that conversely he had taken in much of the layout of this part of the city from above (whilst riding on the back of a flying steam-velocipede), he had nonetheless worked out where he was. He was approaching the spot where he and Cadence had chased the gorilla to a dead-end, and where they had come to ground in their pursuit of the cyber-ape, after turning the tables on the beast inside the belfry of Notre Dame cathedral.
Glancing down an alleyway, reliving the memory of their aerial pursuit of the brute above the rooftops of the city, cold shock suddenly gripped him and he skidded to a halt, as a loosened casement window crashed onto the fractured pavement behind him.
It was the cul-de-sac where Cadence had parked the steam-velocipede. Ulysses peered through the drifting clouds of dust and trailing smoke. And then he saw it.
Incredibly, the bike was still there: surrounded by broken bricks and shattered roof tiles, admittedly, but it was still in one piece. And that bike was the solution to the challenge now facing him.
He was all too aware of the shaking gutters and shingle-clatter of roof tiles shaking loose above him as he sprinted along the alleyway. He leapt broken beams, piles of bricks, his eye always on Cadence Bettencourt’s run-around, knowing full well that one collapsing tenement could rob him of his means of escape and pursuit, not to mention his life!
“Who’s a pretty boy then?” came a synthesised squawk. Still sitting in its pannier at the back of the bike, its head rotating in apparent simulated agitation, was Lumière’s parrot.
“Nice to see you too,” Ulysses said.
Grabbing hold of the handlebars, he swung himself into the driver’s seat, taking a moment to study the controls. He had only ever ridden the velocipede as a passenger but everything seemed quite straightforward. After all, there weren’t many things he hadn’t driven or piloted at one point or another in his life, either in his role as an agent of the crown of Magna Britannia or simply for pleasure, having the role of dandy and hedonistic thrill-seeking playboy off to a tee.
Activating the ignition, Ulysses was relieved to hear the engine fire first time. Revving the throttle, he kicked the stand-rest up and, muscles tensing against the weight of the machine, turned it in a tight circle to face the open end of the alleyway. He revved the throttle again and released the clutch.
Engine roaring, tyres screeching, the steam-velocipede took off.
“Rawk! Here we go again!” Archimedes squawked behind him.
Feet safely off the ground and on the bike’s footrests, Ulysses jinked the machine between the piles of rubble and over piles of fallen debris, regularly glancing at the speedometer. The bike wobbled and shook beneath him and it took all Ulysses’ concentration not to lose control of the steam-powered contraption.
Slowly the needle crept tantalizingly ever closer to the desired forty-four miles an hour. Ahead of him loomed the end of the alleyway and the crumbling façade of the buildings beyond. There wasn’t much of a runway left before he’d run out of room and time altogether.
Ulysses glanced from the speedo to the red button at the end of the throttle under his right hand. He hadn’t noticed it when he had been on the bike before, since Cadence’s gloved hand had kept it hidden from view. What did it do? It had to have a purpose, and Ulysses guessed, since it was attached to the throttle, it would have something to do with maintaining the bike’s acceleration. But he was no engineer; there was only one way to find out.
With crashing roar, like an avalanche of glass and brick, the architecture at the entrance to the alleyway finally gave in to the endless seismic shocks. The walls buckled, and the upper storeys of the crumbling tenements toppled slowly into the street.
Pulling back on the throttle again, Ulysses depressed the button.
With a throaty scream, the velocipede rocketed forwards, a jet of flame erupting from its twin exhausts, Ulysses bracing himself as the bike leapt into the air.
The toppling tenements loomed large above him as he pulled back on the controls, the engine roaring, booster jets screaming, and Ulysses wondering if perhaps it wasn’t just too little, too late.
“Take cover!” the parrot screamed.
And then – like the Argo evading the Clashing Rocks of Cyanea – they were through, the two buildings coming down together in a deafening crash of bricks and crumbling mortar.
“Lucky bastard!”
Ulysses looked back over his shoulder at the robo-bird and gave a look which started as a scowl but turned into a grin as he regarded the flapping droid.
“Indeed,” he said, smiling from ear to ear.
Bringing the bike around over what was left of the Gallion district, Ulysses cast his gaze over the destruction that was still being wrought by the earthquake right across the city. Buildings lay toppled everywhere he looked, spreading out from a central point, in every direction throughout central Paris.
He climbed higher.
Reading the pattern created by the fallen buildings, Ulysses steered Cadence’s contraption south-west.
There ahead of him, the tallest and most instantly recognisable landmark in the whole of Paris rose above the devastation.
“Of course,” Ulysses hissed under his breath, and turned the bike towards the looming iron spire of the Eiffel Tower.




  

  

CHAPTER FOUR
  

  


Tower of Destruction

  

ULYSSES FELT AS though he could see the waves of sonic energy emanating from the interlaced girders of the Eiffel Tower, the resonating harmonics being created within the superstructure of the landmark distorting the air around it. Or was it just the heat-haze from the late spring sun?
Whatever the cause, there was no doubt now in Ulysses’ mind that the tower was the epicentre of the earthquake. Le Papillon had clearly done something to turn the edifice into a sonic pulse transmitter – just as he had turned the pipe organ beneath the Opera Garnier into a sonic bomb. And doubtless his gullible, and already dead, accomplices had had a part to play.
How had such a thing been achieved? And could it be undone?
Actually, Ulysses reflected, it probably could. He had conquered giant robots and time-warping devices that punched holes in the very fabric of the space-time continuum, so surely he could find a way to de-weaponise the Eiffel Tower – even if it meant blowing it sky high.
The velocipede passed over the Jardin des Tuileries – the once glorious public gardens now looking like they were in the initial earth-moving phase of an ambitious landscaping project. From there he crossed the Seine, every bridge spanning the river as far as the eye could see reduced to broken spans and fractured pilings.
His target was only a mile away now. Where precisely on the tower was Le Papillon’s diabolical device? And was his nemesis, Valerius Leroux, really there too?
Above the tower Ulysses saw a tethered hot air balloon. From this distance, it looked like a child’s party balloon.
That confirmed it. A hard smile spread across Ulysses’ lips. He was going to get the chance to get his hands dirty after all. Le Papillon was there, Ulysses was sure of it, waiting and watching as a city died. Enjoying the results of his handiwork.
He thought of Cadence. He thought of Josephine and Madame Marguerite, and wondered whether they had somehow miraculously survived the earthquake. If there was any justice in the world, then fate would have spared them. But then Ulysses knew from bitter personal experience that life was horribly unfair.
The velocipede soared ever closer to the tower. It was only half a mile away now.
He could see movement up on the top platform; people. One of them stood at a telescope. It was a man, someone he hadn’t encountered before. Another he did recognise, the tumble of auburn hair giving her away.
His heart leapt, but in the very next moment apprehension dug its claws in. If he could see them, they would most definitely already know of his approach, the noise of the purring steam engine giving him away if nothing else, even over the sounds of mass municipal destruction occurring at the foot of their ivory tower.
  

  

“WE’VE GOT COMPANY,” Moreau said, turning from the telescope he had had his eye to a moment before.
“Ah,” Le Papillon said, eyes narrowing behind the goggles of his mask as the whirring optics within zoomed in on the approaching aerial velocipede. “Now that I was not expecting.”
His jaw tensed. For one who sought to create chaos within the world, Le Papillon didn’t like it when his own plans went awry. It was Quicksilver, he was sure of it. It had to be.
“You know what they say,” came the girl’s voice from behind him. “No plan survives contact with the enemy.”
“Hmm... The enemy? Rather an unfortunate fly in the ointment.”
Le Papillon unholstered his pistol and heard the girl gasp. Had she really been so naïve as to believe that he would allow the British agent to approach unhindered? He was in no doubt as to what Quicksilver would do to him. The dandy was here to kill him, so the lepidopterist would just have to kill him first.
Without uttering another word, Le Papillon took aim and fired.
Cadence Bettencourt screamed.
  

