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I


Have His Carcass


  



The Thames. Thick and sluggish as treacle. The foul waters of the ancient waterway oozed between the detritus-strewn mud banks bordering the river at Southwark. The river that had spawned the sprawling metropolis was now being smothered by its obese offspring. Londinium Maximum drained the eternal Thames of all it had and then regurgitated it again, a diseased open sewer, polluted by rapacious industry and the waste of the teeming millions that called the urban sprawl home.


Scummy waves lapped at the tarry shoreline, regimented lines of flotsam and jetsam - flood-borne sticks, unidentifiable twists of rust-red metal and all manner of broken Bakelite or ceramic waste - showed where the still tidal river had marked its own rise and fall. Its own unique aroma of oil and excrement rose from its sludgy surface, carried along with whatever detritus had found its way into the surging effluent current of Old Father Thames. One gaseous wave could provoke involuntary vomiting in one not used to the noxious odour. However, the vagabond now combing the mired beach, searching for any forgotten finds, was not troubled at all by the stench.


His battered hobnail boots caked with mud, a filthy woollen hat pulled over the untamed mess of his hair - his wiry, grey beard just as bad - he puffed on a clay pipe clenched between tobacco-yellowed teeth. With his right hand he held a rough hemp sack over one shoulder and in the other he gripped a pole for support when traversing the sucking mud.


Old Samson might smell as bad as Old Father Thames, and be inured to the Stink - as it was called - but how his ratting terrier Jip ever managed to sniff out one scent amidst that miasmic stench, God alone knew.


The old man paused in his scouring of the mud flats, lent back, legs braced, unbending his crooked back, and took in a great lungful of London air. It was laced with the tarry smell of the pollutant smog that shrouded the city from the early autumn sun. That same sun still warmed the land, drawing the stinking smog from the streets until it hung over the capital, a gargantuan squashed mushroom cloud. To Samson, the river's unique smell was as familiar and as reassuring, in its own way, as the stale baccy aroma of the Dog and Duck, as welcoming as the rosewater and sweat scent of a two shilling whore.


The beachcomber gazed at the jaundiced haze streaking the lightening sky, and absorbed the sounds of the city, the rattle and clatter of the Overground, the blaring horns of the traffic filling the thoroughfares of Southwark and the steam horn voices of the tugboats on the river.


A broad, near-toothless smile spread across his crab apple face and for a moment he closed his wrinkled eyes, enjoying the warmth of the September sun on his weather-beaten skin. All was right with the world. This was the best time of day to be out, combing the shoreline for anything that had been disposed of by the city that might be of value to someone still, and so furnish Samson with another bottle of gin or perhaps even a tumble with Nancy. If he were really lucky perhaps their union might take place in a bed this time, upstairs at the Dog and Duck, rather than up against the wall behind the chandler's. Thoughts of Nancy filled his head, sweet as sugarplums.


Jip's urgent barking roused his master from his reverie. Focusing on the yapping, Samson saw the dog worrying at something down by the water's edge. At first it looked like a bundle of black cloth, exposed by the retreating tide. Putting his weight on his stick, Samson pulled his mud-caked boots out of the sucking mire.


"Give over there, Jip. What's got you bothered as a Whitechapel street-walker?"


The terrier was growling, tugging at the cloth gripped in his teeth. It wasn't just a piece of cloth though; something was bound up within it, something that shifted with the push and pull of the waves.


"What is it, you daft bugger?"


Samson was practically standing over the terrier now as it wrestled with the bundle. Under the relentless worrying of the dog something flopped loose. Samson saw the sodden cloth of a sleeve and the pallid, waterlogged flesh of what was left of a hand, after the eels and other murk dwellers had had a go at it.


It was unmistakeably a body - a man, partially smothered by the other detritus that had been washed up with him, face down in the stinking shallows. Lank tresses of black hair moved in the sudsy surf, moving as if blown by a gentle breeze.


"God's teeth!" the beachcomber swore, the colour draining from his cheeks. He prodded at the corpse with his stick. "Get away from there, Jip!" he suddenly snapped, giving the dog a kick. Whimpering, the terrier released its hold.


Dropping the sack and bracing himself with the pole again, Samson leant down. With one strong hand he grabbed the collar of the dead man's suit and heaved. As the surge of the river lifted the corpse, Samson turned it over. 


"Bloody hell!" he gasped, seeing the dead man's bloated features. "Poor bugger," he breathed, turned away and threw up.


  



II


Inspector Allardyce Investigates


  



"Not another one," Inspector Maurice Allardyce said with a sigh, giving the body a cursory visual examination. "So, what do you make of it Sheldon?"


"Well, she's dead, sir," the Sergeant said, an anxious look on his face as he tried to fathom what type of game the Inspector was playing.


"I can see that, smart arse. In fact, I can safely say that I have never seen anyone in the rudest of rude health look like that. Have you?"


"No, sir."


"So, what killed her?"


"Well," Sergeant Sheldon hesitated again, not sure whether this was some kind of test Inspector Allardyce was putting him through. "Her body appears to be riddled with mould... Fungus, sir."


"But that couldn't have killed her, surely? The rot must have set in after she died. How long did your witnesses say she'd been missing for?"


"She was last seen last night."


"Looking like this?" Allardyce exclaimed. They both looked down at the corpse of the ageing prostitute slumped in the alleyway.


"That's when she was last seen alive, sir, at around 9 o'clock outside the Dog and Duck."


"You mean she wasn't in this state at nine last night?"


"No, sir."


"Your witnesses - drunk were they?"


"No, inspector. At least twelve people saw her at that time. She was leaving the pub with a vagrant called Samson. Lives down by Southwark Bridge."


"Then he's our man. He's the one who..." Allardyce tailed off, unable to find the words.


The Inspector wasn't happy. He had been called to the scene of the crime - if crime it were - by the local beat-bobby Sergeant Sheldon, who was flummoxed as to exactly what had happened to the gin-sodden old tart, and even whether a crime had been committed at all. And now Allardyce found himself here, in the stinking slums of Southwark, with, if he were honest, no better idea of what was going on than the grizzled copper. Surely the old tramp had something to do with it, but then what could the vagrant have done to the old whore for her body to have become host to some kind of virulent fungal infection? The exposed skin of her arms, legs and face was covered with the grey-green swellings of puffball mushrooms, their own epidermal layer like shrivelled human skin. The curious growths crowded in on each other, one fungus sprouting on top of another, bursting from the cleavage of the woman's tarty blouse. Others had ruptured through the mesh of her stockings. The area had been cordoned off with tape as a precaution, a young constable standing by, just in case.


"Who did what, Inspector?"


Hearing the voice - dripping with disdain and with an air of aloof amusement - Allardyce stiffened.


"Oh, it's you," he said, turning, trying to affect his own air of aloof disinterest. "You're back from your jaunt around the South Seas then?"


"If you could call it that," Ulysses Quicksilver replied, giving the shorter man in the beige trench coat an appraising look with his sparkling brown eyes from behind the foppish flop of his fringe. "Yes."


"What brings you sniffing round Southwark? Looking for some lady action are you? The charming dandy routine getting a bit tired, is it?"


"Oh you know, I just happened to be in the area. Any witnesses to the death?" the dandy asked, brashly ducking under the police line - ignoring the young constable's blurted command that he stop - with no sign of respect for the authority of the Metropolitan Police.


"Are you trying to tell me how to do my job again, Quicksilver?"


"You have asked for witnesses haven't you?" Without waiting for an answer Ulysses Quicksilver turned to the steadily encroaching crowd and addressed the downtrodden and dispossessed of Southwark. "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Did any of you happen to be present when this poor lady here died? Did any of you see anything?"


There were nervous mutterings from among the crowd. It wasn't common practice in these parts to trust the police, let alone offer them assistance. But that said, with a nervous cough to attract attention, a thickset man emerged from the gathered stickybeaks, wringing a cloth cap in his large hands.


"Ah, yes, sir. Don't be nervous, old chap. Come forward and have your say."


"Well it was me that called Shelly here," the man said, nodding at Sergeant Sheldon. "And there was a whole load of us what saw it."


"Saw what, my good man?" Ulysses asked, flashing his most ingratiating smile.


"What happened to Nancy, the poor old soak." The man didn't take his eyes from the cap twisted into a tight knot in his hands.


"Would you care to elaborate?"


Allardyce looked on aghast. The slimy bastard could charm the knickers off a nun.


"It was this morning. She was lying here, empty bottle hugged to her breast. Thought she was asleep. No one was surprised to find her bedded down in an alleyway. It wasn't unusual. Anyways, then she comes to - head thick as London smog - and then she starts coughing. Terrible hacking cough it was. I thought she'd caught pneumonia. Then she was on her feet. Comes stumbling into the street, gasping like she's choking, eyes mad. It was just like she was being throttled, only she wasn't. And then, before anyone could help her, she collapses and those things start popping up all over her body."


"You mean the puffballs?" Quicksilver asked, seeking clarity.


"If you say so, sir. I wouldn't know," the man confessed.


Allardyce looked again at the dead woman's face. One eye had been forced shut by the oppressive pressure of several bulbous eruptions whilst the other was protruding unpleasantly - almost accusingly - from her head, the white of the eye and iris discoloured by the verdigris pigment of the fungi.  


"After that, no one would go near her. She was good as dead, already. But then I said someone should do something, should tell someone. So I dropped in on Shelly at the station."


"What a fine upstanding citizen you are," Quicksilver said, without a hint of sarcasm in his voice. The man stopped crushing his cap in his huge hands, and looked directly at Ulysses, a proud smile of self-congratulation appearing on his face. "And you were right not to go near her."


"What did happen to her?"


"We don't know yet. But that's why I'm here. Don't worry we'll have this sorted out in no time. Trust me."


The smartly-dressed dandy looked entirely out of place, in his emerald green crushed velvet jacket, paisley-patterned waistcoat and plum moleskin trousers. He was also wearing his trademark cravat, held in place with a diamond pin, and held his bloodstone-tipped cane, almost casually, in one hand. He turned to Sergeant Sheldon, the earnest young constable now at his superior's shoulder like some eager puppy. "Sergeant, we need to seal off this whole area - the alleyway, the pub, the street - and put the body into quarantine. We're going to need to send in clean-up crews to decontaminate the area."


"We?"


Quicksilver turned to the Inspector for the first time since the eyewitness had spoken.


"Whose crime scene is this?" Allardyce challenged, reddening.


"I'm sorry, Inspector. Please, carry on."


"Right... well..." Allardyce looked at Sheldon, the bobby, at Quicksilver and then back at the Sergeant. "Do what he said."


Sergeant Sheldon paused, shooting Quicksilver an uncertain look. It was only when the dandy had nodded his consent that the policeman made a move to obey.


"And only let automata-Peelers handle the body or move it," Ulysses instructed, but in the tone of one doing no more than making a helpful suggestion. The sergeant shot him another anxious look. "Just in case."


Sergeant Sheldon and the bobby moved the gathered crowd of curious onlookers back. "Come on, ladies and gentlemen, there's nothing to see here. You know what curiosity did to the cat."


"Not her, Sergeant, if you don't mind," Quicksilver said, picking out one old woman from the throng of peering faces. "She's with me. Penny," he said, now addressing one onlooker in particular - an ugly, wart-nosed and toothless septuagenarian - "your assistance, if you would be so kind."


"Right you are, guv'nor."


"Cause of death appears to be extreme fungal infection and subsequent cellular degradation of the host body. You know what needs to happen now. I want you to ensure that no one goes near the cadaver. God only knows what could happen if those fruiting bodies spore."


"You're putting this slattern in charge of my operation?" Allardyce exclaimed, his voice rising in pitch with his growing disbelief.


"It's all right, Inspector, Penny here's used to dealing with this sort of thing."


"I've cleared up all sorts of messes, guv'nor."


"You?"


"You'd better show him your ID," Quicksilver said, nudging the wizened old crone. She pulled out a worn carpet bag from under her shawl, opened it and extracted a crumpled card. She held it out for Allardyce to see.


"Not another one," he said wearily. "She's one of your lot?"


"Agent Penny Dreadful, at your service, sah!" the old woman said, struggling to stand to attention.


"Penny Dreadful?"


"It's a codename, sah."


"A codename. I don't bloody believe you lot. All this cloak and dagger crap. What's the point? What's your real name?"


"I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you, guv'nor."


"And she could too," Quicksilver said, unable to stop himself from grinning.


"Just think of me as the fixer, sah, and we'll say no more about it." 


"Anyway, to work." Quicksilver knelt down beside the body.


"I thought you said only automatons should go near the body from now on," Allardyce pointed out, keeping a good distance from the corpse himself but doing nothing to stop the dandy.


"Do you know what species these mushrooms are, Inspector?"


"Well... I was going to wait for the lab boys -"


"I thought not, and neither do I. So I'm going to take my own small sample. I need an expert to tell me what we're dealing with here. Don't worry, I'll be careful."


"Do I look like I care?" Allardyce sneered.


The dandy agent of the throne withdrew gloves, a scalpel and an evidence bag from the capacious pockets of his jacket and very delicately cut one of the puffballs from where it had taken root within the dead woman's flesh, manoeuvring it into the bag with the scalpel blade. He then cut another sample before sealing both specimens and the contaminated blade inside the bag.


"That should just about do it," Quicksilver said, straightening. He turned to Allardyce. "I'll get out of your hair now."


"If only you would."


"Not that there's that much of it to get into," Quicksilver threw back. "Things to do, people to see. You know how it is? Besides, I missed breakfast this morning and for some reason my stomach's hankering after one of Mrs Prufrock's mushroom omelettes. I'll be seeing you, Inspector, I'm sure," he said, turning away and giving Allardyce a jaunty wave.


"Not if I see you first," the policeman muttered under his breath.


  



III


People Who Live In Glasshouses


  



The Mark IV Rolls Royce Silver Phantom rolled to a halt outside the entrance to the Royal Botanical Gardens. Ulysses Quicksilver looked out of his window at the twisting wrought-iron leaves and the glittering glass structures of the grand greenhouses beyond. The leaves of the many trees dotting the park were on the turn now, copper and gold spreading among the green of summer. "You have the sample?" Quicksilver asked his manservant sitting in the driver's seat.


"Yes, sir."


"Drop that one off with Dr Methuselah. Tell him I'll pay his usual fee."


"Yes, sir. And then shall I return for you? Or should I wait for you to call?"


"We'll see, shall we Nimrod? It's such a pleasant day, and the sky is such a warming shade of yellow today, that I might make the most of this Indian summer and enjoy a stroll along the river. I can always take the Overground from Kew. I'll let you know."


"Very well, sir. You think you'll find the answer you're looking for here?"


"Where else would one come with a question about plants other than to the botanist boffins at Kew Gardens?"


Ulysses exited the Silver Phantom and, engine purring, the sleek automobile pulled away from the kerbside. Passing through the vine-leaf wrought gates he approached the visitor turnstiles. Flashing the contents of a leather cardholder he was admitted immediately and, on asking for the Director, was directed towards the newly constructed Amaranth House. The construction work on the latest of Kew's majestic glasshouses was complete, as was much of the internal planting. All that remained now was for the last coat of gleaming all-weather emulsion to be applied by the team of gardeners and automata that had been set that task, and for Director Hargreaves and his cadre of loyal horticulturalists to finalise the arrangement of the specimens exhibited within.


Since the chaos and near-anarchy of the Queen's 160th jubilee celebrations, a matter of only a few months ago, all appeared to be well within the realm of Magna Britannia once again. The greatest world-spanning empire the world had ever known still held firm, thanks in no small part to Ulysses Quicksilver himself. With the apparent wiping out of the Darwinian Dawn, official functions were continuing again. The latest was to be the opening of the new Amaranth House, which would contain some of the world's rarest and most specialised plant specimens. The press was full of it: in two days' time, a whole host of the great and the good were due to attend, including the new Prime Minister. Ulysses' own invitation had been waiting for him when he returned from the first and last voyage of the sub-liner Neptune. Queen Victoria herself would not be attending on this occasion and, considering what had happened the last time he had taken up such an invitation, Ulysses was thinking of giving the event a miss as well.


Passing a battered tanker that, from the pungent reek coming from it, contained an enormous quantity of weedkiller, Ulysses crossed the threshold of the grand glazed double doors and entered Amaranth House. He found Professor Hargreaves, the current Director of the Royal Botanical Gardens inside, directing his staff in their positioning of a potentially deadly - and hence currently bound - Patagonian Mantrap. He was a beanpole-thin man in later middle age, his thinning grey hair parted in the middle and slicked down with a generous amount of hair lacquer. His twirled grey moustache had been equalled carefully tended and he observed the world through blue-tinted spectacles. It was humid inside the glasshouse and, having removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, the Director was really getting stuck into the work himself. Picking his way past wheelbarrows of compost and busily painting automata-drudges, Ulysses approached the team of horticulturalists seeing to the repositioning of the large spine-mawed plant.


"And make sure its trapper tendrils have been pruned right back before the opening. We don't want the new PM becoming a tasty morsel for Audrey here, do we? This is one auspicious event we don't want going with a bang," he was saying as Ulysses approached.


"Do you name all your plants, Director?"


Professor Hargreaves turned at Ulysses' interruption and glowered at him in annoyance. "What? No, of course not. Only the larger specimens. The gardeners simply bastardised the Latin name of this one and, well, it seems to have stuck. She does appear to have something of a personality, as do all the semi-sentient carnivorous specimens."


"It seems to me that you're making rather a fuss of what is, as I understand it, in South America considered to be a pernicious weed."


"This isn't simply some common or garden triffid or vervoid, I'll have you know. The Patagonian Mantrap is on the verge of extinction, thanks to Man's total disregard for the green heart of this planet. There are only two that I know of in the entire country. The work we do here at Kew is vital to the ongoing survival of these rare and most beautiful -"


"And deadly," Ulysses threw in.


"- plants in existence." Hargreaves went on without breaking his stride. "Anyway, who do you think you are butting in here like this? Who admitted you?"


In response, Ulysses dextrously took out his leather cardholder, flipped it open and, just as deftly, put it away again.


"Oh," Hargreaves said in surprise, despite himself, "you. I've read about your exploits in The Times. Rather a lot of fuss over some attention-seeking derring-do, if you ask me."


"Yes, that would be me. Ulysses Quicksilver at your service."


"Mr Quicksilver, I am sure you can appreciate that I am a very busy man. There is still so much to do in preparation for the opening and so little time to achieve it all in."


"I appreciate that, Professor," Ulysses said, a fixed smile on his face, "but you must understand that I would not trouble you if it were not a matter of the utmost importance. This won't take long."


"Very well then, what can I do for you?"


"I have need of your expert knowledge." Ulysses delved into a jacket pocket and took out a plastic evidence bag containing one of the two puffball fungi he had taken from the dead prostitute. "Can you tell me what species of fungus this is?"


Professor Hargreaves took the bag from Ulysses and examined it intently for a few moments, turning it over in his hands, pulling at the plastic to examine the pockmarked skin of the specimen more closely. After a few moments consideration, he handed it back to Ulysses.


"Where did you get this?" he asked sharply.


"Have you ever seen anything like it before?" Ulysses asked the Professor.


"No, I have to confess that I haven't."


"Would any of your staff be able to help?"


"No," Professor Hargreaves answered far too quickly. "If I can't help you, they most certainly won't be able to. My knowledge of plants is unsurpassed."


"Would you like to keep the sample for a closer examination?"


"No, Mr Quicksilver, I would not. As I have told you already, I am particularly busy at present and do not have time to follow wild goose chases. If you won't tell me what's so special about this specimen then I'm afraid I can't help you any further. It must be some kind of aberration, a mutation, that's all I can tell you."


"Thank you, you've been most helpful." Ulysses turned to leave but then paused, taking in the wonders of the new glasshouse around him. "I hope the opening goes well."


Professor Hargreaves watched the dandy leave, an unflinching scowl knotting his features. Sure that the nosey intruder had gone, he left his men filling in the soil around the writhing Audrey's snaking roots and hurried off to another part of the glasshouse.


  



He found Assistant Director Mandrake working, as always, in the semi-gloom of the fungus beds in the basement level of the Amaranth House. Here plants which thrived on the forest floor beneath the light-blocking canopy of the rainforest or in the dark sinkholes of the South American jungle plateaux, were tended in conditions that mimicked their natural environments. It was hot and dark down here, the atmosphere heavy with the smell of leaf-mould and wet loam.


"Mandrake, a word."


"What is it, Director?" the younger man asked, putting down his trowel. He too was in shirtsleeves as he worked in the stuffy heat, his black hair plastered to his head with sweat.


"We've had a visit from one Ulysses Quicksilver, an Imperial agent."


"Why would one such as he be interested in our work here?" the other asked innocently.


"He isn't. He wanted my opinion on something. He showed me a specimen - a fungus. I don't know where he got it from but it looked very familiar. Greeny-grey with an epidermis like dead flesh."


Mandrake said nothing, but simply looked at Hargreaves with something akin to mild curiosity.


"You know what I'm talking about."


"Do I, Director?"


"You damn well know you do. It looked very like the specimens I've seen you working with recently down here." Hargreaves scanned the dark, dank space. "Where are they? What have you done with them? Where have you moved them to?"


Mandrake fixed him with piercing pearlescent green eyes. They seemed almost luminescent in the gloom beneath the glasshouse. His skin was pallid and white from a lifetime working away in the darkness where the necrotising plants grew.


"You're right, of course, Director. It's time you knew everything."


"What is it you've been busying yourself with down here while the rest of us have been striving to get everything ready for Friday's official opening?"


"Let me show you," Mandrake said, moving towards an iron door at the other end of the sub-basement. "This way."


Professor Hargreaves joined his assistant at the iron door. The smell of damp and mould was even stronger here. Mandrake forcibly pushed the handle down and opened the door. "Please, after you."


Professor Hargreaves stepped through into humid darkness.


"Where's the light switch?" he asked.


In place of an answer, the door slammed shut behind him and he heard the grate of bolts being thrown on the other side.


"Mandrake? What the hell are you playing at?"


Hargreaves froze as something wet and spongy to the touch grabbed hold of his hand in the darkness. Then the screaming began.


  



Without any warning, without any wailing of sirens, the fire brigade arrived within the warren of slum tenements and decaying wharfs of Southwark. A gleaming brass and red-painted fire engine rumbled to a halt outside the Dog and Duck and its crew silently went about their business, extending the ladder atop the vehicle and unrolling hoses with practised efficiency.


One of the helpful individuals from the crowd who had aided Ulysses Quicksilver earlier that day approached a fireman kitted out in full protective gear - fire-retardant coat, re-breather helmet and protective boots. The fireman went about his business, ignoring him.


"Where's the fire?"


The hulking fireman remained silent and quietly carried on unrolling the hose in his hands, giving nothing away.


  



IV


Scorched Earth


  



On the morning of the eighteenth of September, Ulysses Quicksilver returned to the scene of the prostitute Nancy's demise, but things were not as he had left them the day before. He had returned in hope of finding more clues to help him resolve both the mystery of her death and of the curious fungus, but something else entirely that he had not anticipated was waiting to greet him.


The area had been ravaged by fire the night before. The Dog and Duck was nothing but a blackened shell, the streets around it sooty and blackened by flames that had been hot enough to melt the surface of the road and crack the bricks of buildings. Southwark was thick with a bitter charcoal smell. Wisps of grey smoke still rose from the burnt-out tenements. The fire had been intense but short-lived. 


The area had been cordoned off in the wake of the fire, just as it had been following the prostitute's gruesome death. The eager young bobby, who had accompanied Sergeant Sheldon the first time Ulysses had passed this way, was protecting the ruins from looters and heedless passers-by. It seemed that Sheldon was not prepared to entrust this task to the automaton-Peelers that had been drafted in from Scotland Yard.


"Good morning, constable," Ulysses said, beaming despite the obvious devastation around him. "What's been going on since I was last here?"


"Good morning, Mr Quicksilver, sir. It happened last night, when everyone was in the Dog and Duck."


"Everyone?"


"All the regulars, I mean."


"Everyone who might have come into contact with Fungoid Nancy, you mean."


"Well... I hadn't thought of it quite like that myself, sir. But now you come to mention it."


"A bad fire was it?"


"I think the fire service described it as 'intense'. They were here in no time and got it under control as quickly as they could."


"Good to hear you can rely on London's noble fire brigade, eh?"


"Yes quite, sir."


"What of the prostitute's body? Was it moved before the fire broke out?"


"It's funny you mention that, sir. The fire swept through the area not long after you were last here, Mr Quicksilver. There hadn't been time for the arrangements to move the body to be completed."


"Is that so?"


"Yes, sir," the constable went on, the word 'confidentiality' apparently missing from his copy of the Oxford English Dictionary. "Strange case, wasn't it?"


"Indeed," Ulysses agreed, "and getting stranger all the time." Ulysses cast his gaze around the wasted ruin of the street, as if somehow a more intricate inspection would give him some further insight into solving this mystery.


"And who'd have thought it? Two in one week, like that."


Ulysses' gaze fixed on the affably smiling policeman.


"I beg your pardon, constable. Two?"


"Yes, sir. The first one was pulled from the Thames down by Southwark Bridge last Sunday. A man it was, well, what was left of him."


"I don't believe it," Ulysses muttered to himself. "Allardyce must have known about it. Two cases in a week and he didn't think to share that little nugget of information."


"I'm sorry, sir. Would you be meaning Inspector Allardyce?"


"Know him do you?"


"Well, of course, sir, but -"


"What can you tell me about him?"


"Inspector Allardyce, sir?"


"The first body. You said it was a man."


"Oh, yes, sir. Sorry, sir. Well, seeing as how it's you, Mr Quicksilver, I can do better than that. I can let you see the body if you like. It's still in cold storage down at the station. I'm guessing no one informed your bosses to come pick it up."


"Then take me there forthwith, constable!" Ulysses exclaimed, the grin back on his face, excitement sparkling in his eyes. "It would appear that the game is afoot once more."


  



"Do you have any idea who it could be?" Ulysses asked, staring down at what had once been a man of medium build and medium height with shoulder-length black hair, dressed in an unremarkable black suit.


"No, sir. No one's been in to identify the unfortunate gentleman."


 As far as Ulysses could see, physical identification would be a near impossible task. It seemed that every square inch of skin was covered with the same grey-green puffball growths that had ravaged Nancy the prostitute.


"And no autopsy has been carried out either?"


Ulysses' breath clouded in the chill air of the morgue. The atmosphere was thick with the clinical smell of formaldehyde and disinfectant that Ulysses equated with death. Wisps of misty vapour spun in the vortices of air currents created by the cautious movements of the constable, Sergeant Sheldon and the dandy.


Sergeant Sheldon had left Ulysses to open the body bag himself, which he had done with incredible care and only after donning medical gloves and mask. However, none of the puffballs spored on opening. In fact they appeared to have already spored and were now entirely shrivelled, looking even more like dead flesh, as if they were dying back, their rapid development having consumed every nutrient provided by the host body, like a malignant, rampaging cancer.


"Far as I'm aware, he's not even been reported missing," Sergeant Sheldon said, "so I doubt anyone's looking for him anyway."


"Most interesting," Ulysses said, using a pair of tweezers to pull open one side of the dead man's river-ruined jacket. "And no one thought to check the dead man's body for any personal effects that might reveal his identity?"


"His pockets were checked. He had nothing on him."


"Then what do you call this?" Ulysses challenged, extracting a sodden, folded piece of paper.


"Well I'll be damned!" Constable Harris swore.


"I thought you said you checked the pockets!" Sheldon snarled.


"Exactly how incompetent is Her Majesty's Metropolitan Police trying to be? Is there some incompetence award you're going for?" Ulysses flashed the constable a look of contempt that made him physically recoil. "Most Appallingly Slack Police Procedural Practice in a Borough Station?"


"I... I don't know how that was missed, Mr Quicksilver," Sheldon apologised, a look of thunder on his face.


"Because nobody dared look that closely, fearing that whatever did for this poor wretch might be the end of them. That's how! Let's take a closer look, shall we?" Ulysses said, his anger abating and his natural curiosity coming to the fore again.


With the aid of the tweezers he managed to separate the sodden sides of the folded vellum. Despite the efforts of the Thames, the ink of the handwritten missive was still just legible.


"What does it say?" Sergeant Sheldon asked.


"Well, the gist of it is this," Ulysses replied. "The addressee is one Garic Mandrake, and it is signed by - if I am not mistaken - the eminent botanist and out-spoken critic of Magna Britannia, Auberon Chase, condemning the former's immoral work. He doesn't go into details, unfortunately, but he does state that he wants no part in Mandrake's brand of, and I quote, 'botanical terrorism.'"


"Bloody hell," was all the ashen-faced constable could manage, reeling at the revelation that, like as not, the forgotten corpse in the cold store was mixed up in some plot against the stability of the Empire. In the wake of the Wormwood Affair, everyone took talk of terrorism very seriously, from members of the public to those in authority over them.


"It seems likely to me that for the dead man to be carrying such a letter about his person, until it may be proved otherwise, we should take this corpse to be that of Garic Mandrake. Would you not agree?" Without giving Sheldon or the constable the chance to reply, Ulysses went on, into his rhetorical stride now. "And, by extension, one could safely surmise that perhaps Auberon Chase had something to do with his death, or at least knows more about it than we currently do."


Sergeant Sheldon simply looked at him, opened mouthed.


"You might well be dumbfounded, Sergeant. This station managed to miss two potentially crucial pieces of evidence."


"T-two, sir?"


"Firstly, the letter from Auberon Chase, and secondly," - he now used the tweezers to separate the matted locks of the man's hair behind what had formerly been his right ear, revealing angular ruddy petals caught between the fibres - "this seemingly innocuous scarlet flower."


  



V


A Rose By Any Other Name


  



The Rolls Royce pulled up outside the Suffolk country house, practically the only noise made by the car's arrival being the crunch of the gravel drive under its tyres.


The Old Vicarage was all steeply-pitched roofs, arched stained glass windows, black iron guttering and faux battlements. The extensive gardens were shielded behind high hedges and a red brick wall. Several acres of beech woodland held all within its arboreal embrace.


"So this is the home of the eminent, not to say curmudgeonly, botanist and orchidologist Auberon Chase?" Ulysses said, looking out of the window at the imposing gothic residence.


"Is that a rhetorical question, sir?" his ever-faithful manservant enquired, his voice a cut-glass emotionless monotone at odds with Ulysses' excitedly upbeat attitude.


"Of course it is, Nimrod," Ulysses replied flashing his retainer a wicked grin. Nimrod responded with a condescendingly arching eyebrow. "And as we're here, I think it would be rude not to pay our respects."


Having exited the car, the two men approached the front door, the ostentatiously dressed dandy leading the way, his immaculately turned out manservant a pace behind. When the third ring of the doorbell still produced no response Ulysses decided to investigate.


Passing through a gate into a walled flower garden, with ornamental lawns, carefully clipped topiary bushes and the rhododendrons of an arboretum beyond, Ulysses and Nimrod found their way to the extensive conservatory attached to the back of the house.


Cautiously pushing open the unlocked door, Ulysses paused on entering. 


"Someone's been here before us," he said darkly, "and I don't mean our errant botanist." He pointed out the broken pane of glass in line with the door handle, the shards lying on the tiled floor inside.


"So I see, sir," Nimrod assented.


"We should proceed with caution."


"Understood, sir," Nimrod said, taking a pistol from its hidden holster inside his tailcoat, as Ulysses took out his own gun.


Plants filled the conservatory. Some were in the middle of being re-potted into larger terracotta containers. A half-open bag of spilled potting compost and a trowel lay as if they had only just been put down, as if whoever had been at work here had just stepped away for a moment. There was everything from tall-reaching bamboo and primeval cycads to a magnificent aspidistra and creeping grape vines. Along one glass-panelled wall was Chase's prized collection of rare and exotic orchids: everything from the magnolia-painted petals of the Butterfly Orchid to the Devil's Tongue.


But the orchids were not the only rare plants that had a home here; there were a number of specimens that would not have been out of place within the newly completed Amaranth House at Kew. These included a Patagonian Mantrap, a six-foot tall specimen residing in a massive ornamental Grecian urn.


It was this plant that Nimrod was examining when he made the pronouncement: "Sir, I think you should take a look at this."


"Ah, Auberon Chase, I presume," Ulysses said with macabre humour as he approached the mantrap himself.


All that Ulysses could see were a pair of trouser clad legs and two feet, one missing a shoe, protruding from the thorn-fanged maw of the mantrap amidst the spiny leaf-pseudopods of the plant. 


Ulysses turned before the woman spoke, his uncanny sixth sense giving him prior knowledge almost akin to prescience, pistol held level at waist height.


"Don't move!" Despite having the bravura to challenge the two of them, she could not hide the undertone of nervous anxiety. "And put your hands up, where I can see them."


"Which is it to be? Don't move, or put our hands up?"


The young woman - in her mid to late twenties - stood at the entrance to the glazed plant house. She was holding a garden fork firmly in both hands, prongs pointed towards the dandy and his manservant. The look on her face suggested that she was prepared to make good use of it if needs be.


She looked like she would have been more at home trekking through the jungles of Borneo than stalking Ulysses in the Suffolk countryside. Her petite, lithe, and richly-tanned body was contained within long cargo shorts and a positively disgraceful, tight-fitting brown vest top, under a sleeveless khaki jacket. Her choice of wardrobe was too daring and modern, even for the more progressive and increasingly permissive attitudes prevalent across the Victorian empire of Magna Britannia at the end of the twentieth century. Her dark, shoulder-length hair was tied back in a stubby ponytail.


Her outfit obviously favoured the practical but to Ulysses' mind it merely served to accentuate the pert curve of her buttocks, the hollow at the small of her back, the subtle swell of her bosom, her small breasts pushing against the tight material.


"Well, hell-o," Ulysses smarmed. "And who are you?" He ignored Nimrod's tut of disapproval, drinking in the vision of loveliness before him.


"Never mind that! Who are you and what are you doing in my uncle's house?" she snapped, glancing at the bloated bulb of the Patagonian Mantrap, a film of moisture covering her eyes. "What was it that caused you return to the scene of your crime?"


"Madame," Ulysses said, his most endearing smile shaping the chiselled features of his face, "you are mistaken. We are not murderers returning to the scene of what would appear to be some heinous crime. We have only just now stumbled upon this unfortunate scene. But, I might ask the same questions of you. Who are you and what brings you here?"


"I asked first," the young woman said stepping boldly into the conservatory, adding emphasis with a thrust of the fork.


Ulysses reached into his jacket and pulled out his leather cardholder, flipping it open with a flick of the wrist. "I am Ulysses Quicksilver, Madame, agent of adventure, agent of justice, and agent of the throne of Magna Britannia, recognised for my valorous actions by Her Majesty Queen Victoria herself. I find myself here in my capacity as an investigator into two particularly unpleasant deaths." Ulysses returned his ID to his pocket. "Now, Madame, if you would be so kind as to return the favour."


The young woman remained tight-lipped before relenting. "I am Petunia Chase, and Auberon Chase is... was... my uncle." Ulysses glanced at Nimrod, that one look full of meaning for the two of them. They had become embroiled with supposedly grieving female relatives before, and didn't want to be duped again. He had used to think himself a good judge of character - now his confidence in his own abilities had been shaken by the events of not so long ago.


"And what brings you here at this inauspicious time, Miss Chase?" Ulysses asked, his tone measured.


"It's Doctor, actually," the woman said, interrupting.


"Really?"


"Yes, I possess a doctorate in botany. I'll have you know that I am very well qualified."


"I'm sure you are. Very well endowed," Ulysses added, smiling despite himself. "Academically speaking, of course."


Cheeks reddening and nostrils flaring in annoyance, the woman persisted in her explanation regardless. "I have returned, only this morning, from my latest expedition to Java, collecting and cataloguing new and rare plant species. But when I arrived there was no reply to my rings. So I came around the back, found the conservatory open and..." Tears subsumed Petunia's words as her overwrought emotions overcame her at last.


After the accusations, the recriminations, the confessions, the explanations, the sudden emotional empathy and the change from cold indifference to sympathetic understanding, Ulysses found himself sitting on the step to the conservatory, with one arm around the girl, the floodgates of emotion having failed before the tidal wave of grief that finally overwhelmed her. 


"Now - and I know this is hard - but I have a question for you. How can you be certain that your uncle's death wasn't an accident?" Ulysses made sure that he kept his eyes fixed on the young woman as he asked the question, and that he most definitely did not look towards the broken pane of glass.


"A world-renowned botanist, who worked with plants all his life, eaten by his own Patagonian Mantrap - a plant that, I might add, he raised from a cutting? Do give me some credit, Mr Quicksilver. He had tended that plant for the last fourteen years without coming to harm. Don't try and tell me that this was an accident. And if you didn't break that pane of glass to get in, who did?"


"Very good, Petunia - I can call you Petunia, can't I? - very good," Ulysses said, a winning smile on his lips. "I have to say, I am impressed. And, as a result, I want to help you."


"You do? But we've only just met."


"And yet I have already taken your plight to heart. I want to find the one responsible for your uncle's death just as much as you do. And, finding myself a little short of leads, it strikes me that you could be my best bet when it comes to unravelling the knots of this mystery. There may be something you know, the import of which you are, as yet, unaware. Failing that, I could do with someone of your background and expert knowledge on my side."


"What can I do?" Petunia asked, a look of earnest intent in her wide brown eyes.


"Come with me," Ulysses said, dramatically seizing her hand in his. "Come with me to Southwark."


  



VI


A Gruesome Discovery


  



 The party stood at the edge of the Thames - the dandy, his manservant, the police sergeant and the grieving niece. Ulysses Quicksilver watched the swirling current of the churning brown water, listening as the water lapped at the tarry mud of the shoreline, considering the case in hand. 


"You're certain this was the spot?" Ulysses quizzed Sergeant Sheldon for a second time.


"Like I said, sir, this was where Old Samson found the body."


Ulysses had hoped that if he could visit the place where the first body had been washed up for himself, he might uncover something that had so far been missed. But there had been no such obvious revelation. With a sigh, he turned from the river.


"Nimrod, any thoughts, old chap?" he asked.