  

ULYSSES HEARD THE dull crack of the pistol shot and before he could do anything to avoid it, the bullet spanged off the engine housing, ricocheting through one of the velocipede’s tail-fins.
“Merde!” Ulysses hissed under his breath. That had been too close. Clearly the direct approach wasn’t going to work.
Adjusting the angle of the wings with the bike’s foot-operated aileron controls, Ulysses steered the contraption into a downward glide.
There was another pistol crack and the sharp sound of another ricochet.
“Merde! Merde!” the parrot squawked. “Beware Leroux! You cannot trust Leroux!”
“You’re not wrong there,” Ulysses agreed, his body alive now with the adrenalin flooding his system.
He had to get out of the range of the gun.
He heard the metallic echo of one more shot as the velocipede passed into the shadows under the tower’s secondary platform. The splayed structure of the edifice itself was now shielding him from any more pot-shots the terrorist might try to take against him.
The engine began to splutter. Ulysses glanced over the side of the velocipede as he banked around a girder. The turbo boost had automatically cut out.
He was going to have to land. The second platform was now out of reach, but only a matter of twenty feet below him were the much broader promenades of the first tier. And thank God they were wider: flying Cadence’s steam-powered velocipede was one thing, landing it something else entirely.
What did they say about a good landing? Something about it being one you could walk away from?
To give himself enough runway to land on, he was going to have to bring the bike around outside the tower again, and no doubt back within range of Valerius Leroux’s pistol.
Bracing himself for the worst, Ulysses swung the spluttering bike around the south-west leg of the thrumming tower. But no shots came. He could only guess that Le Papillon had already given up hope of catching him that way, or that the butterfly-collector had something else planned, perhaps even making his getaway by balloon at that very moment.
And then the promenade of the first tier was before him again, the balustrade surrounding it only inches away from the bike.
His heart pounding, Ulysses held his breath and made a final adjustment. And then the back wheel of the bike made contact with the surface of the walkway.
There was a squeal of rubber, and moment later the front wheel made contact too. Ulysses slammed on the brakes.
He could feel the thrumming vibrations besetting the tower, and if there had ever been any doubt in his mind that the tower was the earthquake machine, they were gone now; the fillings rattled in the teeth.
The bike skidded, jerking from side to side, threatening to throw Ulysses off. The opposite edge of the platform was before him, an ominous one-hundred-and-eighty-six-foot drop to the traumatised ground on the other side.
Fighting both the controls and the hurtling momentum of the bike, he steadily regained control. He killed the engine, keeping the pressure on the brakes. The screech of protesting tyres continued right up until the bike juddered to a halt, its front wheel touching the decorative ironwork of the balustrade.
“Lucky bastard!” Archimedes squawked again.
“Yeah, whatever,” Ulysses retorted, as he gladly dismounted from the bike.
He took the gun Inspector Dupin had given him from his pocket and checked its load. Every chamber contained a bullet. Smiling to himself, he ran for the lift.
Reaching the lift, Ulysses punched the call button.
Nothing happened.
He tried again.
Still nothing. No grinding of gears; nothing.
Ulysses shook his head in despair. Of course the lift wasn’t working. Le Papillon and his accomplice would have made sure of that, just as they had made sure there hadn’t been anybody around to bother them when they set about the business of turning the Eiffel Tower into an earthquake machine.
Craning his head back, he looked up to where the pylons converged hundreds of feet above him. There was no way round the problem; he was going to have to take the stairs, all eight hundred odd feet to the top.
Grabbing hold of the railing at the foot of the first flight, he hesitated, looking longingly at the abandoned velocipede. If only he had been able to approach the tower with greater stealth, perhaps even now he would be atop battling to rescue Cadence from the villainous Le Papillon, saving a damsel in distress from a dastardly villain once again, just the way he liked it.
But this was the real world and the steam-velocipede was too much of a liability. Cadence was alive, but now that Le Papillon knew Ulysses was on his way the dandy didn’t know how long that would remain the case.
Much as it galled him to admit it, her safety was secondary to that of the city. The needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few. The butterfly had flapped its wings and a city was falling even now as a result. Leroux had to be stopped, regardless of the fate that might befall Cadence Bettencourt.
Ulysses took the first of more than a thousand steps that would take him to the top of the Eiffel Tower.
“Well, here goes nothing,” he said with a sigh.
“Here goes nothing!” the clockwork bird parroted.
And with that, Ulysses Quicksilver set off.
  

  

“ARE WE DONE here?” Le Papillon asked his partner-in-crime.
“Well, the machine will keep running until it drains its power source or somebody switches it off. Just depends if you want to stay and watch to the end of the show.”
He was tempted, but he had seen enough. The Arc de Triomphe, the Musée D’Orsay and the Louvre all turned to rubble. This was a disaster from which the French capital would never recover.
“No. All good things, as the English say.” The terrorist turned to his accomplice. “Turn it off. We’re taking it with us.”
“We’re going?” Moreau sounded disappointed. “You’re worried about Quicksilver? No one can get us up here, you know?”
“Quicksilver can.”
Moreau gave a snort of laughter. “You’re joking, right?”
“He’s on his way as we speak.”
“What? But we deactivated the lifts.”
“It doesn’t matter,” the other snarled, his voice suddenly shrill with anger and frustration. “
“Like Napoleon said,” – the girl was laughing through her fearful tears now – “no plan survives contact with the enemy.”
“Shut up!” Le Papillon snapped, silencing the girl in an instant.
He turned back to Moreau.
“Deactivate the machine,” he said, his voice icily calm again.
“Are you ser – ?”
“Deactivate the machine, dismantle it and load it into the balloon.”
The anarchist glanced at the hulking ape, squatting on the parapet of the tower, staring dispassionately at the destruction befalling the city below. “Get the ape to help you if you need to, but don’t take too long about it.”
Montague Moreau stared at him open-mouthed with shock.
“What about...?” He nodded towards their prisoner.
“Forget about her. She’s not important.”
“And what are you going to be doing?”
“I’m going to deal with... our little problem.”
“You’re really going to go up against him – the man who’s survived not one, but two run-ins with Ishmael and survived the detonation of the sonic bomb, not to mention the earthquake?”
Le Papillon looked at him.
“Hmm... As much as I hate to admit it, you may have a point.” The anarchist turned away, his goggles’ glassy gaze lingering on the cyber-ape. “And as the saying goes, why have a dog...?”
“No!” the girl cried out in horror.
“Marvellous,” the doctor grumbled, eyeing first the earthquake machine, then the balloon tethered to the radio mast, and lastly the dangling rope ladder.
Le Papillon held out his hand for the portable control unit.
“If I wasn’t being handsomely paid...”
“But you are,” Le Papillon cut in, “so pass me that remote.”




  

  

CHAPTER FIVE
  

  


Agent Provocateur

  