"Well, sir, I was just considering how the body must have been carried here from much further upstream."


"How much further?"


"A body could be carried from as far away as Hammersmith or Chiswick. Perhaps even Brentford and beyond."


"Is that right?"


The high-pitched yapping of a dog abruptly interrupted their discussion.


Ulysses led the party towards the barking and into the shadow of Southwark Bridge. There before them was a ramshackle hut cobbled together from rusted corrugated iron plate, and reclaimed pier supports. A terrier, its fur coloured brown and filthy white, stood before a sackcloth-draped entrance, Ulysses unsure whether the dog was warning them away from its territory or trying to attract their attention.


"Hello, fella," Ulysses said, crouching down and scratching the dog behind the ears. The terrier gave its own unintelligible greeting, tail wagging. "What are you doing down here all by yourself? What is it you're protecting so very well?"


Stepping past the dog, moving aside the sackcloth curtain, Ulysses entered the shack. The smell was the first thing that hit him - the stink of fungal decay and something much worse. Then his eyesight adjusted to the gloom.


Ulysses staggered from the shack, face pale, trying hard not to gag. "Sergeant Sheldon," he managed, "who did you say found the first body?"


"Old Samson the beachcomber," the police officer replied.


"And he was one of Nancy's regulars?"


"I believe so, sir."


"And he's not been seen since Nancy's death."


"No."


"Well we've found him now, Sergeant."


His curiosity piqued, Sheldon bustled past Ulysses and into the tumbledown hut, the terrier growling at him as he did so. "God save us!" he gasped as he too caught sight of the mouldering, fungus-eaten corpse. "Just like the first one. Like Nancy."


"I think it's time we followed this trail of corpses back upriver to find its source," Ulysses stated with cold finality.


The pensive silence that followed his words was broken by a yapping bark that was sounding more and more like a canine cough.


Petunia looked at Ulysses, her own face paling. "What's wrong with the dog?"


  



Later that same day, at the station, Sergeant Sheldon was completing the unfortunately necessary incident report relating to the discovery of Old Samson, a lukewarm mug of tea on the desk in front of him. The vagabond's body was now resting in the morgue alongside the other fungus-riddled corpse, having been brought back by the robo-Peelers still on secondment from Scotland Yard. But for the time being Sergeant Sheldon was alone with his paperwork.


The first inkling he had that anything was wrong was when smoke began to seep under his door. He was on his feet in seconds, the report and his tea forgotten, yanking the office door open to make his escape and raise the alarm. As he stumbled down the passageway to the front of the station house, covering his mouth with a handkerchief against the choking smoke, he could see shapes through the frosted glass of the main door, even as the flames licked higher, cracking the glass. 


Blinking back tears brought on by smoke and heat, he could make out a... What was it...? An engine, yes, a fire engine, already there, the heat-distorted silhouettes of firemen dousing the burning police station with the hoses held in their heavy gloved hands. And yet, it seemed to Sergeant Sheldon that as the firemen swept their hoses back and forth across the front of the burning building, the higher the flames rose and the quicker the fire took hold.


Wracking coughs seized his body and he fell to his knees. He reached out and grasped the handle of the door with one hand, immediately and instinctively pulling it back as the hot metal took the skin from his fingers.


The smoke was overcoming him, he knew it. But, even as his vision blurred, he couldn't help wondering why the liquid pumping out of the firemen's hoses looked like fire.


  



VII


Three 'Men' In A Boat


  



The steam launch chugged onwards casting a bow-wave of ripples in its wake, as it steamed its way upriver, towards the setting sun. The purple orange cloudscape of the evening sky stained the tireless Thames, the water this far from the centre of the capital noticeably less discoloured and polluted. The sun appeared to be dropping closer and closer towards the tree-dotted distance with every mile the party travelled.


Ulysses Quicksilver sat at the bow of the boat, his steely gaze focused on the horizon, while Nimrod sat at the back, keeping the launch on course. Petunia's sharp eyes scoured the banks for the one vital clue that might tell them they had found the source of the dread devouring fungus.


Dusk was drawing on, bringing moonrise in its wake. The trio had set out on their endeavour late in the day, partly thanks to Nimrod having to make a stop at the residence of Dr Methuselah to collect a package which he had then dutifully delivered to Ulysses before they boarded the hired launch at Putney.


It was becoming increasingly difficult for Petunia to make out anything very much within the shadows of the riverbank. If she didn't find what Ulysses had asked her to look out for soon, their journey might prove to have been a hopeless venture. And then there it was, a flash of scarlet beneath the drooping boughs of a willow at the water's edge.


"Ulysses!" she called. "We must be near."


"You're sure?" he queried, not taking his eyes off the darkening horizon.


"Absolutely. It couldn't be anything else."


"So the first fungally finished fellow ended up in the river somewhere around here?" Only now did Ulysses turn to face Petunia.


"It's only circumstantial evidence I know, but it's as good as we're going to get. Considering our situation it's got to be as good a place to start as any."


"But where is here?" Ulysses mused.


"To our right, sir, is Syon House," Nimrod spoke up from the back of the boat.


"Of course. Spent an absolutely awful evening there once at a masked ball."


"Which means that to our left are -"


"The Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew."


"Precisely, sir."


"Then take us into the bank, please Nimrod."


Cutting the engine, the ever-capable Nimrod steered the launch in towards the bank, the hull of the vessel bumping against the muddy slope.


The three of them alighted in the dusky darkness, Nimrod pausing only to make sure the boat was secured. Cautious as a cat burglar Ulysses approached the perimeter fence of the ornamental gardens, visible beyond the railings as shadowy shapes against the velvet blue of burgeoning night, cane in hand. His footsteps crushed the fiery red flowers growing there amongst the lush grass, the same species Ulysses had found caught in the first victim's hair.


"So, here we are again," Ulysses said.


"It would appear so," Nimrod agreed, joining Ulysses at his side. Neither of them looked like they were really dressed for a night's reconnaissance.


"I knew there was something fishy about Professor Hargreaves."


"You've been here recently?" Petunia asked.


"Yes, and I knew then there was something funny about the Director's attitude, although at the time I naively put it down to the stress of the opening..." Ulysses' words trailed off as the veracity of what he was saying sank in. "Of course!" he hissed. "Whatever he's got planned, it all hinges around the opening of the Amaranth House tomorrow."


"So what do we do now?" Petunia asked. "Contact the police?"


"We haven't got time for that. Besides we don't want the likes of Inspector Allardyce generally cluttering up the place and getting in our way," Ulysses stated firmly, then flashed Petunia a grin, the sparkle of thrill-seeking excitement in his eyes. "I rather suspect we have to act quickly and decisively before things get out of hand. Nimrod," he addressed his manservant, "please help Dr Chase over the fence and then stay close. We don't know what we might find in there." He glanced at the dark silhouettes of the glasshouses again.


"Very good, sir," Nimrod assented, "but before you proceed any further, you do have Dr Methuselah's package about your person, don't you?"


"Indeed, Nimrod. Secreted away safely." He patted the breast pocket of his jacket.


"What is it that was so important we had to make a detour at what is, according to you, such a crucial time?" Petunia challenged.


"It's just a precaution."


"Against what?"


"A lethal, fungal pandemic outbreak," Ulysses said with a dangerous, shark-like grin. "As you have so rightly pointed out, there is no time to delay. The game is surely afoot."


Having clambered over the fence and entered the botanical gardens in such a clandestine way, the trio skulked their way along the night-shrouded pathways. But as they neared the Amaranth House, Ulysses' prescient sense began to flare.


A shadowy figure detached itself from the darkness before them. Ulysses' nostrils were instantly assailed by the earthy odour of rotting compost. Then the figure spoke.


"Why, good evening, Mr Quicksilver," it said, the voice strangely familiar, and took another step closer. Wan moonlight fell across the stranger's face.


"Director Hargreaves," Quicksilver said, making a vain attempt at ignorant foppish bravado. He could see other man-shapes emerging from the looming shadow of the Amaranth House now, a mob of gardeners and visitors, or so it seemed. "Fancy meeting you here. Are you out for a pleasant evening's stroll as well?"


The Director said nothing.


His sixth sense screaming, Ulysses heard the whoosh of displaced air behind him too late as a heavy object connected with the back of his head. Muscles relaxed, his body folded up, and he crumpled onto the carefully manicured lawn.


  



VIII


The Mandrake Mandate


  



Darkness enveloped him, a cloying blackness redolent with peaty decay. Ulysses struggled to consciousness and blearily opened his eyes. This did little to dissipate the murk but slowly his eyes began to adjust to the green gloom. Blinking away his concussed stupor, every movement of his eyelids causing the obvious lump on the back of his head to throb horribly, Ulysses struggled to make sense of his surroundings.


He was underground, of that he was sure, and it seemed that the only light came from some photo-luminescent plant source. Growths of a curious algae covered what Ulysses could now see were riveted iron beams and pillars, supporting some structure or other above.


Stretched out on his back, he was staring up at a ceiling. Cautiously he moved his hands and feet - they were not restrained - and felt the edges of the table, or whatever it was he was lying on. Slowly he turned his head to his left. Lying on a wooden worktable next to him was an unconscious Petunia; eyes closed, breathing deeply. Beyond her the gloom thickened again, a mass of inseparable shadows. Ulysses turned his head to the right, half expecting to see Nimrod laid out like Petunia but there was nothing but the dark shapes of freestanding shelves, the kind one might expect to find in a greenhouse.


It was quiet in this place, but not silent. An unsettling sound, a fizzing-crackling noise, filled the gloom: it was as if he could actually hear things growing in the darkness. And then the skull-splitting pain distracted him again, deadening the information being relayed by his other senses. Despite the throbbing ache at the base of his skull, Ulysses sat up and leant towards the comatose young woman. "Petunia," he hissed, "can you hear me?"


The girl stirred in her sleep, making a semi-conscious moan, but her eyes remained shut.


"Petunia," Ulysses tried again, daringly loud, his voice carrying in the stillness. "You have to wake up." He put out an arm to shake her. Behind the headache, Ulysses became aware again of the desperate itch of precognition at the back of his skull. As if he hadn't worked it out for himself already, they were in danger.


A sooty bulb hummed into life. Smudged yellow light bathed the chamber. Ulysses winced under the sudden illumination. 


"Let her sleep," came a voice. "It will be much less painful for her that way."


"What? Who is that?" Ulysses challenged, shielding his eyes against the light with one hand. "Show yourself!"


There were figures moving close by, not ten feet away. He squinted, trying to make out features, discern differences, but there was something frustratingly indistinct about many of the lumpen forms. Then he saw someone he did recognise.


"Director Hargreaves. I might have known."


The Director said nothing but continued purposefully towards Ulysses, a curiously benign, almost drugged, expression on his face. Hargreaves looked like he had been interrupted about his business, missing his jacket and with his shirtsleeves rolled up. He was holding something in his left hand. Its tip glittered under the glare of the artificial light and Ulysses recognised it immediately: it was his bloodstone cane.


"Oh, you disappoint me, Mr Quicksilver," came the voice from the shadows again. It was not the Director who had spoken.


"Whom am I speaking to? Show yourself!"


At Ulysses behest, another man stepped into the wan pools of light cast by the naked bulbs. He was of medium height, medium build, with greasy black hair swept back from a widow's peak.


"Do I know you?" Ulysses asked disparagingly.


"Apparently not. But I know you," the man replied, almost taunting him. "Everyone knows Ulysses Quicksilver - dandy, rogue, sometime agent of the throne. You're notorious, something of a celebrity in the wake of your adventures at the jubilee celebrations. A man of some standing, it would seem. An ideal subject, in fact."


"Subject? What are you talking about?" Ulysses swung his legs off the table.


"For replacement."


"Replacement?" Ulysses repeated. If only he could keep his apparent captor talking then he might yet be able to get them out of this predicament.


"Yes, Mr Quicksilver. Replication and replacement."


"Assistant Director Mandrake. Who did you have to do away with to earn that title?"


Ulysses couldn't help glancing round in surprise, hearing Petunia's voice behind him. He had thought her still unconscious.


"I remember you," the man said, his smug expression vanishing in a moment. "Yes, Petunia Chase."


"Jolly good, so everybody knows everybody now. Introductions over, would you kindly explain what is going on?" Helping Petunia down from the wooden table Ulysses whispered, "I rather feel it's time to leave."


With a sudden, deft movement he spun on his heel and lunged for the Director. Seizing hold of the bloodstone tip of the cane, he twisted and pulled. The rapier blade sheathed within slipped free with a razor ring.


"If you had fun and games in mind, then you should have restrained us."


"Why? What's the point?" the Assistant Director said, unimpressed. "Where are you going to go?"


His prescient sense burning like a blowtorch flame, Ulysses darted glances around the subterranean chamber. His eyes fully adjusted to the change in light levels, Ulysses could see his surroundings quite clearly now. On either side of both he and Petunia stood the stacks of mushroom beds. Swollen fungal shapes emerged from rich compost, their flesh pallid and grey-green: the colour of rotting human flesh. The fungi were at varying stages of development, the very newest growths nothing more than bulbous white heads pushing up from beneath the dark soil. But there were other trays next to these that contained much more advanced growths. Where Ulysses would have expected to see fat stems topped by dark-gilled heads, these fruiting bodies were vaguely humanoid in shape. And they just kept increasing in size, from one stack to the next. 


Beyond the planting trays a host of figures were moving towards Ulysses and Petunia, tightening the noose around them. There were both men and women, dressed in all manner of garb, from that of high class ladies and gentlemen to the practical overalls of lowly gardeners. But there were other things shuffling between them, like ill-formed clay figures with clumsy limbs and thick-trunked bodies, hairless and with only the merest suggestion of features, like folds of flesh in their blank faces.


Petunia gasped, eyes wide in horror as she caught sight of another of the assembled throng: "Uncle? But - no - it can't be!"


"Oh, but it can," Mandrake stated bluntly.


There he stood, renowned botanist and outspoken critic of the Empire, Auberon Chase, as large as life when the last time Ulysses had seen him he had been very much dead.


"Keep back!" Ulysses warned the advancing mob. They moved as one. Director Hargreaves was closest. "I told you to keep back!" the dandy bellowed in both fear and rage. Hargreaves reached for him. Ulysses swung his rapier blade, savagely bringing it down on the Director's arm. The keen edge cut into the exposed flesh and sliced through it cleanly.


The Director made a curious keening sound, looking in appalled horror at where the limb had been severed below the elbow. Petunia's scream was more full-bodied. Ulysses was shocked himself. He had not intended to slice the man's arm off. The severed limb lay on the concrete floor, still holding the sheath of his cane. No blood pumped from either the wound or the stump of the arm. In fact, where Ulysses' blade had cut through the flesh it appeared dense and grey, like the meat of a fungus.


"What the hell's going on here?" Ulysses cried, pulling Petunia close to him, ready to ward off any other further attacks.


"Revolution, Mr Quicksilver. A change to the world order." The advancing crowd of people and fungoid things halted in their advance.


"But... why? How?" Ulysses' mind was racing as he tried to see a way out. Where was Nimrod? If only Ulysses could keep this Mandrake talking, perhaps they might yet get out of this situation alive.


"You have the arrogance to ask why?" Mandrake railed. "Or is it sheer bloody-minded ignorance? Are you not aware of what the rapacious society we live in has done to this planet? We are the custodians of Mother Earth and yet all mankind does to her is rape and pillage from the very thing that he should be striving to protect. This is called the Great Steam Age by some but such power and progress comes at too high a price. Irreparable deforestation is taking place on a global scale causing untold environmental damage. The Amazon rainforest is being depleted on a daily basis, all to feed the hungers of the infernal machines Magna Britannia is so beholden to. Policy must be changed. Attitudes must be changed.


"Untold thousands of species have been destroyed, thanks to the thoughtless harvesting of the rainforests for fuel. Thousands of cures for all manner of diseases have quite possibly been lost. Plants were among the first living organisms to rise to prevalence on this planet and practically all other forms of life owe their existence to them. Plants were once the dominant kingdom on Earth and they shall inherit this world again!"


"But what do you hope to achieve here that will make any difference?" Ulysses challenged.


"Replication and replacement."


"So you keep saying, but what do you mean?" Petunia shrieked, her desperation at her own plight vying with her desperation to understand.


"Let us show you." The throng began to advance again. Ulysses swept around him with his blade but there were too many. Feeling a hand on his shoulder, he turned and looked into the amorphous face of one of the fungoid creatures. The fungus-being's mouth opened and it exhaled a cloud of spores into Ulysses' face. He stumbled back, coughing, but the plant-thing maintained its hold on him.


He felt woozy, drowsy, and inclined not to fight back. The rapier fell from his open fingers. Cold, damp, probing digits sought out bare flesh, enclosing his left hand in their succulent grasp. Petunia's screams became muffled and then turned to a hacking cough. Ulysses suddenly felt so tired; he just wanted to sleep.


But somewhere, deep inside himself, Ulysses Quicksilver the hero, the struggler against adversity, the champion of Magna Britannia, could sense what was happening and fought to be free. With his right hand he fumbled inside a jacket pocket. Fingers closed around the small inhaler pump that had been Dr Methuselah's gift to him. Fighting to keep his eyes open, Ulysses put the pump to his mouth and inhaled deeply - once, twice, three times.


His head already beginning to clear, airways free of the soporific spores, Ulysses shook the stupor from himself and looked into a face that was re-moulding itself into a visage that was looking more and more like his own by the second. At the same time, the bulk of the fungoid creature was changing, becoming leaner and growing in height to match his own.


Ulysses took the inhaler from his lips and sprayed it into the face of the creature. The fungus-Ulysses recoiled, wailing in pain, parts of its altering face dissolving on coming into contact with the fungicidal-spray as if eaten away by acid.


Petunia was limp in the grasp of another of the shapeless plant-men, which with every passing moment was becoming more and more like her in form and appearance. Ulysses pushed away from his own squealing attacker and sprayed the second metamorphosing creature, with the same consequences. As the shrieking fungus dropped Petunia, Ulysses put the inhaler to her slack mouth and let her inhale the antidote. Dr Methuselah had done his job well, creating a means by which to fight the necrotising spores of the fungal infection.


Having swept up his sword-cane, with one arm around Petunia to support her, Ulysses seized the initiative and advanced. Their attackers now found themselves under attack as Ulysses strode towards them, spraying the last of the pump's dose into the throng.


Men and women fell back, giving voice to the same unearthly screams as the fungoid things, suffering the same injuries as the two that had tried to assume the forms of Ulysses and Petunia. 


Then they were past the throng, an iron door in front of them. Ulysses pulled it open and threw the two of them through. Up a steel spiral staircase and they found themselves inside the Amaranth House, what little starlight that penetrated the smog layer of London setting the myriad glass panes glittering in the reflected light of the distant city.


The two escapees staggered and stumbled along the set cobble paths between the planting beds, lungs heaving, the debilitating effects of the spores still lingering within their overwrought respiratory systems.


They were no longer alone either. The recovered throng emerged from the subterranean level of the glasshouse and poured after them, moving as one body again. It would be only a matter of moments before they caught up. And then the doors to the Amaranth House were before them and harsh, white light blazed into the building.


Ulysses threw the two of them bodily aside, tumbling into a bed of cacti, uncaring of the pricks of the spines as, engine roaring throatily, the tanker truck smashed through the glass doors and into the Amaranth House. Razor sharp glass shards chopped through leaves and lanced into the mud of the planting beds. Dark liquid fountained from the ruptured drum of the tanker and rained down on everyone and everything inside the glasshouse.


Creatures screamed as the fungicidal agents of the weedkiller broke down their mushroom bodies. The seemingly human men and women suffered the same fate, their true fungal forms dissolving into a grey sludge. The battered door of the driver's cab creaked open and Ulysses' loyal manservant jumped down from the vehicle.


"Just in the nick of time, eh, Nimrod?" Ulysses said, managing a wry smile despite being drenched in stinking fungicide and feeling drained from the effects of the fungus-thing's attentions.


"It would appear so, sir," Nimrod agreed. "Now, might I suggest that we make our getaway post-haste?"


"Indeed! I couldn't agree more."


Nimrod assisting Petunia in as gentlemanly a manner as possible, Ulysses picked himself up out of the cactus patch.


"Not so fast!"


Ulysses' flopped back into the prickly plants as his feet were pulled out from under him. Twisting round he looked into the manic face of the Assistant Director. Mandrake looked back at him with only one eye, the other dissolving along with the spoiled half of his face that had been splashed with the potent weed killer. "What have you done?"


"Hah! I knew it! You're one of them!" Ulysses exclaimed.


"I was the first," Mandrake snarled through liquefying lips. "The first of many."


The mimicking fungoid creature began to claw its way up Ulysses' legs, but he kicked out, freeing himself from the clutches of the bizarre plant-human hybrid.


"That may well be the case," Ulysses replied, "but whatever you are, you're still dead!"


In a flash the rapier blade was out of its sheath. Ulysses thrust, the slower Mandrake caught with his guard down. Mandrake gasped and staggered backwards. Ulysses' blade came free of the body, the fungus flesh leaving a milky residue on its surface.


Ulysses, Nimrod and Petunia watched as whatever it was that had passed for Assistant Director Mandrake stumbled backwards over the guard wire surrounding the recently re-planted Patagonian Mantrap and toppled into the gaping maw of the incongruously named Audrey.


"Now," said Ulysses, suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion. "Let's get out of here."


  



IX


Bad Seed


  



"It was him, wasn't it?" Petunia said, gazing into the middle distance.


"Don't think on it anymore, my dear," Ulysses said, hugging the shocked young woman around the shoulders. "It's over now. He's gone."


The three of them were sitting on the neatly tended lawn outside the Amaranth House. With the Mandrake-thing's demise, the last of the fungus-creatures had fallen too. It had been as if the plant-men mimics were all part of one gestalt consciousness: with the first destroyed, the repository of that consciousness went too. 


"But it was his body that was washed up at Southwark, wasn't it?"


"Yes. I rather think it was. But, like I say he's gone. It's over."


"One of those... things... took his place. But how did he end up in the Thames? When they tried to take me I just wanted to sleep."


Ulysses took a deep breath, gazing to the horizon, the sky purpling with pre-dawn light. "I suppose the original Mandrake managed to fight off the effects at first, at least long enough to get away. He must have fled and then fallen into the river as he tried to escape, but the spores overcame him in the end. And it was exposure to those same spores that eventually did for Old Samson and Nancy the street-walker."


"While the mimic-Mandrake continued his work under the Amaranth House. But why?"


"In preparation." It was Nimrod who spoke. "Today is the nineteenth."


"The day of the official opening," Ulysses expanded, bringing Petunia up to speed, "of the Amaranth House. The great and the good will be here in a matter of hours - politicians, industrialists, foreign ambassadors -"


"And Mandrake's fungi would have been ready to greet them... Become them."


"Indeed."


"But where did they come from?" Petunia asked. "I've never seen their like before."


"I rather suspect they were grown, genetically-modified in a lab somewhere." Ulysses gave Nimrod a look heavy with meaning. "Could this be connected to Professor Galapagos' work? Could someone be selling his secrets on?"


"It doesn't bear thinking about," Nimrod said darkly.


"So what happens now?" Petunia asked, all emotion drained from her by her recent experiences.


"Now? We wait for my old friend Inspector Allardyce, unfortunately. The Met can take it over from here."


The three survivors fell into stupefied silence again. From their roosts in the arboretum the birds began to greet the coming dawn with their massed singing. Faintly at first, distance muffling the sound, so that it was almost melodic, another voice joined the dawn chorus: a claxon wail. As it came closer, the siren became more strident.


Ulysses looked at Nimrod, bemusement written large across his features. "Who called the fire brigade?"


  



"So, doctor, explain to me again how the hybrid takes on the form of its victim," the visitor asked as they walked the length of the dungeon sub-level. Illumination was kept low in this place, but there was enough light for the visitor to gain at least a passing impression of the things kept behind steel bars and reinforced glass.


Something amphibian croaked, huddled in a gloomy corner of its damp cell. In another a droid - constructed after the neo-industrialist fashion - stood motionless, only the faintly pulsing glow of its eye-lamps indicating that there was any artificial life remaining within its metal body. In the next, a red-haired simian, as tall as a man, snorted and howled, gnawing at its own wrist and the manacle attached to it.


"Well, sir, it would appear that once fully mature the hybrid possesses a basic sentience. However, once introduced to its subject it assimilates characteristics of that subject, in terms of intellect and purpose as well as physical make-up, somehow assimilating and replicating all of this from the target's DNA."


"Fascinating," the visitor pronounced in his rich baritone.


"In order to subdue a subject, and make it susceptible to replication, the fungus produces modified spores. The spores themselves are highly toxic, as well as having potent narcotic qualities. Exposure to them ultimately results in death, a symbiotic sub-species of necrotising fungus breaking down the host body. I suppose the original reason for this development was to provide the hybrids with nutrient-rich compost. But, even away from its hybrid parent, this symbiotic fungus continues to reproduce itself by sporing."


"As we saw for ourselves in Southwark."


"Yes, sir," the lab-coated scientist confirmed.


They passed another cell, and the small terrier contained within growled at their passing.


"The dog's still alive, I see," the visitor commented.


"We're continuing to monitor it, sir, and considering a more thorough examination by means of a live dissection."


"Excellent. And here they are."


The two men stopped in front of the last cell, the visitor peering into the gloom. Inside the maximum-security containment unit was nothing more innocuous than a stack of planting trays, small white bulbs poking through the thick mushroom compost.


"Do you have a name for them yet?"


"Well, sir, they've been classified as a plant-human hybrid. As well as the human-animal element and the obvious fungal components, we have identified another half dozen plant species used in their bio-engineering."


"Yes, doctor, but do they have a name? Something like this needs a catchy name, don't you think?"


"Well, the team and I have been referring to them as mandrakes, sir."


"I like it. Mandrakes," the visitor mused, the moniker lingering on his tongue. "Yes, why not? And it's amazing isn't it," he went on, pointing at something else, almost missed at first, rooted in the muck and slime at the back of the cell. "That one looks just like him."


The partially altered thing stared back at them, silent and motionless, pearlescent eyes glowing green in the semi-dark.


  



THE END


  








VANISHING POINT


  



~ October 1997 ~


  



Hardewick Hall was definitely haunted, of that there could be no doubt. Madam Garside had declared it was so within only a matter of minutes of entering the crumbling Gothic pile, her nose wrinkling as she was confronted by an atmosphere heavy with beeswax polish and camphor. A séance had to be held, she had informed Emilia, to discover why the spirits were restless. That way they could then discover which ghosts it was that were troubling her and lay those spirits to rest, although Emilia was sure she knew who it was who was trapped within the house, unable to escape to eternal rest in paradise. And of course Madame Garside decreed that the séance had to take place on the night of All Hallows' Eve, which was auspicious for such an undertaking, when the veil between the worlds was at its thinnest and spirits might more freely cross from the other side, into the land of the living.


So it was that on the evening of the 31st October 1997, as dusk was drawing on under a sky bruised purple-black with the promise of a coming storm, a group of disparate individuals gathered at the brooding manse in Warwickshire, at the personal invitation of Emilia Oddfellow, daughter of the late Alexander Oddfellow, scientist, inventor and eccentric.


Seven of them were to take part in the séance itself, with Madam Garside taking the lead, but of course such honoured guests could not be expected to attend without bringing their own staff too.


Emilia Oddfellow paused before the doors to the Library where Caruthers had gathered her guests to await the arrival of the lady of the house. 


Lady of the house, she thought. That was a term that would still take some getting used to. Her father had been gone these last three months, but still she couldn't quite believe it, perhaps because of the manner of his passing.


She paused to adjust the cameo brooch that had once been her mother's, pinned at the collar of her high-buttoned mourning dress. Her hands were shaking: she blushed in embarrassment at herself. Then, taking a few controlled breaths to compose herself, she pushed open the doors and stepped into the Library to greet her guests.


All eyes turned to look at her. She in turn scanned the faces around the room, her heart quickening in excited anticipation as she searched for one face in particular. 


Four men awaited her, their own servants in attendance with them. To her left, sitting in a large, leather-upholstered armchair - which needed to be large to contain his corpulent bulk - was her honoured guest, Herr Sigmund Faustus. He was dressed in the manner of a country gent, wearing a tweed three piece suit. Standing stiffly beside his chair was his personal aide. He was staring at her expectantly, making no effort to hide the fact, his right eye bulging from behind the lens of a monocle, while his left eye was scrunched almost entirely shut.


Emilia moved on in her observations.


Trying to look casual, leaning an elbow on the mantelpiece above the fire smouldering in the grate, was a handsome, athletically lean man, his dark hair slicked back with lacquer, nonchalantly balancing a cigarette holder between thumb and the first finger of his left hand. On seeing Emilia, a brief smile rested for a moment upon his otherwise dourly aloof countenance. Emilia felt her spirits lift, but his delightfully welcome face wasn't the one she had been hoping for in particular.


The two remaining gentlemen were standing either side of a partially-unfolded card table between the library's two velvet-draped windows that looked out onto the croquet lawn. On becoming aware of her entering the room, the two of them stopped fiddling with the curious device standing on the table and looked up. Mr Smythe, the taller of the two, had a pinched and pale face, and wore round wire-framed spectacles. His companion, Mr Wentworth, was an unattractive specimen, stooped as if his spine was malformed with a feeble growth of spiky whiskers on his upper lip, the pathetic moustache only serving to make him look like some kind of rodent.


Both had attempted to dress smartly for the occasion, although Emilia rather suspected that their stained and moth-eaten suits were what amounted to their Sunday best.


She quickly scanned the room, hoping against hope that she had missed something the first time. Then her heart dropped; he had not come. 


"Good evening, gentlemen," she said, doing her best to hide her obvious disappointment. "Have you all been introduced?" 


"Herr Dashwood, kindly - how do you say? - did the honourables," the corpulent foreign gentleman replied. His voice was higher than might have been expected, with a fluting tone, curiously at odds with his guttural native accent. 


"Thank you, Daniel," she said, addressing the young man at the fireplace, who dismissed the need to be thanked with a wave of his cigarette holder, and then turned back to the German. "Herr Faustus," she said, clasping her hands together in front of her, to prevent herself from nervously fidgeting while she spoke. "Thank you so much for coming such a long way to be here."


"Not at all, my dear," Faustus replied, tapping the arm of his chair with a finger, as if to emphasise the point he was making.


"You were always so generous in your support of my father's work. He spoke very well of you."


"The late lamented Prince Consort was not the only German philanthropist with a desire to help the people of the British Empire, my dear." He spoke to her as if he were an affectionate, although not altogether heterosexual, uncle. "And besides I had a - how do you say? - a vested interest in his work. It shames me greatly that the very project I was funding might have brought about his untimely end."


Emilia's throat went taught - to hear it put so bluntly like that, even after three months - and she swallowed hard.


"If there is anything I can do - anything at all - you only need to ask," Faustus added.


"You are too kind," Emilia replied, blinking away the moisture collecting at the corners of her eyes. "You have done more than enough, already." 


She turned to the curious-looking pair at the card table, and their equally curious device. 


"And thanks to you both, Mr Smythe. Mr Wentworth." She looked at the machine, all polished teak, glass dials and gnarled brass knobs. It looked not unlike the bastard offspring of a wireless radio set and an ornate clock. "You really think this machine will help?"


"We certainly hope so, Miss Oddfellow," Smythe replied, an excited, slightly manic smile suddenly seizing control of his pinched features. "We still need to carry out a final calibration of the device," he said, a hand straying back to the dials with which he had been fiddling when Emilia entered the room, "but we are highly confident of success."


"Confident of success," the weaselly Wentworth parroted.


The library's wall-lights suddenly flickered and dimmed. All eyes were drawn anxiously to the humming lamps and Emilia's heart missed a beat. A moment later, full power was restored. 


"I... I'm very pleased to hear it," Emilia said, feeling that someone needed to say something to dispel the growing sense of unease, but her words didn't seem to make any difference. "I am told that Madam Garside has almost finished her preparations and that we shall soon be able to begin. Please help yourselves to another drink in the meantime." 


Her duties as a hostess dispensed with for the moment, Emilia moved swiftly across the room to the dashing Dashwood at the fireplace.


"Daniel, how delightful to see you," she said, clasping the young man's hands in her own. "I am so glad you're here."


"I wouldn't have missed this for the world," he beamed back at her, giving her a wink. He paused, looking around the room. "Any sign of you-know-who?"


"No, not yet," Emilia said, her carefully composed mask of togetherness wilting for a second, threatening to reveal her true feelings.


"Come on, chin up. I hate to say it, cuz, I really do, but... Well, I told you so."


"Yes. Yes, you did, dear Daniel, and I should have listened to you. He's obviously not coming."


"He could have at least replied to your invitation."


"I'm sure he's been very busy. I think I read that he'd been involved in that Carcharodon debacle."


"That was months ago," her cousin chided, good-naturedly. "Stop making excuses for him, Em. He was always letting you down before, and now he's gone and let you down again."


Someone coughed politely behind her.


"Um, excuse me, Miss Oddfellow, but if your guests are all assembled, Madam Garside is ready for you now."


Emilia turned to see the medium's assistant, Renfield, standing behind her. She hadn't heard him approach.


"What? Oh yes, of course," she sighed, feeling her shoulders sag as disappointment deflated her. "We're ready. Caruthers will just have to join in to make up numbers," she said pragmatically, lowering her voice so that only Dashwood heard what she had to say.


 She moved to cross the hall to the study where the séance was to take place. "This way, please."


Emilia paused in the hallway - her guests filing past her, led by the moon-faced Renfield into the mahogany-panelled study - and looked longingly in the direction of the front door.


And then she heard it; the faint purr of an engine and the grinding crunch of tyres on the gravel drive at the front of the house. 


A moment later the sound of the engine died. A door slammed and leather soles were heard trotting up on the steps to the front door. The strident jangling of the doorbell made everyone pause and look round then, and sent Emilia chasing along the corridor, reaching the door before the hobbling Caruthers could get anywhere near it.


She flung it open.


"Not too late, am I?" Ulysses Quicksilver asked, flashing Emilia a rakish grin.


"Oh, Ulysses, I thought you weren't coming!" Emilia chided, grabbing him and pulling him close to plant a kiss on his cheek.


"You wouldn't believe the traffic coming out of London tonight," he said, pulling away from her. Behind him, his manservant, Nimrod, was extricating his master's luggage from the boot of a Mark IV Rolls Royce Silver Phantom.


Clasping her hands in his Ulysses looked deeply into Emilia's eyes, his expression suddenly serious. "I was so sorry to hear of your loss," he said. "His passing is a great loss to us all."


"Thank you," she said, returning his intense stare.


"How are you?"


"All the better for seeing you," Emilia said, and pulled him close again. There was a moment's silence between the two of them, which said more than words ever could, and then they parted, as if suddenly remembering that they had company.


"Ah, Dashwood," Ulysses said, catching sight of the darkly dressed individual at the other end of the hall. "How long's it been?"


"Not long enough," the other replied, that same aloof glower on his face.


"Well, I'd like to be able to say that it's good to see you again, but..."


"The feeling's mutual," Dashwood said, a false smile contorting his facial muscles for a moment.


"Not now, Daniel," Emilia said with forceful calm.


"But he can't just walk back into your life like this and carry on as if nothing happened."


"Daniel, please."


"Your concern for your cousin is very sweet, Dashwood, but I'm sure Miss Oddfellow can stick up for herself. At least she could when she and I were better acquainted," Ulysses said, flashing her that rakish grin. "Black suits you, by the way."


"Now come along, Ulysses, everyone's waiting. This way."


  



With everyone seated at the circular table that had been set up in the late Alexander Oddfellow's study expressly for the purpose, the séance began.


"Spirits, can you hear me?" Madam Garside called, her eyes tight shut, her head held high. "I beseech you, dark watchers from beyond the veil, hear my plea, and answer."


Ulysses Quicksilver opened one eye and took in the faces of his fellow attendees. Madam Garside sat at the head of the table, a glass and walnut bookcase behind her, her palms flat on the table cloth in front of her. Her bony fingers were adorned with ostentatious rings but Ulysses seriously doubted that any of them were of any real value, the precious stones set within were no more than cunningly cut-glass copies. Her dress was as vulgar as her jewellery, and about her shoulders was draped a shawl, embroidered with silver stars and crescent moons. But the piece which set it all off for Ulysses was the turban she had seen fit to place on top of her head. The green silk from which it had been wound was fastened together with an apparently gold and lapis lazuli scarab beetle brooch, like those cheap knock-offs sold in their thousands to tourists visiting the Nile kingdom every year. She was certainly keeping her options open with such an array of cosmological symbols.


In the ruddy light of the shuttered Bedouin lamp she had placed on the table in front of her, her overly made-up face took on an appropriately hellish quality.


"Spirits, heed the call of one who knows you, answer the petition of Madam Garside."


Ulysses couldn't stop himself from smirking at hearing that, and snorted as he tried to suppress a laugh. He then had to loudly clear his throat to try to cover up his inappropriate reaction.


One eye suddenly flicked open and fixed on Ulysses. "Spirits!" she said again, her entreaty louder this time, as she tried to bring the séance back under control.


But it didn't change the fact that, as far as Ulysses was concerned, the whole thing was no more than an embarrassing charade.


To the phoney mystic's left sat Daniel Dashwood, hands flat on the table also - as had been dictated for all of them by Madam Garside - eyes closed and head erect, cigarette holder clenched between his teeth. The lazy blue tobacco smoke coiled upwards to join the clouds of incense fugging the room. 


Beside Dashwood was Emilia, her eyes screwed tight shut, an expression of earnest desperation knotting her usually soft features. Ulysses seat was next to hers. 


He noticed that his former sweetheart had taken to wearing her straw blonde hair plaited into a tight bun at the back of her head. The girl he had once known had worn it down, like a cascade of gold. That same girl would never have been seen dead in a stiff black mourning gown buttoned to the neck. Time and its cruel predations had changed her, he thought. And a broken heart might have had its part to play too, he considered ruefully. 


She was so close he could almost touch her, the little fingers of their hands inches apart. The sarcastic smile left his lips, and at that moment he wanted nothing more than to grab hold of her, take her away from this morbid shadow play which was wringing a bitter grief from her. 