THE THRUMMING VIBRATIONS within the iron-girder structure of the Eiffel Tower had ceased.
Ulysses stopped. He had passed the second tier platform and was now heading towards the intermediate platform. He had got so used to the constant low level vibrations that it was more of shock to him when they stopped than the destruction of the Paris Opera House had been the night before. It had him wondering if there was something worse still to come.
After several tense moments, during which nothing more terrible came to pass, Ulysses shook himself from his stunned reverie and set off again with a burst of renewed energy, taking the stairs two at a time. All that mattered now was that he made it to the top as quickly as he could.
What he wouldn’t have done for the lift to be working, he thought, as he continued ever upwards. His knees were starting to ache, his heart was thumping in his chest and he was panting for breath. He was aware of the bullet wound in his shoulder again too, feeling the stitches pull as he exerted himself, using the hand rails to help pull himself up the cast-iron stairs. Adrenalin and the knowledge that time was running out allowed him to tap into hitherto unknown reserves of energy on his way to the top.
As he jogged on up the stairs, Ulysses considered the very real possibility that he was already too late to save the day. The damage had already been done. Central Paris had been laid waste, homes, public buildings and glorious monuments that had stood for centuries brought crashing to the ground, now just so many millions of tons of rubble lying under a pall of dust and smoke.
As if the destruction of the city hadn’t claimed enough lives already, fires had broken out around the centre, and burst water mains and damage to the embankments of the Seine had resulted in widespread flooding.
The City of Lights had been transformed into a City of the Damned, and there was nothing Ulysses could do to change that, despite the fact that he had broken the very laws of time and space to change the world – his world – for what he hoped would be the better.
There was one niggling doubt that lingered at the back of Ulysses’ mind and refused to go away. He could not recall hearing anything about the Paris earthquake before setting off for the Moon. A disaster on such an apocalyptic scale would surely have made the news across the Channel.
Was he really back in time in his own timeline, or had he somehow crossed over into another version of the world he knew? Or, if he hadn’t crossed into another mirror world, had his actions since arriving in Paris somehow helped bring Le Papillon’s plans to fruition?
He had told himself that the needs of the many surely should outweigh the needs of the one, when it came to Cadence Bettencourt’s fate, and yet his actions since escaping the gendarmes in Montmatre had been motivated by nothing more than his own selfish desire, no matter how much he might try to pretend otherwise.
Was he, in truth, too late to change Emilia’s fate anyway? Was it already written in the stars? And if this was an alternate timeline, he had to consider the possibility that in this reality he might not even have a relationship with Emilia to save in the first place. At that thought, his steps began to slow.
No, he couldn’t start thinking like that. If he had indeed turned time on its head and challenged destiny for her sake, then he had to see things through to the end, otherwise all his endeavours would have been for naught. If Paris had died because of him, then he should damn well make sure it had died for a reason!
A sound from above him shook him from his musings; the crash of metal on metal getting louder all the time. Something was coming, clattering and bouncing down the zigzagging stairs towards him.
And then he saw it, shadows strobing through the open portions of the iron staircase above his head as something heavy barrelled towards him.
Ulysses contemplated turning and running, before admitting to himself that the tumbling object would surely catch up with him in the end.
No, his best bet was to stay precisely where he was.
The object rounded the turn with a hollow crash. It was a metal drum, bouncing down the steps as it spun, picking up speed again now that it was past the turn.
Ulysses braced. The barrel bounced off a step and crashed down directly in front of him. Ulysses launched himself into the air, up and over the barrel as it rolled beneath him. He landed two steps further up from where he had been standing before.
As the barrel continued to crash its way down the stairs towards the secondary viewing platform, Ulysses resumed his climb. Another crash echoed from above him, and another. This wasn’t over yet, not by a long shot.
Ulysses hesitated. Remaining where he was would probably give him the best chance of avoiding any other barrels coming his way. But then who knew how many more barrels there may be, and of course the longer he delayed, the greater the chance Le Papillon and his accomplice had to get away.
Ulysses took the next flight of stairs two at a time, reaching the turn to the next flight just as a barrel caught up with him. Using the handrails to help him again, Ulysses pulled himself up so that his feet were balanced on the rail, his arms braced against an iron pillar as he stretched his body across the stairs. The barrel bowled past beneath him and on down the tower.
Not wanting to waste any more time, Ulysses jumped from the handrail onto the next flight of stairs, his landing sending a reverberating clang through the ironwork just as another metal cylinder bowled into view.
Gripping the bannisters, Ulysses readied himself to jump again. As he was tensing, the barrel hit the very edge of an iron step and was sent spinning into the air.
Ulysses pulled himself low, throwing his arms up over his head. He could just see the barrel hurtling towards him at the periphery of his vision. Its shadow fell across him as it came down. Fearing the worst, he punched upwards with both arms, catching the edge of the rotating drum with his fists and altering its trajectory, ensuring that it didn’t come crashing down on top of him. For the price of a few bruised knuckles, he had saved his skull.
With three barrels avoided so far, the adrenalin flowing freely again through his body and dousing the lactic burn in his legs, he resumed his ascent of the Eiffel Tower.
  

  

THE ROAR OF the primate made Ulysses freeze, his heart racing, the bullet wound in his shoulder throbbing.
He wasn’t that far from the top of the tower, and at first he had taken the crashing sounds coming from above to be more barrels hurtling towards him. But the animal bellow had instantly dispelled any such thoughts. The ape was still very much alive and just as angry, and he was about to face the demented cyborg-monster once more, armed with nothing more than a pistol, his natural charm and charisma, and his God-given good looks.
But what other choice did he have? He couldn’t shimmy up the side of the Eiffel Tower like the ape. Could he?
Ulysses dismissed the idea as nothing more than a foolish notion, a consequence of his exhausted, over-wrought mind, as prone it seemed to fits of madness as it was flashes of inspiration. Instead, his footsteps suddenly as heavy as those of a condemned man climbing the scaffold, the dandy set off up the next flight of stairs.
Above, he could see the bottom of the deactivated elevator stuck at the apex of the tower; beneath it, a nine-hundred-foot drop to the ground.
With a resounding clang, the ape dropped onto the landing above him, the shock of its landing making Ulysses grab for the handrails either side of him.
Their eyes met – his single right eye and the silverback’s beady black marble gaze.
It stood there in all its terrible, mechanically-enhanced glory. Biceps bunched, thick toes curling around the leading edge of a step. The electrodes implanted in its skull crackled with coruscating energy as the ape raised its arms. In each huge hand it gripped the rims of two more barrels.
Ulysses glanced about him. There was no point trying to run. And if the animal decided to throw its missiles at him, no manner of dramatic athletics was going to be able to save him.
“Your move,” Ulysses growled.
The ape snorted, nostrils flaring, black rubbery lips creasing in a grumpy pout. With a roar of bestial anger, it sent the last of the barrels at Ulysses.
  

  

“HE’S DEAD? YOU’RE sure of it?”
The ape said nothing but returned Le Papillon’s goggle-eyed gaze with the same angry black stare it had given the British agent.
“What am I even doing talking to a monkey?” Le Papillon added under his breath.
There was no sign of a body, and the ape would have seen and pursued the dandy if he’d managed to double back down the stairs.
“All right, I’m satisfied. The bastard’s dead. Let’s go.”
Without a second thought for the dead man, the anarchist returned to the top of the tower, the hulking cyber-ape knuckling its way back up after him.
  

  

ULYSSES QUICKSILVER LET out his pent-up breath. He stayed where he was for a moment, hanging from the bottom of the frozen elevator, arms and legs wrapped around the steel bars. The breeze blew in his hair as he waited for his thundering pulse to return to a steadier pace.
He’d taken a big risk, but then desperate situations and all that...
His ruse had relied on the ape’s view being obscured by the tumbling barrels, and that the gorilla wouldn’t realise that the dandy’s death-defying leap to safety had been anything other than a death plunge, down through the middle of the tower.
But the risk had paid off in the end, and he had regained the element of surprise.
Ulysses gingerly extricated his legs from under the lift, hanging over the nine-hundred-foot drop for a moment before swinging himself across to the more secure position of a maintenance ladder. The only issue that remained was how best to turn the situation to his advantage.
  

  

“HOW LONG?” LE Papillon asked bluntly as he returned to the uppermost viewing deck, ignoring the sobbing of the girl bound to the girder.
Moreau paused as he struggled to climb the rope ladder to the balloon whilst manhandling a curiously-shaped piece of the Earthquake Machine.
“With help,” the doctor grunted breathlessly with a nod of the head towards the gorilla, “not long now. Otherwise...”
“It’s time we were gone from here. Paris bores me. I want to depart as quickly as possible. I have a meeting to attend elsewhere.”
“Really?”
Le Papillon spun round, unable to hide the gasp of genuine surprise that escaped the vent of the mask covering his mouth.
The dandy was standing at the edge of the platform, the pistol in his hand trained on the anarchist.
“You! But you’re...”
“Oh, no, I’m not. I’m still very much alive! I’m like a cat, me. I’ve got nine lives.”
“Well I’d say you’ve used up a fair number of them by now,” Le Papillon countered. “And you know what did for the cat, don’t you? And you’ve been so very curious, haven’t you, Mr Quicksilver?”
The anarchist began to raise the remote control still clutched in one white-gloved hand as the ape turned to face the interloper.
“Don’t,” the dandy growled, the knuckle of his index finger whitening as he increased the pressure on the trigger.
Le Papillon lowered the hand holding the remote.
“Time’s up, Leroux. You’re not going anywhere.”
“Is that so?” the anarchist countered, his voice as cold and as sharp as an ice pick. “You really think you can stop me now? Do you not think that I would have prepared for every possible eventuality, leaving nothing to chance?”
“Not every eventuality. You didn’t factor my escaping the death you had planned for me, did you?”
“You’re too late. What are you going to do? Paris isn’t doomed – it’s already dead!”
“I’m Time’s Arrow. I can’t ever be too late.”
It was only the action of a micro-second, but the dandy’s glance at the girl gave him away.
“Oh, I see. The fate of one girl matters more to you than all of Paris, does it?”
“Right at this moment, yes,” Quicksilver replied with icy calm, his gun never wavering from its target. “Or to put it another way, you have to be able to come to terms with the things you cannot change and yet have the courage to change the things you can.”
“I see,” the butterfly-collector said, not moving an inch. And then, directing his words at his accomplice, “Untie the girl.”
“What? But –”
“Just do it!”
For a moment no one said anything, as the doctor descended the ladder, placing the piece of technology he had been carrying on the ground and beginning to loosen the knots securing the girl to the tower.
“You know this thing responds to verbal commands as well, don’t you?”
“What?” The dandy suddenly looked startled, his previously calm demeanour cracking at last.
“Ishmael,” Le Papillon said, a wry smile taking shape beneath his mask. The ape looked at him. “Grab the girl.”
Obediently, the ape seized the girl in one huge hand. Cadence gave a scream.
“And now, Monsieur Quicksilver,” the anarchist went on, “I give you a choice. You can either finish what you came here to do and stop me, motivated by some misguided desire for revenge, or you can save the girl.”
He could see by the look on the dandy’s face that he had uncovered the fool’s weakness.
“So, Mr Quicksilver, what’s it to be? Me, or the girl?”