Instead he turned his attention to the man to his left. Smythe was paying about as much attention to proceedings as Ulysses was himself. He was absorbed in fiddling with his machine. As he played with the knobs and dials on the front panel, the two short aerials that sprouted from the top rotated independently about a hemispherical gimble and the crackle of radio interference came from speakers at either end of the device.


It was a ghost detector, or so Smythe had told him as they had taken their seats at the table. All the fiddling was necessary to focus the signal apparently projected by all supernatural entities, thereby allowing the machine to read the presence of ghosts. Next to him sat his fellow parapsychologist Wentworth, who flicked switches and adjusted dials on his side of the machine from time to time.


Despite being an obvious fraud, as far as Ulysses was concerned, he had to give Madam Garside her due. It was testament to her level of concentration that she was able to keep up the pretence of communing with the souls of the departed with the constant background disturbance of Smythe and Wentworth's box of tricks.


Next around the table, and someone who was trying desperately hard to concentrate, despite the distraction of the apparition manifestation meter, was the rotund Faustus. Eyes closed, his mouth was slightly agape, as if in wonder. 


And that completed the circle of seven.


"Spirits of the netherworld, if you can hear me, send me a sign."


The gathered séance-goers variously held their breath in expectation or struggled to keep a straight face. Smythe and Wentworth continued to tinker with their gizmo.


They waited, but if the spirits were there they were not in a talkative mood this particular evening.


Madam Garside stretched out her hands again and decried: "Spirits, I invoke you, by Osiris, by Hades and by Samhain. I command you, answer me!" Her voice had become a savage growl of barely suppressed fury.


An unearthly quiet fell upon the room and Ulysses became aware of the muffled pitter-patter of rain from behind the thick velvet drapes drawn across the one window in the study.


And then, the expectant hush was sharply broken by a loud knock on wood. Emilia gasped and jumped in her seat while Faustus let out a girlish cry of alarm. Ulysses looked at Dashwood, but he remained unmoved, chin in the air, eyes calmly closed.


"Thank you, spirits. Now, you watchers from the shadow world, answer me clearly. Can you hear me?"


The knock came again. In the muted red light of the room Ulysses looked for the medium's assistant but he was nowhere to be seen. He knew that there was some manner of trickery at work here, and Renfield was certainly up to his neck in it.


"Are you ready and willing to answer my questions?"


Again, the knock.


"Very well," Madam Garside said, with the commanding tone of one who believes themselves to be in authority, "who is it that haunts this place, who is lost and cannot find their way to the other side?"


The two parapsychologists made another adjustment to their machine and it began to emit a high-pitched whine, accompanied by a cockroach-like clicking.


"What is that?" Ulysses hissed, leaning towards the fiddling Smythe.


"Just white noise," the investigator whispered back.


"Bit like her over there then."


The lights flickered. Madam Garside broke off suddenly, opened her eyes momentarily to glance around the room and then, finding Ulysses boldly meeting her gaze, shut them again. 


"Dwellers in darkness, if you can hear me, give us a sign."


As Ulysses watched the Bedouin lamp began to rise slowly into the air above the table as, with a fizzing hum, that almost seemed in tune with the noise being made by the strange machine on the table, the lights in the room faded until only a feint dirty glow remained inside each buzzing bulb.


They all heard the mournful voice, despite its eerie distortion, as it came to them through the loud speakers of the wireless box. "Emmiilliiaa!"


Emilia cried out in alarm and gasps came from those around the table. Ulysses looked to the startled woman who returned his gaze imploringly, eyes open now, glistening with tears. "Father!"


"Emmiilliiaa," the voice came again and all looked to the parapsychologists' device. 


"Mein gott!" Faustus whispered.


Smythe immediately began twiddling knobs and flicking switches again, in an attempt to fine-tune the signal. 


"Come on, man," Dashwood said, although more demanding than encouraging in tone. 


"Emilia!" came the plaintive cry, more clearly still.


"Oh, Father! Father?" she returned the call, looking desperately around the room, searching the air above her, as if hoping to see her father as well as hear his voice. "Can you hear me?"


"Emilia? Can you hear me?" the ethereal voice echoed her words. It was becoming chopped with interference.


"Come on, man! Get it back!" Dashwood snarled.


"I'm trying," Smythe threw back, "but the storm's interfering with the signal!"


"Interference," Wentworth added pointlessly.


"Just white noise, eh?" Ulysses muttered darkly, one questioning eyebrow raised.


More concerned by the distressed state of Emilia than the miraculous signal apparently being picked up by the ghost detector, Ulysses looked past her, seeing the strange reaction of the medium, Madam Garside. She was sitting in her chair, staring straight ahead of her, eyes bulging from their sockets, her face slack with an expression of horror, her mouth hanging open.


Ulysses followed her horrified gaze to the far side of the study. Another strangled gasp from Emilia told him that she had done the same and could see what he was seeing. Unbelievable as it might seem, an eerie luminescence was beginning to suffuse the darkened room with its own unearthly light. As Ulysses watched, the light began to take on shape and form. The spectral image was that of a man, of that there could be no doubt. Smythe made another adjustment.


"Emilia..." came the broken voice again, still being heard through the machine. "...ere... the sphere..."


"What was that he said?" Dashwood snapped.


"...ere... the sphere... sphe..."


Ulysses strained to make sense of the unearthly message, but the signal was breaking up and the task was made all the more difficult by another dreadful moaning that now pervaded the study. 


"For God's sake, woman," Dashwood turned on Madam Garside, "shut up!"


"Father!" Emilia all but screamed, for if there had ever been any doubt before, there could be none now. The apparition of Alexander Oddfellow had materialized before their very eyes, standing half inside his own book-strewn desk, as if it wasn't there. 


"Well, that's a turn up for the books," Ulysses muttered under his breath.


The late Alexander Oddfellow reached towards his daughter and cried her name once more. "Emi..lia... pher.. the sph..ere..."


"Fear the sphere? What's that supposed to mean?" Dashwood exclaimed, in irritation.


The phantasmal image flickered, washed as if with static, and then blinked out of existence, leaving the room in almost utter darkness. The lights on Smythe and Wentworth's machine had winked out too and the falling pitch of the device's power cell running dry could be heard emanating from the speakers.


"What happened?" Dashwood demanded.


"It's no good," Smythe admitted, giving the machine a thump of annoyance. "It's dead."


"Dead," Wentworth echoed, emotionlessly.


"That's not all that's dead," Ulysses said, his tone demanding the attention of all present. All eyes turned to him and thence, from him, to the medium.


Madam Garside sat stock still in her chair, her mouth still agape, her skin white and waxy, glassy eyes bulging from her head, the light of life that should have shone behind them snuffed out.


Ulysses studied the body with clinical interest. So that's what someone looks like when they've been scared to death, he thought.


  



Madam Garside was dead, there was no doubt about it. Ulysses had felt for a pulse as had his manservant Nimrod. Consensus of opinion was that her heart had given out on witnessing the appearance of the apparition of Alexander Oddfellow. It had shocked everyone, although they had all reacted in different ways. 


Emilia was understandably distressed, and Ulysses had done his best to comfort her. However, he himself had been surprised by something else altogether: he was surprised that the parapsychologists' machine had seemingly worked so well.


Dashwood appeared angry more than anything else, seemingly frustrated that they had lost the phantom Oddfellow so soon after managing to make his ghost materialize before them. Smythe's reaction was one of frustration, with Wentworth seeming to follow where his partner led, as ever.


Sigmund Faustus had retired to the library looking as white as the corpse he had left behind in the study and, once there, poured himself a large scotch. Having downed it, he poured another straight away.


By the time he was onto his third, the philanthropist had calmed down enough for Ulysses to leave Emilia in his care, whilst the dandy returned to the scene of the visitation, and the stiffening body in the study.


Smythe and Wentworth were still there, taking apart their contraption - Ulysses supposed to change its battery - able to see quite clearly now that the lights in the room had returned to normal. And so was Nimrod, standing behind another of the chairs, pulled out now from the table, with Madam Garside's sagging flunkey slouched within it, the butler's hand resting firmly on his shoulder, in case he should get any foolish ideas.


"Tell me about the medium Madam Garside," Ulysses said sternly.


Renfield had revealed himself when he burst from behind the curtains in horror at hearing of his mistress's death, dropping the fishing line with the Bedouin lamp attached in the process. Any theatrical pretension he might have had before was gone now. Sidney Renfield had gone to pieces as soon as he realised Madam Garside really was dead.


He looked up at Ulysses with red-rimmed eyes, cheeks wet with tears of panic and fear.


"She wasn't one, a real medium I mean, but then I think you've worked that out for yourself, haven't you?" he blubbed.


"So she was a con artist. After Miss Oddfellow's inheritance was she?"


"No."


"Then what? All this tonight; was she doing that simply out of the goodness of her heart?"


"No, of course not."


"Then Miss Oddfellow was paying her for her services."


Renfield nodded, dabbing at his eyes with a balled up handkerchief.


"How many séances were there to be? How many tarot readings to help get Emilia's life back on track? What does an exorcism cost these days anyway?"


"I don't know. There'd only been two meetings before today, the second to set up the séance," Renfield said, confessing all he knew. "Gladys had never seen a ghost in all her life, of course. At least, not until... until..." Unable to continue he broke down, sobbing his heart out.


"Until tonight, and the shock killed her." Ulysses finished bluntly. "Didn't see that coming, did she?"


He paced the floor in front of the shaking Renfield as if deep in thought.


"I take it you've heard of karma, Mr Renfield? Well, I'd say that the late Gladys Garside got what was coming to her. How many other poor unfortunate souls - grieving widows and orphans the lot I'm sure - have you conned over the years? I think the authorities would like to hear about what you've been up to, don't you? Well you can contemplate your fate while the rest of us get to the bottom of what's been going on around here."


 Turning from the wretched Renfield, Ulysses circled the table to where the two ghost hunting boffins were tinkering with their startlingly effective box of tricks.


"Gentlemen," he said. "How's it going?"


Smythe looked up in irritation while Wentworth continued to take out the screws that held the back plate of the machine in place.


"It's the battery," he confessed, not telling Ulysses anything he hadn't already worked out for himself.


"The battery," Wentworth agreed.


"Can you replace it?"


"We can. But it will take a few minutes."


"A few minutes, then you can have another go," Ulysses said enthusiastically, a devilish grin back on his face.


"Really? You want us to try again?" Smythe said, unable to hide the amazement from his voice.


"Indeed," said Ulysses. "It worked, didn't it?"


"Well, the device was designed to detect the presence of paranormal anomalies but..."


"I'm intrigued by the apparent connection between your gizmo here and the appearance of Oddfellow's ghost," Ulysses explained, without giving the pondering Smythe a chance to finish, a note of glee in his voice. "Like I say, I want you to do whatever's necessary to get that machine ready to have another go."


  



"We're ready when you are, Mr Quicksilver," Smythe announced, sticking his head around the door of the library.


"Ready for what?" Dashwood asked, suspicious and yet intrigued.


"To try again," Ulysses stated, as if that much was obvious.


"Who died and put you in charge?" Dashwood challenged as Ulysses followed Smythe out of the library, but Ulysses did not deign to offer a reply.


Ulysses re-entered Oddfellow's study after the parapsychologist. The machine was there on the table, reassembled with a new battery cell installed, Wentworth waiting patiently for his partner. The late Gladys Garside had been moved to another room at Ulysses' request.


"Well, I'm here now, aren't I? Don't wait any longer. Start it up!"


Smythe and Wentworth went through their well-practised routine and, as soon as the machine hummed into life, Ulysses could hear a high-pitched drone coming from the box. Then the clicking commenced and Smythe began frantically tuning the device once more.


Without looking round, Ulysses sensed the presence of the other house guests at the door to the study. The electric lamps flickered, their luminescence failing yet again. He heard gasps behind him but kept his attention focused on the machine sat in the middle of the table.


Thunder rumbled ominously beyond the walls of the gothic pile. 


This time it was only a matter of moments before the clicking tone warped into recognisable speech.


"Emilia?" came the haunting voice. "Can you hear me? Anyone?"


"We can hear you, Oddfellow," Ulysses spoke up excitedly. Smythe continued to focus the signal the ghost detector was receiving from God alone knew where.


A sphere of luminescence glowed into life within the study again, this time above the table. It swelled, flickered and dulled, becoming the spectre of Alexander Oddfellow once more, everything below the waist sunk into and through the table.


"Oh, father, it really is you!" 


Ulysses spun round startled. So intently focused had he been on the reappearance of the ghost, he had not realised that Emilia had joined the group of curious onlookers at the door.


The ghost seemed to reach imploringly towards the young woman but the voice coming from the box had become unintelligible static again. The wall lamps glowed into life and, in contrast, the ethereal image of Emilia's late father dulled.


"Father? What is it?" she asked, pushing past Ulysses into the study.


The fading ghost's lips moved in desperate articulation but nothing of what it was trying to say could be heard.


"Ulysses do something, please. I have to know what he's trying to tell me," Emilia gasped.


"Smythe, what's the matter?" the dandy demanded, looking past Emilia, but placing a reassuring hand on her arm. "Why is the image fading? Don't tell me the battery's dead already."


"We're losing the signal," Smythe explained. "The more we try to boost it, the more power it drains from the cell. It's like it's moving out of range."


And then, as Ulysses was looking through Oddfellow's blurring body at the two ghost hunters, the spectre moved, as if making for the door. Then it was gone.


"Quick!" Ulysses exclaimed. "Oddfellow's leading us somewhere!"


Smythe and Wentworth looked at one another in bewilderment, then at Ulysses.


"Well, come on!" Ulysses exclaimed frustratedly, as he leapt for the door, sending the gaggle of gasping onlookers into a scurrying retreat. "We mustn't lose it."


Smythe and Wentworth looked at one another blankly again.


"For a couple of boffins capable of creating such a device, you really can be quite stupid, can't you? Pick up your box of tricks and follow me!"


Cottoning on at last they did as he commanded, Wentworth lugging the heavy metal box in his arms whilst Smythe awkwardly attempted to focus the signal the ghost detector was receiving.


Out in the passageway, the static whooshing from the speakers became a clear tone again and the ghost of Alexander Oddfellow materialized a few yards from them. It seemed to Ulysses that the apparition was looking through him as it beckoned with one hand. It then turned and moved off along the corridor.


"Keep up!" Ulysses darted a glance back at the encumbered parapsychologists. Emilia was at his side, the rest of the curious party following after Smythe and Wentworth.


At the foot of the polished staircase opposite the front door of the house, the ghost turned, following a narrow tiled passageway that ran alongside the stairs. At its end, Ulysses could see an archway, leading under the stairs themselves.


"Where's he taking us?" he asked Emilia as they kept pace with the ghost.


"The cellar," she said, her voice no more than a whisper.


Ducking under the archway, Ulysses found himself at the top of a draughty flight of steps that led down into the damp and cold of Hardewick Hall's cellars. At the bottom of the staircase, the unearthly luminescence of the apparition illuminated a padlocked door. The ghost gave them a melancholic look and placed a hand on the lock.


A shaded wall light behind Ulysses fizzed and faded, then flared magnesium bright. Smythe cursed. There was a fizzing crack, and a burst of sparks erupted from the box of tricks. With an audible pop the detector shorted out and the entrance to the cellar was plunged into darkness as the apparition vanished.


Ulysses swore, punching the plaster beside him. "I really thought we had it then," he said. 


He looked at Emilia. The sadness in her eyes was heart-breaking. He looked back at the door, making out the padlock in the gloom, now he knew where to look, the after-image of the apparition remaining as a grey smudge on his retina for a moment until he blinked it away.


"Why's this door padlocked?" he asked. "What's down there?"


"My father's lab," Emilia said plainly, her voice dulled with sorrow. "I've kept it locked since his death."


"Well I think it's about time it was unlocked again, don't you?"


  



The doddering Caruthers came with a key, the padlock was removed and, with a confident gesture, Ulysses flung open the door.


The party followed in Ulysses' wake as he led the way, with wary steps, into the darkened cellar. A moment later the gloom was banished as someone managed to switch on the lights. Electric bulbs fizzed into life, illuminating patches of the brick-built cellar, revealing intriguing silhouettes and the hint of unfathomable pieces of equipment, until Alexander Oddfellow's laboratory was revealed in all its glory. The distant grumbling of the storm could be heard, even here.


Between archways of crumbling brick a space the size of a ballroom was filled with the inventor's forgotten, half-finished contraptions, masterpieces in the making left to rust and gather dust in the musty gloom.


Amidst all the cluttered workbenches and abandoned mechanisms, on the far side of the cellar, against a wall all by itself, a waxy tarpaulin lay draped almost haphazardly over something that Ulysses could see was large and roughly spherical.


"And what do we have here?" he asked aloud, approaching the tarpaulin, the excitement of discovery flashing in his eyes. Emilia and her guests followed in a timid, yet morbidly fascinated, huddle. 


Boldly he grabbed hold of a corner of the covering, making ready to tug it free. 


"Wait! Stop!"


Ulysses was so surprised to hear Emilia utter the command that he immediately halted. "Why, Emilia? What's under here?"


"Don't you understand? This was where it happened. This was where he died." She cast her gaze at the ground, as tears welled in her eyes. "Under there is the sphere; the project he was working on when he died."


"When you believe he died," Ulysses corrected.


"What's that supposed to mean?" Emilia challenged, melancholic sorrow suddenly becoming the anger of the grieving, raging at the injustice of it all.


"Hey, steady on, Quicksilver!" added Dashwood, coming to his cousin's defence. 


"I know this is hard for you," Ulysses said, dropping the tarpaulin and taking a step towards Emilia, clasping her shaking arms with his strong comforting hands, "but all along it has been assumed that Alexander Oddfellow died here, working on his latest project, and yet his body was never found."


"There were witnesses, Quicksilver, you fool. My uncle wasn't alone when the last test run of the device back-fired. They saw the explosion. He was atomised - I'm sorry, Em, really I am - but he must have been. There can be no other explanation."


"There, you've said it yourself. These witnesses of yours saw a disappearance. They did not necessarily witness Alexander Oddfellow's death."


"Then, if he's not dead, where is he?" Emilia demanded. 


"That's what I plan to find out." For a moment Ulysses and Emilia just looked at each other.


"You know, Em," Dashwood said, interrupting their unspoken conversation, "I think Quicksilver might be onto something here."


"Really?" Emilia said in surprise.


"Really?" echoed Ulysses. "You've changed your tune."


"Yes, I think you might actually have something there, old boy." There wasn't even an undercurrent of sarcasm to Dashwood's words. "Tug away."


With a dramatic flourish, Ulysses took hold of the tarpaulin and pulled it free.


As tall as a man and half that again, supported on a claw-footed base, stood the concentric rings of a gyroscope. The broken rings described a void in the shape of a sphere at the heart of the machine. Thick vulcanised rubber sheathed bundles of wires trailed from the strange device to the control panel of a logic engine.


Smythe and Wentworth both immediately approached the machine, placing their own useless device on the floor, running excited hands over the control levers and dials, unable to hide their boyish delight.


"So, Quicksilver," Dashwood said, "what's your theory?"


"What?"


"I was too hasty before. Tell us what you think happened."


"Yes, Herr Quicksilver," Sigmund Faustus joined the discussion, "go on. I would like to hear more about your theories myself. I am intrigued to learn how my learned friend Herr Oddfellow might have survived the accident, and where he went."


Emilia stared at Ulysses in bewilderment, looking like she had been knocked for six.


"Well," Ulysses paused, giving himself time to formulate how he was going to back up his hunch, having been caught off guard by Dashwood's dramatic change of heart towards him. "To be honest, I have no idea what it is that Oddfellow was working on when he vanished, but I am certain that this device, this sphere, was right there at the heart of it. For a start, has anyone else noticed that this thing is still on?"


Everyone looked towards the curious contraption again, and in the silence they all heard the electrical hum coming from the weird mechanical workings. Dusty yellow light glowed behind the glass dials of the controlling logic engine.


"Erstaunlich!"


"That's a good point," Ulysses mused aloud, turning to the German. "Herr Faustus, could you tell us what Oddfellow was working on?"


"I wish that I could," the philanthropist sighed, his expression one of open disappointment. "I am afraid I was only his sponsor, not his confidante."


"Really? You would fund an operation like this," Ulysses said, taking in the contraption with a sweep of his arm, "without having any idea of what he was attempting to do?"


Others among the party were considering the German philanthropist now, Dashwood frowning at him, as if he were trying to read his emotions and judge whether Faustus was telling the truth or not.


"I am a philanthropist, Herr Quicksilver," Faustus replied curtly. "You know what that means? I act - how do you say? - with benevolence towards my fellow men. I do not choose to judge them. I knew enough about Herr Oddfellow's successes in the past to know that it was worth sponsoring his latest project. His word was good enough for me."


His eyes still narrowed in suspicion, Ulysses turned to Emilia. "Can you shed any light on this mystery?"


"What? No. Father was always very secretive about his work."


"But you're his daughter. Surely he would have confided in you?"


"I didn't like to pry," Emilia said, surprised and affronted by Ulysses' challenge. "What are you trying to say?"


"I just find it incredible that nobody here - people who were close enough to your old man that they should be invited to a séance held in the wake of his supposed passing - has any idea what this machine is for, particularly when it's still running three months after it supposedly killed its creator!"


"That might explain the power drains and flickering lights around the house," Smythe threw in, as if someone might be interested to hear his theory.


"Power drains. Lights," Wentworth repeated.


"Then where do you suggest we go from here?" Emilia challenged Ulysses, her voice only one step away from becoming a scream.


"We run it up to speed again and see what it does!" he said, a manic gleam in his eye.


"You can't be serious?" Emilia rebuked him instantly. "Didn't you hear my father's warning? His last words to us were 'fear the sphere'."


"If that was what he was saying. There was a lot of distortion."


"He was warning us away because that was what killed him."


"Supposedly killed him, you mean," Ulysses corrected her.


"What?"


"That has yet to be proven."


"Oh, for pity's sake!" Emilia shrieked. "You're impossible! You haven't changed one bit!"


"I'm sorry, was I supposed to? Only I didn't think I was your problem anymore."


Faustus coughed politely, diverting everyone's attention onto him. "Herr Quicksilver, I think you should listen to Miss Oddfellow. I would also warn against that course of action."


"You would, would you?" Ulysses' voice was almost a snarl as he turned on the quivering German. "And why is that, I wonder?"


"Simply because it was working on that machine that killed Herr Oddfellow as our hostess here was having pains to point out."


"I ask you again, Herr Faustus, what you know about the operation of this machine?"


"And I have already answered that question. Nothing!"


"Gentlemen. Gentlemen, please." It was the usually aloof Dashwood who interrupted the bickering this time, his soothing calm pouring oil on troubled waters.  "We're not going to get any closer to solving this mystery if we don't do something."


He looked from the fuming Emilia to the furious Ulysses to the shaken Faustus and back to his flush-faced cousin.


"I have it," he said, an unaccustomed smile brightening his face. "Let's put it to a vote." He glanced round the cellar-cum-laboratory, performing a quick head count. "There are six of us  who I would say are eligible to vote," he said, ignoring the servants. "So come on, all those in favour of running the machine up to speed?"


Ulysses confidently put up his hand straight away, although he continued to eye Dashwood with as much suspicion as he had Faustus. Dashwood also raised his hand, as did the two boffins Smythe and Wentworth, managing to tear their attention away from the wonderful machine for a moment.


"Is that everyone? All right, then. All those against."


Emilia defiantly stuck her own hand in the air, Faustus following her example, although rather more tentatively.


"Right you are then," Ulysses said sourly. "Let's get this thing going."


In light of their intensive analysis of the control console, with the excited assistance of both Ulysses and Dashwood, Smythe and Wentworth set about reactivating the sphere.


Emilia retreated almost as far as the cellar door, as if in defiance of the decision taken by the others to power up the machine, but not quite able to leave them entirely to it by themselves. Her father's patron joined her, putting a flabby arm around her slight shoulders to comfort her, but he too was unable to tear his eyes from what Ulysses and the others were doing.


Dials were adjusted, levers cranked and switches thrown. The broken metal circles of the gyroscope began to rotate, slowly at first and then, as the machine drew more power, faster and faster. The spinning rings began to sing, a harmonic whirring hum rising in intensity as the rings hurtled quicker and quicker. 


The cellar lights began to pulse and fade as the machine pulled more energy from the house's generator. 


In the near darkness of the dusty laboratory, the sphere at the heart of the machine could be seen, delineated by the whirling strands of light, a solid ball of darkness beneath.


Static electricity charged the air. The device was acting like some huge Vander Graf generator. As he stared into the heart of the gyroscope Ulysses could feel every hair on his head stand on end. A glance around the cellar revealed the same had happened to everyone else, making them all look as terrified as many of them were surely feeling. But Ulysses felt only the adrenalin rush of excitement. 


He glanced at the control panel next to him. One switch - large and gleaming brass - remained to be thrown. Ulysses seized the handle.


"Well, here goes nothing!" he announced, somewhat recklessly, and flipped the switch.


  



A fuzzy ball of light glowed into life, like a blown ember, at the heart of the void-sphere. It rapidly began to take on a recognisable shape as Alexander Oddfellow materialized, suspended within the spinning gyroscope. 


He appeared more solid than on either of the two previous occasions when he had manifested within the house. Looking through the whirling barrier of light, squinting as if he was struggling to focus through the distortion, he fixed his gaze on Ulysses and Ulysses saw a glimmer of recognition there.


"Ulysses Quicksilver," Oddfellow's voice wafted to him as if he were speaking to the dandy from another room. "What are you doing here?"


"Oddfellow," Ulysses said. "What is this thing? You've caused no end of problems, disappearing like that. There are questions that need answering."


"You can hear me?"


"I can hear you."


"Then listen carefully. I do not know how long we've got. I've been trapped here for... it feels like... I don't know how long."


"Where?"


"Within this damnable machine; inside this wretched containment field," Ulysses heard Oddfellow's strained words a split second after he saw them form on his lips. It was as if image and sound were fractionally out of sync.


"What was it designed to do?"


"What you see before you is the experimental prototype of Oddfellow's Matter Transmitting Device."


"A teleport?"


"That's what it was supposed to be, only something catastrophic occurred." Oddfellow seemed to peer past Ulysses, taking in the others gathered within the cellar-lab, before adding, "A spanner in the works, you might say."


"So where did it teleport you to?"


"Nowhere. Limbo? I don't know. All I do know is that I'm still trapped within it. If the power were to fail, I don't know what would happen; where I might end up. I rather suspect my component atoms would be spread across the ether, never to be reunited."


"Well, Smythe was right, it does explain the power drains and the problem with the lights," Ulysses said, half to himself as he tried to make sense of what the unreal Oddfellow was telling him. "But if you're trapped in there, how come you appeared to us during the séance? And how did you lead us here in this incorporeal form?"


"I have wondered the same thing myself," the floating Oddfellow admitted. "I can only presume that some other device was used to focus my signal and project me to those locations in this wretched form. But I don't know of such a device."


"I can help you there," Ulysses exclaimed excitedly, "Smythe and Wentworth's Patent Paranormal Anomaly Detector! That crazy gizmo of theirs must have inadvertently focused the signal." The lights in the cellar dimmed still further and bulbs on the panel of the sphere's control console flickered and faded. "But I rather suspect that we do not have much time. Just wait there. Don't go anywhere," Ulysses instructed the hovering ghost.


The dandy turned to the two technical whizzes working the logic engine next to him.


"This thing requires massive reserves of energy," Smythe said, looking anxious. He and Wentworth had been listening in on Ulysses' communion with the dead. 


"Massive reserves."


"It's soon going to drain everything the house generators have got, and then it will conk out again."


"Never mind that," Ulysses snapped dismissively. "If you could couple your detector to the sphere, do you think you could lock onto Oddfellow's signal again, but this time extract it from the device?"


Smythe stared intently at Ulysses from behind his spectacles, the dying lights of the control panel dancing on the lenses. "It might be possible."


"Then do it," Ulysses commanded.


"But this thing's using up a great deal of power as it is," Smythe countered. "I don't think we'll be able to keep it running like this for much longer."


"We don't have time to think. Just do it."


Without another word, and only a nod to his partner, Smythe did as Ulysses commanded and the two parapsychologists set to work.


And it was then that the machine died. With a gut-wrenching sound of rapid deceleration that set a numbing chill in Ulysses' stomach, the whirling rings slowed, the last Christmas tree lights of the control panel winking out one by one.


Smythe's hypothesis had been all to accurate; running the sphere up to speed had drained Hardewick Hall's power supply, killing the generator.


The rings stopped spinning and the cocoon of light they made evaporated into shadow. The ghostly image of Alexander Oddfellow faded into oblivion too, and the cellar was plunged into total darkness. There were startled gasps from the gathered guests.


"Damn!" Ulysses swore. "Just as we were getting somewhere."


"If this is going to work, we're going to need another source of power," Smythe said his voice loud in the hushed darkness.


"Indeed," Ulysses growled. "But from where?"


Somewhere, far above the crumbling pile, thunder rumbled and lightning bathed the entire estate in a flickering flash of monochrome light. 


The storm had broken.


  



"Are you quite sure this is a good idea, sir?" Nimrod asked, leaning far out of the garret window, a bulky length of vulcanised rubber-sheathed cable in his hands.


"Don't fuss, old chap," Ulysses chastised his manservant as he danced along the apex of the rain-slicked roof tiles. "It makes you sound like Nanny Fitzgerald. We've been in worse scrapes than this." 


"Yes, but you've never been out in the open, practically the highest thing in the vicinity of a thunderstorm with a trunk of copper wire in your hands before, as far as I am aware, sir," Nimrod replied, pointedly.


With a last, half-slipping lunge, Ulysses grabbed hold of the chimney stack and gave an audible sigh of relief.


"There. Made it," he called back over the drumming of the rain. "Should have this fixed up in a jiffy."


Wiping the rain from his eyes with the back of a hand, Ulysses set about the task of securing the cable to Hardewick Hall's lightning conductor. Three floors below in the cellar, Smythe and Wentworth were busily attaching their ghost detecting gizmo to Oddfellow's teleportation sphere, by candlelight. After the generator had failed, Smythe informed Ulysses that they had discovered that the machine's own reserve battery had retained enough energy to keep the sphere running on standby, as it had done for the last three months, and so still retained the teleport-trapped scientist's scrambled signal, but would only be able to do so for an hour at most. Time was once again of the essence.


"There, I'm done!" Ulysses called back to Nimrod as the downpour strengthened.


"Pardon, sir?" his manservant called back, his master's words subsumed by a booming thunderclap.


"Never mind. I'm coming do- "


The flash of prescience struck a split second before the storm did. Sizzling white light exploded around the rooftop and Ulysses felt its heat as he went skidding down the rain-slicked tiles. The garret window shot past and he flung out his right hand, hoping to catch hold of the guttering. His fingertips brushed the mossy lip of a drainpipe and then he was over. His fall was sharply arrested by Nimrod's grasping hand. 


Ulysses winced in pain as his shoulder jarred, antagonising the old injury, but despite the white-hot lances of lightning that felt like they were flaring along his arm, Ulysses still managed a knotted smile as he looked up into the aquiline features of his loyal manservant, now leaning bodily out of the attic room window above him. He hung there for a moment, the rain steaming from his clothes in the aftermath of the searing lightning strike. Above him the conductor crackled with the last vestiges of storm-born electricity.


"Told you there was nothing to worry about, Nimrod," he grinned and then gasped as his shoulder pulled again.


"Quite, sir."


"I know they say lightning never strikes twice," Ulysses managed through gritted teeth, "but under the circumstances I wouldn't like to tempt fate, so, when you're ready, if you wouldn't mind reeling me back in, as it were?"


  



A matter of minutes later, back in the basement laboratory, the sphere was running up to speed again. The vibrating hum of the whirling rings filled the space with its organ-resonating force, the feeble light cast by candles stuck into the necks of empty wine bottles suffused by the lurid glowing shell of light at the centre of the gyroscopic machine. Everyone's hair stood on end like weird halos around their heads. 


"Is it working?" Ulysses asked, sprinting over to join the boffins at the control panel. Wentworth was monitoring the sphere while Smythe was concentrating on the dials and switches adorning the front of his own device, now resting on the logic engine console in front of him.


"Let's see, shall we?"


Ulysses watched with baited breath, the ion charged hairs on his head streaming out around his scalp. As before, the image of the struggling Oddfellow appeared within the coruscating ball of light. It began to gain in opacity and colour, as if the old man were solidifying out of the ether in front of them, the incorporeal becoming corporeal again.


Whatever was happening to the aged inventor, it seemed to be hurting him.


"Father!" Emilia cried out as Oddfellow's features knotted in agony, strangely out-of-sync moans of pain wafting to them through the distorting containment field conjured by the machine.


And then, there he was, solid flesh and blood once more - although he looked pale and drawn - wearing the same clothes he had the day he disappeared, shirt sleeves rolled up, an untied bow tie loose about his neck.


"We've got him!" Smythe exulted.


"Got 'im!" Wentworth echoed.


"By Jove, they've done it," Daniel Dashwood gasped.


Tears running in tiny rivulets down her face, Emilia ran to her father as the circling concentric rings ground to a halt and the cellar was left lit only by the wax-dripping tapers. There was a distinct smell of burnt ozone and singed eyebrows.


"Emilia," the shaking scientist said weakly, his clothes and skin wet with perspiration, and took a faltering step out of the bounds of the matter transmitter. And then he collapsed, unconscious, into his daughters outstretched arms.


  



"How's he doing?" Ulysses asked, observing the wan figure lying swamped beneath the sheets and blankets of his own bed.


"All right, I suppose, all things considered," said Emilia as she gently mopped the old man's brow with a flannel. "Anything's an improvement on being dead."


"You've got a point there. And how are you doing?"


Emilia took a moment to answer. "Better," she said simply.


In the soft candlelight of the bedchamber she looked more tired, more overwrought, more resolved, more noble and more beautiful than he had ever seen her.


"I'll leave you two alone," Ulysses said, suddenly feeling like he was intruding.


"No," Emilia said sharply, her voice loud in the pervading stillness of the room. "Stay. Please?"


The old man suddenly stirred under the covers and murmured something.


"What's that, father?" Emilia asked, putting her ear close to his mouth.


"Is he here?" the old man asked again.


"Who?"


"Quicksilver," Oddfellow managed before his efforts to speak gave way to a phlegm-ridden bout of coughing.


"Yes, Ulysses is here."


Half opening rheum-encrusted eyes, Oddfellow turned his head on his pillow to look at Ulysses. A hand appeared from beneath the covers and the old man beckoned him over.


"Hello, old chap," Ulysses said as he approached the bed. "How are you feeling?"


"Never mind that." Oddfellow sounded irritated. "I must speak with you alone."


"Father?" Emilia asked, surprised.


"Please leave us, my dear."


Emilia looked like she was about to protest, tears glistening at the corners of her eyes again. Then she thought better of it. "Very well." She sounded hurt. "I'll be out in the corridor if you need me."


"Understood," Ulysses said, feeling her pain but also keen to hear whatever it was that Oddfellow wanted to share with him.


"What is it, old chap?" Ulysses asked, as soon as he heard the door close softly behind Emilia.


"You know me of old, Quicksilver." Ulysses nodded. "And I know you. I know for example that you're not entirely the dandy playboy you make yourself out to be," he went on. "I know of your government connections, whereas, I believe, Emilia does not know how involved you are with the defence of the realm of Magna Britannia."


"I think you're right," Ulysses confessed. "It was that secrecy that drove a wedge between us in the past."


"But now is not the time to tell her either," Oddfellow warned. "There is still action that must be taken to bring this matter to an end," he wheezed and then coughing consumed him again. 


"But it's over, isn't it?" Ulysses pressed.


"Would that it were," the old man managed. "Would that it were. You now know what that thing in the basement is," he growled bitterly.


"Yes, it's incredible - an experimental teleportation device. It's an incredible feat of scientific invention, Oddfellow." Ulysses gushed.


"It was slow progress at first, but then I got myself a sponsor and, with the necessary financial backing, I was really starting to get somewhere. But then certain things came to my attention - nothing major, just niggling doubts - and I began to suspect that, how shall I put this?" He broke off to cough again.


"Go on," Ulysses urged impatiently.


"Well, that certain malign agencies had taken an interest in what I was doing and were funding the project, intent on getting their hands on the fruits of my labours. You know the accident that trapped me inside the transmat's containment field?"


"Of course."


"Well, it wasn't entirely an accident."


"You were set-up? A booby-trap?" 


"Something like that. I believe it was the work of..." Oddfellow paused, lowering his voice to a whisper, even though there was no one else present to hear. "An agent of the Nazis."


"Really?" Ulysses was incredulous. He knew that the Nazis were still an underground power in Europe, with their hooks in other parts of the world too, but he hadn't had anything to do with them himself within the British Isles.


"You must believe me!" Oddfellow pressed, his plea loud again. "Because if I'm right, now that I am free of the sphere, it won't be long before they make their move."


"Who is this agent?"


"I don't know - that's the trouble. They could be here, right now, in this house!" He sounded desperate now, close to panicking. "But they cannot be allowed to get their hands on my machine. I got as far as destroying all of my notes associated with the project and was preparing to destroy the machine itself when that so-called 'accident' occurred."


Ulysses fixed Oddfellow with a penetrating stare, the pieces of the puzzle finally beginning to make sense. "What do you want me to do?" he asked, with cold purpose.


"You must destroy the sphere, so that no-one can ever use it as a weapon or to further any evil plan for dominion."


Ulysses didn't need to be told twice. He trusted the old man, and if he had decided that the machine was a danger to the safety of the realm, and needed to be destroyed, that was the course of action that had to be taken.


Outside the room he met Emilia pacing the corridor. "Stay with him, he told her, "and keep the door locked."


Ignoring her protestations and questions, Ulysses raced downstairs to find everyone else gathered in the library.