  

  

CHAPTER SIX
  

  


Beauty and the Beast

  

ULYSSES HAD NO choice.
With a scream of frustrated rage he took aim at Le Papillon as the anarchist dashed for cover, even as the gorilla came for him.
The gunshot’s report was amplified by the echoing ironwork of the tower. The bullet ricocheted from a girder as Le Papillon ducked for cover behind the lift housing.
And then the silverback was in front of Ulysses, its gaping maw open in another roar, the blunt enamel chisels of its teeth on show, giving Ulysses an idea of what the ape had in mind for him.
Cadence Bettencourt cried out as the beast swung her about in its huge right hand. She was still alive, at least. Ulysses guessed that however Le Papillon’s accomplice had re-wired the ape’s brain, it responded very literally to instructions. The anarchist hadn’t told the animal to kill the girl, so she wasn’t dead – yet.
Ulysses turned the gun on the cyborg ape even as it brought its left arm around across its body in a powerful back-handed swipe. But before he could pull the trigger, the weapon was sent flying from his hand by a blow that left his fingers stinging with pain. The gun vanished over the edge of the tower, clattering and clanging its way down the stairs.
“Merde!” Ulysses cursed, stumbling backwards.
The silverback bounded forward. But it had fallen for Ulysses’ bluff, the dandy ducking under its massive outstretched arm and dashing across the platform after the fleeing anarchist.
  

  

“GET UP THE ladder! We need to go!” Le Papillon hissed, already clambering up the swaying rope ladder himself.
“But what about the bloody machine?” Dr Montague Moreau said.
“Forget the bloody machine!”
“But it was you who wanted to take it with us.”
“I know what I said, but the plan has changed.”
Moreau muttered something under his breath as he bundled several pieces of the dismembered machine into his arms and attempted his own ascent of the rope ladder one-handed.
“What did you say?” Le Papillon hissed.
“I said, the girl was right.”
“What?”
“No plan escapes contact with the enemy.”
Le Papillon said nothing but re-doubled his efforts to reach the basket, and yet struggling to keep hold of the remote control still in his left hand as he did so.
Moreau had somehow set it to ‘automatic’ – the anarchist didn’t understand the ins and outs of it, but then that was why he had involved Dr Montague Moreau in his enterprise in the first place – but he hadn’t wanted to relinquish his hold of it just yet. The cyber-ape – or Ishmael, as Moreau insisted on calling it – had proved too useful and resilient a weapon to simply discard just yet. When it had dealt with the dandy once and for all, it could re-join them.
As the two men climbed, the rope-ladder twisting and swaying wildly, the anchored balloon drifted over them, pulling the ladder taught. Le Papillon and Moreau suddenly found themselves attempting to climb up the underside of a ladder now stretched out sharply from the vertical.
Finding himself with nothing between him and the devastated Parc du Champ-du-Mars a thousand feet below, Le Papillon panicked and tightened his grip on the ladder. The remote control slipped from his grasp in the process.
Below him, Moreau gave a cry of dismay as he watched the cunning box of tricks tumble through the air.
For the time being at least, the cyber-ape was lost to them.
  

  

ULYSSES DODGED ANOTHER swipe of the gorilla’s arm, diving across the platform and ending up next to the jumble of equipment left behind by the fleeing anarchists. Lying amongst the wreckage of the disassembled Earthquake Machine was a length of copper pipe. It was the closest thing to a weapon Ulysses could see.
Barking in annoyance, the enraged ape swung at the dandy again. There was a resounding clang as the pipe now gripped in Ulysses’ hands connected with one of the animal’s bionic augmetics.
Ulysses recoiled, stumbling backwards as the juddering force of his blow reverberated up his arms and through his body, eliciting renewed spasms of pain from the bullet wound in his shoulder.
The gorilla had been seriously disabled by having to keep a hold of Cadence with one hand and it was a disadvantage Ulysses was determined to capitalise upon. He doubted he would have had a hope against the beast otherwise. And yet for as long as their struggle continued, Cadence was always going to be in jeopardy.
Her screams and cries of alarm had been silenced and Ulysses didn’t even know if she was still conscious. He couldn’t let this continue any longer. Besides, the longer the battle went on, the closer the terrorists got to escaping unpunished.
As the silverback moved in for the kill, Ulysses leapt into the air and swung again. This time the copper connected with the electrodes implanted into the ape’s skull. A disharmonious chord rang out, like a chorus of mismatched tuning forks.
The ape opened its mouth wide in a silent scream of unimaginable agony, its beady eyes screwed tight shut against the pain, and let go of the girl. Cadence landed on the platform and remained where she fell, in a motionless heap.
“Cadence!” Ulysses shouted.
The woman answered him with a muffled groan.
“Cadence! You have to get up!”
The crumpled body moved.
“Get out of the way!”
On hands and knees now, her auburn tresses tumbling about her head and hiding her face from view, she crawled across the grilled deck to the relative safety of the lift housing.
Having done as much as he could for the girl for the time being, Ulysses turned his attention back to the ape. The only hope either he or Cadence had of being truly out of harm’s way was if he somehow found a way to stop the brute once and for all. He doubted that a length of copper piping alone was going to do it, but for the time being it was all he had to hand.
Ulysses swung the pipe at the ape again, but this time the savage beast was ready for him, a huge hand plucking his improvised weapon out of the air and sending it spinning over the edge of the platform.
Rising up on its hind-legs, the cyborg gave another monstrous roar and beat its chest with its massive, pile-driver fists.
Ulysses’ mind was racing as fast as his pulse. Unarmed, he was nonetheless not completely defenceless against the adapted animal, not as long as he kept his wits about him. Even as he was watching the beast, trying to judge what its next move might be, he was also checking out his surroundings, seeing how he might turn his environment against the gorilla.
Trying to trick the ape into taking a wild plunge over the edge of the tower seemed like a pointless exercise. He doubted the ape would fall for it. Despite all the cranial surgery the primate had clearly had to endure, the various procedures it had undergone didn’t seem to have dulled its natural instincts, or the speed of its reactions.
Pieces of discarded machinery lay about the platform, mainly around the entrance to the sabotaged elevator. Perhaps he could find something else from amongst the debris that he could turn into a weapon.
And then there was Cadence Bettencourt.
“Cadence!” he shouted, as the ape advanced, its splayed toes gripping the deck.
He tried again. “Cadence!”
The silverback sprang. Ulysses launched himself at its feet. The beast came down on the spot where he had been standing a moment before.
Ulysses performed a tidily executed forward roll, miraculously ending up back on his feet, and then sprinted for the protective corner of the top of the elevator shaft.
“Cadence!”
“What... What can I do?” came the young woman’s groggy response.
“Anything! Whatever you can!” Ulysses gasped as the flung himself out of the way as the ape hefted a metal component in one hand, as if it was nothing more than a pebble, and hurled it in his direction. The object disintegrated with a sharp metal clang as it smashed into the lift housing. “Otherwise this isn’t going to end well – for either of us!”
  