Something close to precognition sent an icy chill down his spine and turned his skin to gooseflesh even before he saw Sigmund Faustus, sitting in the same leather-upholstered armchair from earlier that evening. Fingers steepled in front of his face, he announced solemnly, "Mr Quicksilver, it would appear that you have walked into - how do you say? - something of a situation."


  



"Oddfellow truly made a deal with the Devil when he fell in with you, didn't he Faustus?" Ulysses riled, his body tensing, ready to deal with whatever the alleged German philanthropist might have in store for him.


"Oh, but you are mistaken," the bloated Faustus railed in response, his double chins wobbling in indignation.


A bark of cruel laughter from the corner of the library caused Ulysses to snap his head round in surprise.


"Not as quick as you thought, are you, Quicksilver?" Dashwood sneered as he emerged from the shadows, the gun in his hand trained on Ulysses. 


Ulysses considered his own pistol, feeling the weight of it in the holster under his arm, but he kept his hands down by his sides. Now was not the time to go for his own weapon; Dashwood would shoot first and ask questions later, he was sure of it. 


He hurriedly scanned the room. From left to right around the library, either seated or standing in anxious anticipation were the parapsychologist Wentworth, Sigmund Faustus, his aide, Ulysses' own manservant Nimrod, the quaking, all-but-forgotten Renfield, Smythe, Caruthers and then the pistol-wielding Daniel Dashwood.


"But Herr Faustus really hit the nail on the head there. This is what you might call something of a situation."


With a barely perceptible nod to Ulysses Nimrod suddenly leapt at Dashwood, more agilely than his slicked back grey hair and apparent age might suggest. But before he could reach the traitorous gentleman, and before Ulysses could make the most of Nimrod's diversion, Smythe, standing between Nimrod and Dashwood, sprung into life himself and floored the manservant with a vicious punch to the face.


In his shadowy life before finding a position as Ulysses' father's butler and manservant, Nimrod had, for a time, held something of a reputation as a bare-knuckle prize-fighter, but Smythe's attack had been entirely unexpected.


Dashwood's aim didn't waiver for a second. His eyes still fixed upon Ulysses, he gave another bark of harsh laughter and tensed his finger on the trigger.


"I believe you've met my colleagues - partners-in-crime, as it were - Mr Smythe and Mr Wentworth." 


Ulysses said nothing but merely continued to watch Dashwood, hardly daring to blink in case he missed the one moment of opportunity he needed. 


"Very useful they are too," the gloating Dashwood went on. "Particularly when it comes to cobbling together a containment field focusing device from what little I was able to salvage from my rather ingenious uncle's notes. They're also dab hands at setting up little 'accidents', shall we say. 


"Although, of course, they might not have been so hasty to arrange one in particular if they had realised that uncle had already made moves to stop anyone following in his footsteps. But now we have both the inventor and his invention intact, thanks in part to you, Quicksilver, so what need have we now of cremated blueprints?"


Obviously already considering himself victorious, the arrogantly boastful Dashwood saw no reason to keep any element of his schemes secret any longer. He had revealed to Ulysses the how and the why, certain that there was nothing that the dandy could do to stop him. And, unfortunately with Nimrod out of action, he appeared to be right.


"All that remains is for me to tie up a few loose ends."


Dashwood's finger tightened still further on the trigger, easing the mechanism back, the barrel of the gun aimed directly at Ulysses' chest.


With a wailing cry, the flabby Faustus launched himself out of his chair with surprising speed. Startled, Dashwood turned, amazement writ large across his face, as the fat German barrelled into him. 


The discharge of the gun was loud in the close confines of the library. Faustus gave a grunt, as if winded, and tumbled forwards onto Dashwood. It was the opportunity Ulysses had been hoping for. He went for Wentworth and sent him smashing to the floor with a well-aimed blow to the stomach, which he followed up with a double-handed blow to the back of the neck.


There was an audible crunch and Ulysses look round as Smythe cried out. Nimrod had had his revenge. Smythe lay howling, curled in a ball on the floor as blood poured from his broken nose.


Dashwood lay motionless, beneath the bulk of Oddfellow's sponsor.


"Nimrod, with me!" Ulysses shouted. "We haven't a moment to lose!"


Ulysses leading the way, the two of them raced back down the cellar steps and into the abandoned laboratory once more.


The sphere squatted there on its claw-footed stand, the machinery glowing faintly with what little power remained in its storm-charged reserve batteries, a malevolent presence in the candle-pierced gloom of the cellar. 


The last time it had been activated, to effect the release of the imprisoned Oddfellow from its containment field, had drained the potential energy released by the lightning strike but no-one had thought to actually turn it off afterwards.


"We have to destroy this thing," Ulysses said, finding himself suddenly in awe of the machine.


"I do not mean to sound impertinent, sir," Nimrod said, "but how do you suggest we do that?"


Ulysses scanned the control panels of the device and the stilled rings. "There must be a way to overload it. Sabotage its controls or something."


"But overload it with what?"


"Ahh..." Ulysses was suddenly caught out. The generator was still down. "Don't worry, I'll think of something."


Ulysses hastened over to the control panel, frantic eyes searching for a solution. Then preternatural awareness flared inside his skull and he flung himself down behind the logic engine.


The retort of the pistol was dulled by the damp stone acoustics of the cellar. There was a second crack as the bullet spanged off the control console, shattering a glass dial. A second shot rang out and Ulysses heard it smack into the gyroscope itself.


He dared a glance around the edge of his sturdy shelter. The three scoundrels stood at the bottom of the steps. Smythe had a bloody handkerchief clamped to his nose while both Wentworth and Dashwood were gasping for breath, having been badly winded. But Ulysses couldn't see Nimrod. He had doubtless taken cover when he heard the felons dashing down the steps into the cellar. 


However, Ulysses couldn't let their presence halt his mission. It was all the more important now that he destroyed the sphere and stopped the traitorous Dashwood and his lackeys getting their hands on it.


Grasping the thick trunking that connected the control panel to the machine he gave a sharp tug. He heard a tearing metal sound and felt something give at the other end of the cable. Teeth gritted he heaved again and was rewarded by a spray of sparks as a bundle of wires came away from the back of the gyroscopic frame. But other cables still connected the sphere to the logic engine, in some unnatural imitation of the umbilical cord connecting an unborn infant to its mother's womb. 


As Ulysses reached for another bundle of wires, another flash of prescience sent him scrabbling away, shuffling backwards on his backside, heels kicking against the floor of the cellar.


Dashwood saw Ulysses as he emerged from behind the sheltering cover of the control console and drew his aim on the dandy once more. Distant thunder rumbled over Hardewick Hall.


"Now I've got you," Dashwood snarled.


Scintillating electric blue light exploded throughout the laboratory as the broken rings of the sphere began to spin again. Dashwood threw a hand up over his eyes against the retina-searing glare.


"Lightning never strikes twice, my arse!" Ulysses exclaimed delightedly to himself as he ran for cover.


Eyes narrowed to slits against the brilliant light pouring from the spinning sphere, Dashwood dropped his shielding hand and searched for his target beyond the edges of the coruscating glare, where the shadows appeared even darker now in contrast to the blinding whiteness. But there was no sign of Ulysses.


"God's teeth!" he swore. Smythe and Wentworth looked at him in confusion. "Turn that thing off!" he commanded, waggling his gun at the machine.


Not wanting to risk the wrath of their employer any further, his lackeys moved cautiously towards the now sparking control console of the matter transmitter. 


The machine wasn't running as it had been before. Whether it was as a result of something Ulysses had done to sabotage the sphere, or thanks to one of Dashwood's poorly-aimed shots in the dark, something was most definitely wrong with Oddfellow's invention.


There was something feral and untamed about the arcs of lightning zigzagging between the crazily orbiting rings.


"Hurry up!" Dashwood bellowed, hastening Smythe and Wentworth over to the console with another wave of his pistol.


And that was when Nimrod struck. He caught Dashwood firmly between the shoulder blades with the wine bottle, smashing it across his back and sending him reeling. As the villain stumbled forwards, Ulysses made his move. He flung himself out of the shadows and, catching both Smythe and Wentworth around the side of the head, brought their skulls together sharply. 


Smythe reeled sideways, a silent expression of pain on his face. Wentworth slumped onto the control panel, stunned. As he slid down the front of the console, he fumbled for purchase with a flailing hand and caught hold of a large, gleaming brass switch, and pulled.


Ulysses leapt from the control platform, sprinting past the bewildered Dashwood, covering the cellar with long strides, as the sphere activated one last time. There was a sound like a thunderclap, deafening within the cellar. Blinding white light flooded the lab, burning Ulysses' eyes even though they were closed. It was as if they had been caught at the very heart of a violent electrical storm, where the turbulent skies birthed their lightning progeny.


His ears hurt, his eyes hurt, his skin felt like it was on fire.


And then the light was gone, leaving glaring after-images on his abused eyeballs, and the acrid stink of obliterated ozone in its wake.


Ulysses fought to open his eyes despite the pain. He could see nothing. The exposed skin of his hands and face stung.


He cast his gaze around the cellar, blinking all the time, and then he saw Nimrod through the gloom. His faithful retainer's eyes were watering and his exposed skin looked like he was suffering from a bad case of sunburn.


And then Ulysses realised something; he could see Nimrod, he could see the workbenches of the lab behind him, he could see the cloud of smoke left by the lightning explosion. He looked around the cellar space again, hardly able to believe the what he was seeing, or rather, what he wasn't seeing. The reason he had seen nothing when he first opened his eyes, beyond the shadows sliding over his tortured corneas was because there had been nothing to see.


Caught within the matter transmitter's zone of influence, Dashwood, Smythe and Wentworth were gone. And so was the sphere. All of them had disappeared - villains, sphere, logic engine, all - teleported to God alone knew where.


Considering how Oddfellow's machine had failed before, Ulysses wondered darkly whether their final destination had been anywhere within the physical realm at all.


  



"Won't you stay, just for a little while?" Emilia beseeched him, practically on the verge of begging. "We have so much to catch up on." She found herself absent-mindedly stroking the material of his waistcoat.


Ulysses noticed that she was wearing her hair down, loose about her shoulders. He put a hand to her chin and raised her head, gazing into her darkly-lidded eyes. The day had dawned bright and clear, the storm having blown itself out in the night. The cold crystal blue sky of the first day of November was now reflected in those dark eyes of hers.


He could have lost himself in those limpid pools at that moment, he thought, but he had to be strong. The way fate and personal preference had dictated how he live his life was no life for a delicate flower like Emilia Oddfellow.


"I'm afraid there are matters awaiting my attention back in London," he said in all honesty, without actually giving away any pertinent details.


"I mourned you once," she said, "when The Times reported you lost over the Himalayas. Just as I mourned my father. But now I have you both back. I do not want to mourn you again."


"Which is why I must go," Ulysses stated flatly. "Go to your father now. Be with him. He needs you."


"Don't you need me, Ulysses?" she asked. He looked away to where a sunburnt Nimrod was loading his luggage back into the boot of the Silver Phantom.


Ulysses turned back to her and, a forced smile on his face, said: "It's been a pleasure, as always."


"Oh, I see. It's like that." Now it was Emilia's turn to look away. "So are we to live parallel lives now," she challenged, "never to meet again?"


Ulysses said nothing, but gazed out at the mist rising from the croquet lawn.


"Well, thank you for all you've done," Emilia said, suddenly prim. "Good day to you, Mr Quicksilver. I hope you have a safe journey back to London."


"Good day, Miss Oddfellow."


Feeling lonelier at that moment than he had in a long time, turning his back on Emilia and Hardewick Hall, Ulysses Quicksilver descended the steps to the gravel drive.


Two other vehicles were waiting in the cold crisp morning. A team of horses and adapted carriage sent by the local constabulary were taking Madam Garside's body to the morgue and the broken Renfield for further questioning. The second vehicle was a private ambulance. A pair of medical orderlies was lifting a stretcher-bound Sigmund Faustus into the back, his young aide looking on anxiously. The German still looked pale, unsurprisingly, but at least he was still alive.


"I meant to thank you, and apologise," Ulysses said holding up a hand to the stretcher-bearers to wait as he humbly approached the prone philanthropist. "I was wrong to accuse you. What you did was incredibly brave."


The German smiled weakly. "I was foolish and incredibly lucky, Herr Quicksilver. You, on the other hand, saved the day."


"I couldn't have done it without you," Ulysses admitted.


"Very well then, if you insist, I will - how do you say it? - take my share of the blame." He held Ulysses' gaze for a moment, suddenly serious. "Your father, Hercules, would have been proud of you."


An unsettling chill began to gnaw away within his gut at Faustus' mention of his father, as the injured man was loaded into the ambulance. Ulysses had not realised that Oddfellow's mysterious benefactor had known his father. What else didn't he know, he wondered.


There was a tug on his arm and before he really knew what was going on, Emilia was there in front of him her scent heady in his nostrils, her lips crushed against his. And at that moment their parallel lives seemed to converge and all his doubts and conflicting emotions vanished.


  



The End


  








WHITE RABBIT


  



I


1901


  



The door opened and the single candle within the shuttered room guttered in the breeze. The door was closed again quietly and the new arrival joined the four men already seated around the table.


"What news, doctor?" one asked.


"The Queen is dying, Prime Minister," the new arrival replied.


"Then it is as we suspected," said another.


"I fear so."


For a moment nobody said anything, the silence disturbed only by the ticking of a clock on the mantelpiece above the cold hearth.


"Then the Angel of Death hovers over Osborne House, even now," said a third.


"Do you have to be so bloody elegiac?" snapped the first.


"Sorry, Prime Minister. But I am Poet Laureate, you know?"


"There are dark days ahead of us; the darkest. The Queen is adored - venerated even. With Her Majesty gone, with the figurehead of our great and honourable nation lost to us, the rot will soon set in."


"You speak as if she's already dead, Salisbury," the second said.


"She is as good as, is she not?"


"There is nothing more I can do, certainly," the doctor added. "And I doubt there is more anyone could do for her."


"'You are old, Father William'," the second added with a smile.


"Really!" the first fumed. "I hardly think that comments like that are appropriate at a time like this!"


"You do not know your Carroll then?"


"What? You would talk of childhood nonsense at a time like this? What's wrong with you man?"


"It's one of Her Majesty's favourites. Did you not know?"


"And what, sir, is the relevance of this bowdlerising?"


"I was merely making the point that age is nothing but a number, thinking that we might look for inspiration elsewhere."


"She is an old woman," the first stated emphatically. "She is eighty-one years old. She has reigned for an unparalleled sixty-three years. She is tired and she is ill. She is not long for this world."


"And what happens when she is gone?"


"Why, all the nations of the world will be circling the corpse of our once great empire ready to move in for the kill."


"Precisely. The glory days of the British Empire - our Magna Britannia - will be over. Our noble Queen is not known as the grandmother of Europe for nothing. Her descendants will all consider themselves owed a piece of pie when the greatest monarch the world has ever known goes into the ground at last."


"That is the future as I see it, yes," confirmed the first.


"But what if Her Majesty were not to die?" The second left the thought hanging.


"Man, you're talking nonsense again. This is poppycock! You talk in riddles like your beloved Carroll."


The second turned to the doctor. "You said that there is nothing more you can do for her, doctor."


"That is right, sir."


"I would beg to dispute that fact."


"I beg your pardon?" the doctor managed.


"Quicksilver," the second said, addressing the last member of the party seated at the table, a portly middle-aged gentleman with wire-rimmed spectacles, "would you care to explain?"


"Gladly," Erasmus Quicksilver replied. 


He shuffled to his feet and straightened the front of his frock coat. His moment had come at last. 


"Gentleman, during Her Majesty's glorious reign we have seen advances in science and medicine that we could not have predicted when she first came to the throne. Now we have Babbage's Analytical Engine, the Lovelace Paradigm and we have even taken the first steps in cybernetics. There are even those who say that, in another sixty years, we'll all be living on the Moon. Who knows what another hundred years of such scientific advances will bring? Perhaps we will even be able to create perfect replicas of living human beings from the smallest samples of biological tissue."


"And your point is?" the first fumed.


"My point is that the Queen need not die."


For a moment nobody spoke.


"But you said it yourself, man," the Prime Minister managed at last, "that such accomplishments are all in the future. They remain the preserve of writers of fanciful tales and penny dreadfuls. And yet we are on the verge of a national crisis right now. We teeter at the brink of disaster!"


"Be in no doubt; the Queen is dying," the doctor persisted. "Her lungs are riddled with pneumonia. Her major organs are simply worn out."


"Gentlemen, things have already progressed far further than the man on the street knows, than even you may have realised. So her lungs are useless - we replace them with something better. Her heart gives out - we fix a steam-powered pump in its place. Gentlemen, the Queen need not die. We can rebuild her - we have the technology. We have the technology available now."


"Go on," the first said, slowly.


"Gentlemen, I present to you, a little something of my own invention. I give you, the Empress Engine!"


  



II


Through The Looking Glass


  



He was falling again.


The gondola dropped like a stone through the freezing fog, stinging ice crystals - like a million tiny knives - whirling all about them as they fell through the white hell of the blizzard.


And then the sensation of falling halted abruptly and he was thrown clear of the shattered wreckage of the hot air balloon's basket.


He lay in the snow, his whole body numb, dimly aware of the fact that Davenport's body was lying next to his, the man's blood freezing black in the sub-zero temperatures of the mountaintop. As the cold took hold, he closed his eyes, welcoming the embrace of oblivion...


  



He opened his eyes.


He was falling again, his view of the dirigible and the noted London landmark expanding as he dropped towards the oily black river. A gaseous flame blossomed like an orange rose above him.


And then he hit the surface of the cloying Thames and the waters closed over his head...


  



He opened his eyes.


He was inside the airlock now, the huge pressurised suit he had been bolted into barely fitting inside the conning tower of the submersible. The smaller sub was closing on the other at last; against all the odds, or so it seemed.


He waited with bated breath, his heart thumping against the cage of his ribs, every sense heightened by the rush of adrenalin surging through every fibre of his being.


It was now or never. His mouth suddenly dry, he punched the emergency eject and the airlock opened in a torrent of swirling seawater and bubbles. The abominable pressures working on the craft sucked out the air, the pressure suit and him within it...


  



He opened his eyes to see the beast rearing above him, its impossible anatomy exposed for all to see. Sticking out of its reptilian flesh was the glinting pommel of his sword. Reaching up, he grabbed the bloodstone hilt and pulled. The blade came free with an obscene, sucking gasp.


Pulling himself upright within the embrace of the abomination, he brought the blade to bear and neatly parried the creature's own chitinous blade. As the talon slid free of the sword again, he twisted his wrist sharply to deliver a downward cutting stroke and a pallid, pilfered arm flopped onto the windswept grass at the cliff's edge.


The dreadful screams of the beast suddenly ceased, replaced by a single, breathless cry as it reeled backwards, gouts of thick black blood pumping from the severed limb.


He stepped in again, bringing his blade up in a sweeping arc, the tip making contact once more. The severed stem of the creature's snaking neck writhed in silent agony, and then the creature's body began to fall towards him...


  



He opened his eyes, half closing them again almost immediately against the full force of the gale howling through the falling Weather Station. Eyes streaming, he started to run along the sloping corridor, searching for the emergency exit.