  

“ARE YOU IN?” Le Papillon asked. He didn’t even bother to look round as he fired the burners.
Taking the grunted exhalation and crash of ordinateur parts and audio equipment landing at his feet as a yes, he opened the gas valves even further, the balloon’s envelope swelling as he did so.
The anarchist had considered not waiting for the good doctor, of course, but he had been concerned that he might still have need of the man’s technological skills, since he had been forced to leave most of the Earthquake Machine behind.
If he was to ensure safe asylum when he reached his intended destination, he wanted to make sure that he had every asset he could to hand to ensure the continued protection of his employer.
“Pull up the anchor and let’s away from here,” he ordered his accomplice.
“What about the ladder?” the doctor panted.
“Lose it.”
  

  

ALWAYS TRY TO turn an enemy’s strength against him, was what Ulysses’ fencing tutor at Eton had impressed upon his students. Memories of the old gym hall came to mind now, along with the ghost of an aroma of floor polish and stale sweat.
He wasn’t sure Master Murray would have included silverback gorillas among the list of enemies his favoured pupil might have to face in years to come, but strategy and cunning was all Ulysses had to rely on now, and he was going to need to use every trick in his arsenal if he was to somehow stop the adapted ape once and for all, and still save the day.
The ape was possessed of a brutal animal intelligence that was made up of cunning and instinct more than anything else. But Ulysses was possessed of a highly developed cunning streak too. The two of them, man and ape, weren’t that distantly related in evolutionary terms as Professor Galapagos’ and Professor Crichton’s research had demonstrated.
The savage animal was becoming more and more frustrated with Ulysses with every attack he evaded. It had nowhere else to go and no other conflicting commands coming from its controllers, and so its sole purpose had become to beat the dandy into submission. But Ulysses could use that to his advantage.
The gorilla raised its massive fists above its head and brought them down hard on the deck of the platform, the metal gauntlets sheathing its forearms buckling the metal plates as Ulysses side-stepped out of the way.
The ape tensed, but the gauntlets had become wedged in the damaged deck plates. It growled, pulling harder, great slabs of muscle bunching as it struggled to free itself.
In that moment, Ulysses leapt, landing on the ape’s right arm and from there, pulling himself up onto the animal’s shoulder using handfuls of matted fur to aid his ascent. The raging beast intensified its efforts still further, tugging its fists free of the floor at last, the action only serving to help Ulysses on his way as it raised its arms in instinctive fury.
As he found himself tumbling forwards over the ape’s back, Ulysses grabbed at the thick metal collar mounted over the transmitter bolted between the animal’s shoulders. He clung on with desperate fingers as his legs slid down the silver furred back and he ended up hanging from the monster’s shoulders.
As he kicked and jerked to keep clear of the ape’s grasping fingers, he scoured the electrodes screwed into its skull, seeing if there were any exposed cables that he could disconnect.
A thrumming bass note – like some sort of electronic interference played at loud volume – shook the top of the tower.
From his precarious position, turning his head this way and that, Ulysses tried to focus on the source of the sound, fearing for a moment that the Earthquake Machine had been reactivated.
The ape recovered first. Strong fingers closed around the dandy’s ankle and pulled hard. Ulysses cried out in pain and surprise as his fingers slipped from the smooth metal of the animal’s chrome collar. And then he was flying through the air.
In that moment one thought flashed through his mind – not where might he land, whether he would end up going over the edge, or what the ape might do to him should he survive – but what would happen to his dear, darling Emilia without him there to save her.
He landed painfully on his back and slid across the deck, before being arrested by the balustrade that ran around its edge.
Blinking himself back from the verge of unconscious, Ulysses saw the gorilla knuckling towards him, its face wrenched into a pained grimace. It was only then that the dandy registered that the discordant noise had changed pitch.
When the animal was only a few feet from him it stopped altogether. The ape’s face was a knot of nervous tics and twitches.
The note changed again.
The ape screamed – a horrible sound borne of pain, rage and base animal fear – and its eyes blazed red.
The animal stumbled forwards, clutching at its skull and the implanted metal probes. The bellowing roar of pain continued as the primate tugged at the thick electrodes, even as arcs of electrical discharge encircled its head in a crown of scintillating blue sparks.
Its crashing, half-falling, half-stumbling footsteps brought it ever closer, forcing Ulysses to drag himself out of the way of the hulking brute.
And then, at the edge of the platform, before the barrier built to keep sightseers safe, the cyber-ape stopped. Its face went slack and Ulysses found himself unable to tear his gaze from the distant look in the beast’s eyes. In that instant, for the first time since encountering the gorilla atop the roofs of Montmatre, he felt pity for the animal.
As Ulysses stared into the gorilla’s unblinking eyes, the furious light in those obsidian orbs faded. The ape’s arms went slack and the huge, bionically-enhanced animal toppled forwards.
Unbalanced by its heavy augmetics the silverback slipped headfirst off the platform and commenced its long, silent fall to the ground, a thousand feet below.
Ulysses turned from observing the ape’s death-plunge and stared dumbly at the dishevelled Cadence Bettencourt, and the device in her hands. It looked like a cross between a loud-hailer and a Martian ray gun.
“What did you do?”
“Well it was quite simply really.” Cadence held up the box of tricks. “I used this to broadcast a resonating feedback loop tuned to the precise resonance frequency of the electrodes in the ape’s skull and then turned up the gain.”
“In layman’s terms?”
“I melted its brain.”
Ulysses continued to stare at her in stunned disbelief.
“It was the electrodes resonating inside it’s skull that killed it, disrupting the neural pathways of the brain. Of course, the vibration of the electrodes would have also effectively liquefied the soft tissue of its brain.”
“No, you’re wrong.” Ulysses said, peering back over the edge of the tower. He could just make out the ape’s corpse spread-eagled on the broken ground below. “It wasn’t the resonating electrodes. ’Twas Beauty killed the beast.”
For a moment neither of them said a word, the only sound the keening of the wind and the furious roar of gas-burners firing.
“Leroux!” Ulysses suddenly shouted, looking to the radio mast above but seeing no balloon tethered there.
“What do we do now?” Cadence said, watching the anarchist’s balloon disappearing into the haze of dust and smoke hanging over the city.
“We go after him.”
Cadence fixed him with a penetrating stare, pupils dilating in excitement, a smile creasing her lips.
“Is the bike still flightworthy?”
“Come and take a look for yourself,” Ulysses said, meeting her smile with a broad grin of his own. “Only trouble is, you know what the parking’s like in central Paris,” he added, making for the stairs.
“No,” Cadence said, “but I’m beginning to get a pretty good idea.” And with that she set off after him.
  

  

“READY?” CADENCE ASKED, as she lowered her goggles and revved the throttle.
“Whenever you are,” Ulysses replied, settling himself on the padded seat of the steam-velocipede behind her. He was just glad to be able to have a bit of a sit-down for a minute or two.
“Ready!” the robo-parrot screeched from its pannier behind both them.
“Then... How do you English put it?” Cadence thought for a moment. “Chocks away? Tally-ho?”
“Chocks away will do just fi –” But Ulysses didn’t get to finish his sentence, as the sudden launch snatched the breath from his lungs and the very words from his mouth.
With a squeal of tyres, and a scream of engine noise, the velocipede hurtled forwards.
As Cadence drove it straight at the far side of the platform, the speedometer powered up to the crucial forty-four-miles-an-hour mark, and the bike took off, a synthesised squawk of “Tally-ho!” ringing from the iron rafters of the Eiffel Tower.




  

  

CHAPTER SEVEN
  

  


Off The Rails

  

“THERE THEY ARE!” Ulysses shouted needlessly over the roar of the wind.
“I know!” Cadence shouted back over her shoulder, her eyes hidden behind the reflecting lenses of her flying goggles. “I can see it too.”
“I can see it too!” parroted the robo-bird, its brass wings flapping in excitement.
Paris wasn’t even a speck on the southern horizon any more. From this high altitude, Ulysses could just make out the sparkle of sunlight on the waters of the Channel far ahead of them. While a thousand feet below, the patchwork pattern of French fields, dark green patches of woodland, and the winding course of a railway line hurried past beneath them. A hundred yards directly in front of them was Leroux’s balloon, sailing towards the coast ahead of the prevailing southerly wind.
The sun was climbing towards its zenith and it was turning out to be a very pleasant late spring day – the weather in total contrast to the disaster that had struck Paris and that both Ulysses and Cadence had managed to live through.
Despite his attention being focused on the escaping anarchist, Ulysses could still appreciate the beauty and the wonder of the view he was afforded. Of course he had enjoyed toy-town vistas such as this one before, having travelled via dirigible to most corners of the globe, but riding on the back of the flying bike – without several inches of reinforced glass to protect him – lent an added sensation of closeness to his surroundings.
“I don’t suppose you thought about attaching parachutes when you were busy putting this little run-around of yours together, did you?” Ulysses asked.
“What?” Cadence called back, over the howling of the wind in their ears.
“It doesn’t matter!”
The balloon – with all its additions, including canvas sails, steering rudder mechanism, and basket-mounted rocket-boosters – was only five hundred yards away now.
When he and Cadence had set off from the primary viewing platform of the Eiffel Tower, Ulysses hadn’t given much thought to what he would do once they caught up with the villains. All that had mattered at the time was catching up with them, and some vague sense of seeing justice served.
Or was it revenge? Revenge for what they had done to Cadence’s uncle, and the cavalier approach they had taken to the lives of others – even what they had done to the gorilla, by turning it into simply another weapon in their selfish arsenal.
A shrill steamy whistle from below had Ulysses peering down again. Beneath them, the Paris to London Express chuffed closer and closer. Clearly the train had left Paris before the Earthquake Machine had been activated.
“There they are!” the parrot squawked, returning Ulysses’ attention to the balloon.
“How far now?” he shouted into the wind.
“Three hundred yards and closing,” the bike’s pilot replied.
Ulysses saw the gas-fired rocket boosters flame before he heard the hot roar of them firing. The basket jerked forwards, the balloon envelope taking a moment to catch up, and then the whole was moving away from the velocipede at an increasing rate of knots.
“They’re getting away!” Ulysses exclaimed helplessly from the back of the bike.
“They’re getting away!” the parrot squawked.
“I know! I can still see!” Cadence retorted.
Ulysses hated not being in control. He would never have described himself as a control freak, but his current helplessness was exposing him as a terrible backseat driver.
“But they won’t be for long.”
Cadence shifted her grip on the throttle, her thumb hovering over the red button.
“Hang on to something!” she shouted, and ignited the velocipede’s turbo boost.
Ulysses grabbed hold of Cadence, wrapping his arms tight about her waist as the bike rocketed forwards. It ate up the distance between them and the balloon, the inflated envelope rapidly filling Ulysses’ field of view.
“That’s more like it!” Ulysses thrilled.
“I know, but it burns fuel like there’s no tomorrow.” Cadence shouted.
They were so close now he could hear the terrorists’ cries of alarm rising from below.
“Pull up! Pull up!” the parrot demanded as Cadence closed on the balloon.“Can you get me over the top?” Ulysses called.
“Yes,” the pilot replied, “but why?”
“Well... It’s the parachute situation I mentioned earlier.”
“What parachutes?”
“Precisely.”
“I was in a hurry,” Cadence threw back. “I had a British agent to save from certain cyber-ape-induced death! Remember?”
“I remember,” Ulysses muttered.
Cadence grunted and gunned the throttle, adjusting the angle of the ailerons and setting the velocipede into a slow climb.
The stitched canvas of the balloon, the envelope taut with mooring lines, hove into position below them.
And then the turbo boost sputtered and died.
“What happened?” Ulysses froze, half out of the saddle, his hands on Cadence’s shoulders.
“It can’t be possible!” the young woman gasped.
“What?” the dandy pressed.
“We’re almost out of fuel. But how can that be?”
“Um, I might have made use of the turbo boost myself whilst engaged in my bid to rescue you,” Ulysses explained apologetically. “How long have we got?”
He could see that the balloon was already starting to pull away from them, the inflated canvas, the ropes and lines passing out of reach underneath the bike.
“Actually, don’t bother answering that.” His view of the balloon had begun to be replaced by the distant meadows and forests of Nord Pas De Calais.
Standing on the seat behind her, his hands on her shoulders to balance himself, Ulysses leaned forward. Cadence turning in surprise, curious to see what he was doing.
“Thanks for everything,” he said in her ear and, as she opened her mouth to respond, kissed her. Breaking contact, he turned his attention to the balloon drifting out of reach.
“Here goes nothing!” the parrot squawked, and Ulysses jumped.
  

  

“THEY’RE RETREATING!” MOREAU exclaimed.
“Are you sure?” Leroux was beside him in an instant. The mask was gone now, the need for anonymity having long passed, his pale blond hair whipping about the top of his head in the downdraft from the burners.
“I’m sure. Look!” The doctor pointed.
Sure enough, there was the steam-powered flying velocipede the silverback had chased through the bustling streets of Paris.
“What are they doing? Is this some kind of trick?” As someone who planned every detail of every scheme down to the last detail, Le Papillon didn’t believe in chance and so was suspicious to the last. “Why would they do that? Why would they fall back when they’re so close?”
“We’re a long way from Paris,” Moreau said, his tone suggesting that the answer should be obvious to anyone, “and there’s no such thing as a limitless power supply; so I’m guessing they’re running low on fuel.”
“As simple as that?”
“As simple as that.”
“So what will happen to them now?”
“Well if the girl’s any kind of a pilot she’ll probably glide her contraption down to the ground. If not, then their descent will be much faster and the landing one they’re less likely to walk away from.”
“Nothing’s as simple as that.”
“Why can’t it be, just for once?” Moreau sighed. “We’re almost at the coast. No one has a hope of catching us now.”
“Aha! No! Look!” Le Papillon shouted in triumph, pointing at the receding bike as it banked left, breaking off its pursuit. “Quicksilver’s gone!” And then his tone of triumph became one of annoyance as realisation dawned. “Which means he’s...”
There was the whizzing sound of something sliding down a rope at speed, and then the slack crown line went taut as a figure swung into view from beyond the curve of the balloon envelope above them.
“On the balloon,” the dandy adventurer finished for him as he swung himself into the basket, planting both feet squarely in the middle of the anarchist’s chest, sending him flying.
  

  

ULYSSES LANDED HARD in the bottom of the basket, setting the balloon rocking. At the same time, Leroux landed in a crumpled heap on the other side of the basket.
Adrenalin masking the dull ache of his various injuries, Ulysses grabbed hold of a rope and used it to pull himself to his feet as Le Papillon came at him. From somewhere up above came the hiss of hot air escaping the canvas envelope.
Ulysses ducked the man’s clumsy swipe and came up under him, lifting him off his feet and sending him crashing down on the wicker floor of the basket.
But the butterfly-collector was already on his feet again, an expression of undiluted fury on his face, the balloon’s anchor in his hands. Ulysses took a step backwards as the enraged man adjusted his grip on the heavy iron grapple, ready to hurl it at Ulysses.
The dandy suddenly found himself remembering the last time he had been inside a hot air balloon. How long ago had it been? Two years? Longer? Travelling in time really messed with your sense of its passing. What he did recall was that on that occasion, things hadn’t ended well.
Below them the Paris to London Express whistled loudly, closer than before. The balloon was losing height, and fast.
With a grunt of effort, Leroux heaved the anchor in Ulysses’ direction. Taking a step forward, Ulysses caught the swinging anchor in his right hand. He gave a gasp of pain as the weight of it pulled at his shoulder, but used its momentum to swing him round as he landed a punch that sent Leroux crashing into the bottom of the basket again.
And as he swung the punch, he let go of the anchor, the grapple sailing over the edge of the basket, its tethering rope unspooling wildly after it.
The train whistled again, louder still.
Stepping back from the floored villains, Ulysses dared a glance over the edge of the basket. He could see the roofs of the carriages speeding past beneath and the blur of the track beyond.
The train whistled a third time. What was the fuss? he wondered.
The railway track approaching the coast, fields giving way to a cluster of buildings, the station, a myriad platforms, the sparkle of the morning sun on the calm sea beyond – and between them the gaping black mouth of Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s Trans-Channel Tunnel.
The last time Ulysses had passed this way was when had ridden the train through the tunnel himself on his way home to Magna Britannia, after being presumed dead for a year and a half.
The basket suddenly lurched, so much so that Ulysses almost found himself tipped out. The two villains groaned as they tumbled backwards across the bottom of the basket.
The dandy clung on as the speeding balloon matched the speed of the hurtling train, the basket tilted sharply. The anchor line was stretched taut between the balloon and the rear of guardsman’s carriage, where the iron grapple had snagged around the handrail.
This being the express, the train showed no signs of slowing down as it approached the station. Passing straight through, it ate up the yards – not miles now – that remained between them and the mouth of the tunnel.
The balloon was no longer losing height and Ulysses didn’t like to imagine what would happen when it collided with the heavily-reinforced tunnel mouth.
Perhaps if he could cut the rope...
He looked around the basket. He saw a couple of rucksacks and sand-bags hung from hooks in the leather-covered rim, but there was no sign of an axe or even a knife that he could use to cut through the tether. Behind him, Leroux stirred.
That left only one option, as far as Ulysses was concerned.
Whipping off his belt, placing the leather strap over the taut mooring rope, Ulysses pulled it into a tight loop, before looping it around both his wrists, and then jumped.
The train’s whistle suddenly deafening, drowning out the sound of the wind in his ears and the whizz of scorched leather on rope, Ulysses slid down the length of the anchor line, tumbling into the back of the guard’s van just as it entered the mouth of the Trans-Channel Tunnel.
Picking himself up, he opened the door at the rear of the train and threw himself through, the door slamming shut again behind him.
Putting a hand to the bundle of papers stuffed into his jacket pocket, a wry smile forming on his face, an exhausted and dishevelled Ulysses Quicksilver set off for First Class.
  

  

BEHIND HIM, AS the Paris to London Express disappeared underground, the balloon collided with the tunnel mouth. Its burner housing crumpled and buckled. Gas canisters ruptured, and the canvas envelope was consumed by a ball of angry orange fire as the fuel cylinders exploded.




  

  

CHAPTER EIGHT
  

  


One-Way Ticket to Hell

  

THE ATTENDANT PEERED down his nose at the ragged man with an eye-patch sitting in the well-upholstered seat in First Class, noting the way his filthy hands had already marked the pristine white coverings on the arm-rests with barely-disguised disgust. But before he could open his mouth to say anything and have the vagabond ejected from the train, the man took a ticket from a pocket of his soiled jacket and handed it over. “I think you’ll find everything’s in order,” he said with a smile.
First Class wasn’t busy – it certainly hadn’t been hard for Ulysses to find a seat – but that didn’t alter the fact that the attendant would clearly have much rather seen the dishevelled dandy ejected from the train than allowed him to remain in this carriage a moment longer. And yet, faced with the insurmountable evidence of the paper-work in front of him, it seemed that the attendant couldn’t argue against Ulysses’ right to do just that.
The express rattled on its way through the darkness under the sea as the man took what seemed to Ulysses an inordinate amount of time checking his papers. For a moment the dandy even began to wonder whether the falsified documents were really as convincing as he had believed them to be.
“Very good, sir,” the attendant said at last, looking like he had just swallowed a wasp. “Enjoy your journey.”
The steward turned to go.
“Are you still serving breakfast?”
“Breakfast, sir?” The scowl was still in place. Nothing was going to shift that look of disgust from his face.
“Yes, you know. The meal that comes between supper and lunch.”
“I suppose I can check for you, sir, if you would like.”
“I would like,” Ulysses replied, smiling through the grime and blood. “A couple of croissants will do.” The attendant turned to go again. “Oh, and a copy of The Times if you can find one.”
Without another word, the steward set off for the dining carriage with what could have been described as grateful haste.
Ulysses raised an arm and gave his jacket a sniff. He did smell a little potent. There was probably a shower somewhere on board for use by First Class passengers. He would have to ask the attendant when he came back with Ulysses’ newspaper and croissants. But there wasn’t any rush. In fact, Ulysses thought as he rested his head against the cushioned rest of his seat, he probably had time to catch forty winks before having to do anything else at all.
Letting his shoulders relax, he felt the tension ooze out of them, and was soon asleep.
  

  

ULYSSES WOKE WITH a jolt. The dream – a phantasmagoria involving a giant ape and a hot air balloon – faded in an instant.
He looked around him, momentarily disorientated. In the next moment it all came back to him; he was aboard the Paris-London Express and heading for good old Blighty at last. But what had woken him?
He sat forward in his seat, gripping the armrests tightly, casting his senses about him to try to work out what it was his subconscious had spotted but that he was still missing.
“Your croissants, sir.”
The attendant was suddenly there again, placing a china plate bearing two twists of pastry, a folded linen napkin, silver-plated butter knife, miniature pat of butter and tiny pot of apricot jam on the table cloth in front of him.
“And your paper.”
A copy of yesterday’s Times was carefully inserted into the rack on the wall between the darkened windows of the carriage.
“Are we speeding up?” Ulysses asked.
“Through the tunnel, sir?” he snorted, as if to say, Don’t be ridiculous, you one-eyed idiot. Ulysses felt he was lucky the steward couldn’t call for the men in white coats for as long as they were still on board the train.
“There are very strict rules regarding how fast the train can travel through the Trans-Channel Tunnel, sir. You know, in case of derailments.”
“That’s what I thought,” Ulysses said, getting to his feet.
“Sir, there is nothing to worry about, I can assure you.” The attendant sounded almost agitated now. The other First Class passengers were starting to peer in their direction, curious to know what all the fuss was about. Sour expressions were accompanied by a succession of tuts and a bout of aggravated huffing.
“Don’t worry,” Ulysses said, picking up the butter knife and hiding the blade in the palm of his hand, a guilty looked in his uncovered eye. “I’ll sort it.”
Ignoring the attendant’s plaintive cries of “Would sir please return to his seat?” Ulysses headed for the front of the train.
  

  

IT DIDN’T TAKE him long to reach the forward guard’s van and, having left the passenger carriages behind, make his way through the service carriage to the train’s tender.
Opening the door from the guard’s van he entered the howling darkness of the Trans-Channel Tunnel itself. Above him, caged hazard lights hurtled past at terrific speed, while smoking oil lamps upon the train itself threw fleeting shadows and a haze of yellow light across the curving walls and roof.
Unlike most locomotives, the train’s tender was contained within its own carriage, allowing engine personnel to travel from the engine to other parts of the train with ease. Ulysses stepped from the guard’s van to the tender compartment, just as the train sped up with a powerful lurch.
Steadying himself with a hand against a rail, he crossed over, and then stopped to settle his nerves and catch his breath, realising that his heart was racing once more. Whatever tiredness he might have been feeling had been dispelled by his renewed sense of alarm.
What could be wrong? he wondered as he advanced along the corridor that ran the length of the tender. But of course, deep down, he already knew the answer to that question.
But how could Leroux have survived the destruction of the balloon? He had been down on his hands and knees in the bottom of the basket. Besides, no one had followed the dandy down the taut anchor-line-cum-death-slide, of that he was certain. Wasn’t he?
There had to be another explanation. Perhaps the driver of the train had been taken ill – a heart attack or a stroke maybe – and fallen against the controls, causing the train to speed up.
Ulysses was almost at the engine now, ears straining to hear anything over the chuffing of the locomotive as it hurtled on its way under the seabed.
It was then that he stumbled upon the body. He could only see the corpse’s legs sticking out from a narrow alcove, where the driver and boilerman no doubt took their breaks. The rest of the body was covered by a bundle of what looked like parachute silk.
Of course! Ulysses cursed himself for an idiot. When he had been searching for a knife, or something suitable with which to cut the anchor line, the rucksacks he had only half been aware of must have been packed with a parachute each.
The silk showed signs of scorching, where debris from the explosion had fallen on it and burned through, but it had clearly worked well enough.
Leaving the body behind, he took a deep breath and stepped through the adjoining doorway from the tender box into the cabin of the hurtling engine.
The figure crouched over the locomotive’s controls snapped his head round. Ulysses gasped.
“Well, well, well. If it isn’t the cat,” Le Papillon managed before his speech was subsumed by a bout of savage coughing.
So, the anarchist had survived the balloon’s destruction after all. A part of Ulysses’ being thrilled at that piece of knowledge. He looked forward to relishing the look on the anarchist’s face when he realised that justice would be served, that Time’s Arrow had caught up with him at last and would make him pay properly for his heinous crimes.
Leroux might have escaped death, but he hadn’t come away from the exploding balloon unscathed. He was still dressed in his legionnaire’s uniform, although it was now torn and singed in numerous places, the left epaulette hanging by a thread, the jacket hanging open at the front, half its buttons missing.
He still wore the gloves too, although they were no longer white. But there was no sign of his goggled gas-mask, and he had suffered as a result.
His face was a mess of bloody blisters. Much of his white-gold hair was missing: the top of his scalp was a seared dome of twisted pink flesh, the rest scorched black. Over the smells of engine oil, burning coal and sooty smoke, Ulysses’ nose twitched at the acrid stench of burnt human hair. The man was clearly finding it hard to breathe.
But, Ulysses considered, it was no less than he deserved.
“So,” Valerius Leroux wheezed, “how many lives do you have left now?
“More than you, I’ll warrant,” the dandy replied, his tone as cold as the rage inside him was hot.
The butterfly-collector’s body was wracked by another painful bout of coughing. “Maybe so,” he managed at last. “But I shall recover. When I am done with you I shall disappear, and when I am recovered I shall be reborn. Like the butterfly emerging from the chrysalis.”
“But where can you go?” Ulysses’ grip on the knife hidden in his hand tightened.
“Oh, you’d be surprised. And when I get there I shall be welcomed with open arms.”
“Then why not just go there? I believed you to be dead. Why not stay that way? I wouldn’t have been any the wiser.”
The anarchist’s blistered face twisted into a grimace of rage and hatred.
“What, and leave things unresolved between us?”
The lepidopterist’s hand was on the accelerator handle. Knowing little about the operation of locomotives, Ulysses searched desperately for the brake.
When he spotted it at last, a knot of ice formed in the pit of his stomach. He was no engineer, but he knew it was no longer going to be possible to stop the speeding express.
At this rate, travelling at this speed, as soon as the train exited from Brunel’s Trans-Channel Tunnel on the English side, the first bend it reached would cause it to jump the rails, the resulting crash causing the deaths of God alone knew how many more innocent victims.
“So you would sacrifice everyone on board this train – and many others – to satisfy your desire for revenge?” Ulysses growled.
“And you wouldn’t?”
“What are you talking about?” Ulysses snapped, feeling his face flush with heat. “I’m nothing like you!”
“Aren’t you?” Leroux said smiling darkly.
“Was that the driver I almost tripped over back there?”
“No,” the lepidopterist laughed, “I think that was the boilerman.”
“That was the boilerman? So what happened to the driver?”
“He got off at the last stop.”
“There wasn’t a last stop.”
“There was for him.”
“You’re nothing but a common murderer, aren’t you?”
“I can assure you, there is nothing common about me!” Leroux hissed vehemently.
“Why, then?” It was all Ulysses could think to say in the face of the man’s raging psychoses.
Leroux smiled through the burning pain. “Why not?”
Ulysses slipped the hilt of the knife into his hand. The blade gleaming in the flickering orange lights of the tunnel.
His nemesis didn’t appear to be armed, even though he had clearly managed to do away with the driver and boilerman without much trouble. But knives and the like... that wasn’t his style, was it? Le Papillon preferred to employ other things as weapons for dramatic effect; the gorilla, the pipe organ under the Paris Opera House, the Eiffel Tower. And now, the Paris to London Express.
Taking a deep breath, Ulysses turned his back on the gasping Leroux and walked away from the cabin.
“What?” he heard Leroux spit. “Is that it? You’re just giving up?” The butterfly-collector sounded almost disappointed.
Ulysses kept walking. He passed the body of the boilerman buried beneath its silken shroud, only stopping when he was at the rear of the tender compartment, the sooty wind whipping his hair and making his eye water.
He looked down at the thickly greased coupling mechanism locking the locomotive and its tender to the rest of the train. Crouching down, gripping a handrail for support with his left hand, he set about uncoupling the train.
“Hey! What are you doing?”
The attendant from earlier was at the door of the guard’s van.
There was a dull metal clonk and the locomotive separated from the rest of train.
“Saving your life!” Ulysses called back over the chuffing noise of the engine. “I suggest you pull the emergency brake!”
Freed of the additional weight, the engine was already pulling away from the uncoupled carriages.
Ulysses watched the disconnected train slowly disappear as the darkness of the tunnel swallowed it up. When he could make out the yellow glow of the carriage windows no longer, he stepped back inside the tender compartment.
It was time to finish this.
  

  

“WHAT?”
The expression on the anarchist’s face said it all.
“But I thought...”
“You thought wrong,” Ulysses said. “I have denied you your final victory. The passengers are safe. There’s only you and me now.”
Ulysses went for him then, the tortured terrorist raising his hands in a futile effort to fend off the blows that came thick and fast.
Once his hands had been bloodied enough, his knuckles raw and dripping, the dandy stepped back.
He still might not win Most Dapper Dan of the Year, in his current state, but his chances were a darn sight better now than the butterfly-collector’s.
“Why?” Le Papillon gasped through broken teeth, a gruel of blood and saliva dribbling from his mouth.
“Because every artist needs an audience to appreciate his work,” Ulysses replied, taking something from his trouser pocket.
The metal bracelets rattled in his hand as he advanced on the terrorist. There were no bludgeoning blows this time, but Leroux was too weak to resist him as he snapped one of the bracelets shut around the man’s right wrist and closed the other end of the handcuffs securely about the accelerator handle.
Ulysses reached over the beaten man, and pushed harder on the accelerator control.
“What are you doing?” Le Papillon gasped, peering at Ulysses through bruised and bloodied eyes.
There was a fire in the gentleman adventurer’s one remaining eye as he regarded the murderer of Paris, his face set like stone.
Bending down, he put his mouth to Leroux’s ear.
“What does it look like?” he hissed.
“What? You’re insane!”
“Scream if you want to go faster.”
As the hurtling flight of the locomotive increased in velocity, Ulysses returned to the tender box compartment.
When he returned to the driver’s cabin, less than a minute later, the parachute harness was strapped tight across his chest, the parachute itself folded loosely over one arm.
The terrorist’s horrified expression said it all.
“We’re nothing alike, you and I,” the dandy said, holding out the butter knife towards the vanquished Leroux. He could see a light at the end of the tunnel.
“What do you mean?” the other whispered weakly.
“You didn’t give us a chance. You left us to die atop the Eiffel Tower. But I’m different. I’m going to give you a chance.”
The knife landed at the man’s feet, within reach of his left hand. Its blunt edge gleamed dully in the English sunlight penetrating the tunnel.
And with that Ulysses Quicksilver turned and left Le Papillon to face his fate alone.
  

  

STANDING AT THE rear of the locomotive, the wind whipping at his hair and clothes, nothing but the empty track before him, Ulysses suddenly found himself bathed in bright sunshine as the engine leapt from the dark confines of the Trans-Channel Tunnel.
Leroux’s screams merged with the white noise of the wind whistling in his ears.
How did the saying go? It certainly felt like the sun was shining on the righteous at that moment.
Body tensed, in expectation of the inevitable, the dandy cast the bundle of parachute silk into the air.
The wind caught it immediately, unfurling it and filling the canopy in an instant. Ulysses Quicksilver was yanked clear of the train and into the sky.
A moment after that, the locomotive hit a curve in the track and jumped the rails. Spinning onto its side, it careened into a siding and into the back of a line of aggregate trucks, pushing them ahead of it as it ploughed across the tracks, throwing a cascade of sparks from its iron hull.
Having been pulled high into the air by the opening parachute, Ulysses began to descend again. From his elevated position, he watched the locomotive’s progress as it powered into the back of an oil truck, as the engine sleeve suffered some catastrophic failure. The truck crumpled like a paper bag, a myriad hot sparks igniting the fuel it contained. The resulting fireball was even more impressive than the one that had consumed the balloon.
Ulysses smiled, even as he winced against the light and heat of the rising cloud of oily smoke and greasy orange flame, coming down hard on his knees as the parachute deposited him on the gravel at the side of the track.
Time’s Arrow could not be denied. Justice had been served. Fate had been satisfied. Le Papillon, the murderer of the Paris, was dead.
Ulysses Quicksilver was home, and Destiny awaited.




  

“But at my back I always hear
Time’s winged chariot hurrying near...”
  

– Andrew Marvell, To His Coy Mistress, 1681
  

“I never think of the future. It comes soon enough.”
  

– Albert Einstein, 1930
  

  

THE END
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