At the end of the corridor a framed sign, half hanging from the wall read: "Emergency Lifeboats - THIS WAY." Beneath the words an illustration of a hand pointed to the right.


He followed the hand's helpful directions.


The wind grew stronger as the passageway continued to bear right, and then, as he rounded the bend he saw that it came to an abrupt end ten yards further on. Beyond the sheared metal superstructure there was nothing but the cold rushing air and the rapidly approaching Thames.


As the churning brown river-water rushed up to meet the plummeting Weather Station he skidded to a halt. Grabbing the handrail to stop himself tumbling out into the yawning void, he braced for impact...


  



He opened his eyes to see the woman being crushed by the great weight of the beast now on top of her.


There came a sudden, savage snarl and he heard the ghastly, wet ripping sound as the monster tore out her throat.


Slowly, purposefully, the monster rose up on its hind-legs and turned to face him. The beast gave him a bloody smile, its baleful stare burning through the mist and into his own appalled eyes.


Suddenly his sword didn't seem like it would be enough. And then, with a snarl, the werewolf pounced...


  



He opened his eyes, blinking the crusted sleep away as he tried to focus on the ceiling. He blinked twice and continued to stare hard at the peeling paint and cobwebs as the memories fled from him.


He blinked again. His eyes felt sore - the light in the room was too bright. He could feel the nauseous tide of a rising headache at his temples.


The aroma of antiseptic and urine cloyed the air. It was the smell of bleach and incontinence.


He tried to sit up, fighting to hold back the wave of nausea that threatened to overtake him as he did so, but found he couldn't move his arms. He had to settle for swinging his legs off the tubular steel cot on which he'd been lying, the momentum helping him sit upright. Then he looked down at himself. His fringe flopped into his eyes and he instinctively went to brush it aside, but once again his arms wouldn't respond. And then he saw why.


Groggily he got to his feet, wincing as a veritable tsunami of sickness threatened to overwhelm him.


Every step an effort, he walked barefoot across the cushioned floor until he was standing in front of the locked and bolted steel door of the cell.


"Hello?" he shouted at the pane of wire-reinforced glass. "Excuse me! Can anyone hear me? There seems to have been some mistake. For some unfathomable reason  I've been checked into the rubber room and been given the special jacket with the extra long sleeves to wear. Is this Bedlam? I bet it is," he added to himself. "Look can you just run along and find Professor Brundle? Tell him that Ulysses Quicksilver would like a word, then we can get this all sorted out in a jiffy."


Rant over, he listened for a reply, but all he could hear was an asthmatic rattle coming through the grating of a ventilation duct in the ceiling and the distant, tuneless whistling of an attendant as he clattered with his trolley through the corridors.


"Hello!" He called again. "Room service! You appear to have confused my reservation with somebody else's. I distinctly remember booking the Emperor Suite! Hello!"


But still there was no reply.


He shuffled away from the door and back to the wire-sprung discomfort of the bed. He stared forlornly at the seat-less lavatory bolted to the wall and couldn't help feeling that something had gone horribly wrong.


  



"And how are you feeling today, Mr Quicksilver?" the white-coated psychiatrist said without looking up from his clipboard.


"Well, Doctor. I'm as fit as a fiddle, whatever that means. I would even go so far as to say I'm chipper. So I'm glad you're here, because there appears to have been some mistake."


"Hm?" the doctor mumbled, his pen scratching across the chart clipped to the board.


"Yes. I mean I've been incarcerated in this madhouse when there is patently nothing wrong with me!"


"Really?" For the first time since entering the padded cell, the psychiatrist peered at Ulysses with piggy eyes, sunken into the flabby flesh of his face. 


"I'm no medical man, Doctor, but I know whether I'm feeling under the weather or not, and I feel fine. Bright as a button, I am."


"Really."


"That's what I keep trying to tell you. There's nothing wrong with me."


"Hm." The doctor returned to note-taking.


"Look, where am I? Is this Bedlam? It's Bedlam, isn't it? Just run along and find Professor Brundle, there's a good chap, and tell him that Ulysses Quicksilver would like a word with him at his earliest convenience."


"Fascinating," the man observed. "Good day to you, Mr Quicksilver," he said, turning for the door.


"You'll speak to Brundle for me?" Ulysses called after him.


But the psychiatrist left the cell without saying another word, the bruiser of an orderly following after.


The door slammed shut with a resounding bang and Ulysses heard the metallic grating of the key being turned, followed by the shunk of deadbolts. He had the unnerving feeling that he wouldn't be going anywhere anytime soon.


  



III


Down the Rabbit Hole


  



It seemed like another forty-eight hours had passed before the psychiatrist returned. Another two days with nothing for company but his own increasingly wild thoughts.


"Did you speak to Brundle?" Ulysses asked him before the tubby little man had even managed to bustle his way into the ammonia-reeking cell.


The psychiatrist fixed Ulysses with his beady black eyes. His jowls wobbled as he spoke. "Ah, yes, Mr... Quicksilver," he mused, as he scanned his notes. "And how are you feeling today?"


"Same as I was when you last saw me. Right as rain."


"Right as rain? Interesting."


"Yes, so did you speak to Professor Brundle?"


"Tell me, Mr Quicksilver, do you know what year it is?"


"Er... Nineteen ninety-eight. I think."


"Good." The doctor wrote something down. "Very good. And your name? Your full name, I mean. Can you remember?"


"Y-Yes," he said cautiously, for fear that the recollection might vanish again if he acted too hastily. "Ulysses Lucien Quicksilver."  


"Good."


"Now I've answered your questions, doctor, perhaps you'd like to answer mine? Professor Brundle - did you speak with him?"


The psychiatrist looked up from his notes.


"I'm sorry. Who is this Professor Brundle?" 


"You know, the Director of this place. I asked you to have a word with him. I asked if you'd pass on a message - get him to come and see me at his earliest convenience."


"You did not."


"I did!" Ulysses shrieked. "I remember that quite clearly!"


"And what else do you remember?"


"What?"


"It is a straightforward enough question, Mr Quicksilver," the psychiatrist tutted.


"Do you mean, what else do I remember about our last meeting? Or -"


"But we have not met before, Mr Quicksilver," the doctor stated calmly.


"I can assure that we have!"


"Ah, I understand now. You are confusing the semblance of a thing for the thing itself."


"You understand? Well I don't!"


The psychiatrist stared at Ulysses a moment before speaking.


"You have not met me before, but you may have met my brother. Until today you were his patient."


"Oh," said Ulysses, the wind taken out of his sails.


"He looks like me. Contrariwise, I look like him."


"Well now that we've got that cleared up, please can you tell Brundle I need to see him and we can get all this unpleasantness cleared up without any further ado. I'm known to him, you see. He's an acquaintance of mine."


"Ah, another of your fictional acquaintances, is he? Yes, I understand now. He is another symptom of your psychosis."


"I beg your pardon?


"You have suffered a terrible trauma, Mr Quicksilver, and, as a result, you have retreated into a world that exists wholly within your own mind, populated by a complex and varied cast of characters, and in which you have cast yourself in the role of a heroic agent of the crown, undertaking daring missions on behalf of Queen and country. Is that not so?


"What?" Ulysses was flabbergasted.


"But, Mr Quicksilver, if we are to see you make any progress then you must accept the fact that you are making it all up, that you have imagined it all. You are, in reality, a clerk working for a firm of accountants, and have been for the last fifteen years."


"But I'm not making it up. It's true, I tell you! Every last word of it! I demand to see my lawyer!"


The psychiatrist regarded him with the severe expression of a disappointed headmaster.


"It was Mr Screwtape who had you sectioned in the first place. Now take one of these," he said, passing Ulysses a blue pill, "and get some rest. Good day, Mr Quicksilver."


  



Ulysses lay on the lumpy, wire-sprung mattress, hugging himself tightly, but then the straightjacket gave him little choice in that matter.


Am I mad? he wondered, flexing his aching shoulders as much as the jacket allowed. I didn't think I was, but then if I'm not mad then everybody else must be. But does thinking you're the last sane man in the world mean that you are mad?


No, he couldn't think like that. Give such thoughts credence and it would drive him insane. He had to have faith in himself. Why, only that morning he had... he had... He couldn't remember. What had he been doing that morning? Or had it been the day before? Or was it last week?


"I have to get out of here," he said to himself. "But isn't that the first sign of madness, talking to yourself?"


Ulysses felt that he was never going to be able to think straight again, locked away in this place, wherever this place was. It was as if there was something inside his head, playing with his thoughts. 


Without even realising he was doing it at first, Ulysses subconsciously tried to put a hand to the back of his head - he was sure there was something there. But the attempt was immediately hampered by the straight-jacket. 


Had it been another cruel trick of his mind, or had there been a little more give in the jacket this time?


"So," he resolved, "before I am going to be able to do anything else, I have to somehow get out of here. And if I'm going to do that then I'm going to have to convince them I'm cured, in their eyes at least. I'm going to have to play along with the doctors' little game. But which of the two is most likely to be convinced by my little charade?" he pondered, as he stared at the blank white ceiling.


Two eyes blinked into existence between him and the flaking paint.


Ulysses started in disbelief and horror at the disembodied greeny-yellow orbs. The pupils of the eyes were black slits.


The eyes were soon joined by a grinning mouth.


"Dee-dum, dee-dum, dee-dum," it said in a sing-song fashion. "See either you like. They're both mad."


"But I don't want to go among mad people," Ulysses said.


As he continued to stare at the grinning mouth and the blinking, mesmeric eyes a face materialised around them. It was a broad face, furry and bristling with whiskers.


"Oh, you can't help that," said the cat, "we're all mad here. I'm mad. You're mad."


"How can you know I'm mad?"


"You must be, or you wouldn't have come here."


But that doesn't prove anything, Ulysses considered. "How do you know that you're mad?"


"Because otherwise I wouldn't be here. Q.E.D." the cat smiled, and vanished.


  



"So, you no longer believe yourself to be an agent of the crown?" the white-coated psychiatrist asked him again, a week later.


"No, no - of course not. That, if you don't mind me saying so, is a preposterous idea, doctor."


"And do you still wish to speak with this Professor Brundle?"


"Why should I?" Ulysses asked. "He was nothing but a figment of my fevered imagination."


"And your manservant - Nimrod, was it? - and this Lord De Wynter?"


"A manservant, doctor? Since when do accounts clerks have personal valets? And what would a man like me be doing talking with a nob like his lordship?" Ulysses fixed his gaze on the scribbling psychiatrist. "Doctor, they were nothing but a fiction, the lot of them, the product of an over-active imagination and an exhausted, broken mind. But I'm better now. You've cured me. I no longer suffer from that... delusion."


The man finished scrawling something on the paper in front of him - and was it his over active imagination, or his exhausted state of mind, or was his scribbling hand really moving from right to left across the page as if the man were writing backwards?


He swallowed hard, struggling to keep the carefully cultivated look of serene composure on his face.


"Very good. Very good. Well I am pleased to say you are making excellent progress, Mr Quicksilver. Continue like this and we may even have you rehabilitated into conventional society within the next five years, or so. We may even be able to take you out of that jacket in a week or two."


"Five years?"


"Yes. A most positive prognosis, don't you think?"


Ulysses felt his shoulders sag and he sank back onto the bed, feeling more fatigued and defeated than ever.


Five further years of incarceration within this stinking institution, with no contact whatsoever with the outside world.


His eyes took on a distant quality, as if he were staring at something nobody else could see, and then they widened as his face took on an expression of anxious disbelief.


"Doctor," he said weakly. "Can I have another of those nice blue pills you gave me?"


"Why?"


"Because a white rabbit with pink eyes just took a watch out of its waistcoat-pocket and remarked that it's going to be late."


  



IV


The Knave of Hearts


  



When he woke again - from a dream in which he was falling, over and over, down a well-shaft deep underground, his fall never ending - it was to discover that he was alone and lying on the uncomfortable, squeaky bed.


He sat up, levering at the waist, his arms still strapped fast across his chest, and quickly scanned the cell. He looked up at the ceiling and down at the floor, peering into all the corners of the room. Mercifully, there did not appear to be any grinning cats or waist-coated rabbits waiting for him there.


He relaxed and let out a weary sigh, as the reality of his situation hit home all over again. Five years, the doctor had said. And that was taking a glass half-full attitude.


He stared forlornly at the door - he had never felt so utterly without hope - and it was then he noticed that the door was very slightly open. 


Ulysses' pulse began to quicken. It was now or never.


Springing off the bed, Ulysses darted over to the door and, easing it open with one shoulder, peered through.


There was nobody in the clinical white corridor outside. From somewhere in the distance he could hear the indistinct voices of doctors, nurses and orderlies going about their business. But there was nobody on guard outside the special guest accommodation with the rubber wallpaper.


To his left, ten yards away, the corridor came to a T-junction and he could see one end of the nurse's station within the adjoining corridor, the paper-hatted woman sitting there absorbed in the register she had open on the desk in front of her. 


To the right there was another intersection and, beyond that- glory of glories - he saw natural daylight streaming through the glass panes in a pair of swing doors. 


A way out!


"Alright, Bill!" he heard someone call, and then the voice retreated into the distance again. The coast was clear.


Here was his chance.


Glancing back at the nurse's station and seeing that the woman on duty was still deeply absorbed, barefoot, he crept out of the room.


Although there was no one to see him - as long as the nurse didn't look up - Ulysses still hunched his body, as if by making himself smaller he would have a better chance of getting away.


Then there were footsteps from ahead as someone approached the intersection. 


Ulysses jerked at his arms but, although he was sure he felt the tension in the sleeves slacken slightly, the buckles behind his back remained securely fastened. A flurry of strategies suggested themselves to him. Was there time to make it back to his cell before he was spotted, so that he might make his escape attempt later? Could he jump the person approaching and still get away? Or was his escape plan doomed to failure? 


He froze.


As the footsteps came closer still, Ulysses' attention was suddenly drawn to a door on the other side of the corridor, not three yards away, and there stood the white rabbit. It was the same rabbit he had seen before, dressed in a waistcoat and tapping at the pocket-watch it held in one paw whilst it looked at Ulysses meaningfully with its bulging pink eyes.


Ulysses felt himself wilt. It seemed that the psychiatrist twins had been right. He must be mad, and if he truly was mad, there was no point trying to escape from this place after all. But then, Ulysses reasoned, if he was doomed to spend the next five or more years of his life here, surrounded by the same four rubber walls, what did he have to lose?


As the toe of a shoe appeared around the corner, Ulysses threw himself through the gap in the door, closing it behind him with a nudge of a shoulder. His heart racing, he let out his pent-up breath in a long, heartfelt sigh.


"Are you the Knave of Hearts?"


Startled, Ulysses turned, followed the sound of a child's voice to the centre of the room. 


The chamber was larger than the one in which he had been incarcerated. It looked to be an operating theatre or a treatment room of some kind. Gleaming stainless steel gurneys and wheeled stands with saline drips had been pushed to the sides of the room, along with what looked like a large battery connected to two metal paddles.


Ulysses' eyes took in all of this in an instant, but his gaze lingered longer upon the child bound to the wheelchair in the middle of the room.


She couldn't have been more than eleven or twelve years old. She was wearing a blue pinafore dress with a white apron over the top of it. Her hair was dark and straight and hung down to her shoulders. She was bound by a series of leather straps that had been buckled tight around her ankles, her wrists, head and chest. She was only able to move her eyes and mouth.


Of the rabbit there was no sign.


The girl fixed Ulysses with an intense stare.


"Who did this to you?" he gasped as he stumbled towards her.


"Are you the Knave of Hearts?"


"No, I'm not."


"Then what's your name?"


"Ulysses. Ulysses Quicksilver." She reminded him of someone, although he couldn't quite remember who. "What are you doing here?"


"Why, with a name like yours, you might be any shape almost."


There was blood on her dress, splashes of red like rose petals. "What have they done to you?"


"Why is a raven like a writing desk?" the child said


"I don't know," he said as he pushed against the restraints of his straight-jacket. "Because it can produce a few notes, though they are very flat, and it is never put with the wrong end in front?"


With a rattle and a click, and the smell of hot leather, the straps of the straitjacket sprang free.


Ulysses shrugged off the straight-jacket and then fumbled at the catches securing the girl, the straps leaving distinct red marks on her when they came free.


"They're all mad here, you know," she said, smiling at him as he helped her up out of the chair. 


"That fact hadn't escaped me," he said in hushed tones. "I'm getting out of here and I'm taking you with me. Now, stay close." 


Holding her by the hand, he led over to the door.


Easing it open a fraction, Ulysses prayed that the hinges were well-oiled and that they wouldn't creak and give the game away. They didn't.


Peering through the gap, Ulysses glanced up and down the corridor. Whoever had interrupted his escape attempt before was gone. The way was clear.


"It's now or never," he whispered to the girl, "and, personally, I'm in favour of now."


She gave her smiling consent and the two of them were through the door in an instant.


Scampering along the corridor, trying to make as little sound as possible, they made it to the double doors without being spotted. And then they were through them and away.


  


 
V


Curiouser and Curiouser


  



They found themselves in a paved courtyard and, from there, followed the failing sunlight into the grounds that spread out behind the hospital. Broad stone steps led down to luscious lawns criss-crossed with gravel paths and dotted with curiously shaped pieces of topiary - all of them looking like over-sized chess pieces. Beyond, Ulysses fancied he could see the sea.


He glanced behind him as they ran. There was something strangely familiar about the hospital building, with its belvedere towers and mock Italian Renaissance look. Ulysses was sure he had been here before, but when he tried to recall precisely when, the memory fled from him.


"Why can't I remember?" he muttered to himself, and absent-mindedly, his free hand strayed towards the base of his skull.


"What are you trying to remember," the girl said, not sounding at all out of breath, "something that has happened or that hasn't happened yet?"


"I can't remember things before they happen," he said. What had the doctors done to her mind to leave her like this?


"It's a poor sort of memory that only works backwards."


"Look, we have to keep moving."


He was sure it would be only a matter of time before the hospital staff discovered that either he or the child had absconded and put out the call for them to be recaptured. 


If they continued across the open lawns they would be in full view of anyone coming after them. Heading left would expose them to the entire rear aspect of the house. To the right, the interestingly shaped hedges and gravel paths ran up to the boundary of a brooding forest offering far more cover.


"This way," he said, pulling the girl after him as he set off for the shadowed perimeter of the ancient woodland.


"What's your name?" he puffed as they crossed into the premature twilight of the forest.


"Alice," replied the girl. "I think. Yes, Alice. I always liked the name Alice. I think I had a daughter called Alice, once upon a time."


Ulysses' concern for the child deepened. Her mind was unravelling like a ball of wool being toyed with by a kitten. Here was a damaged soul, if ever Ulysses had seen one. Whatever diabolical experiments the doctors had carried out upon her, there would be hell to pay when Ulysses was back to his old self.


He suddenly froze.


It was as dark as dusk between the trees. Above them, glimpsed through the branches, the sky was the colour of a putrid bruise.


"What was that?" Ulysses said.


"What was what?" the girl said happily.


"It sounds like people talking."


Slowly, Ulysses advanced further into the wood.


Gradually the close packed knotty boles of the wood gave way to the crumbling wall, lichen-scabbed gateposts and rusted iron railings of a fenced-off flower garden. Descending a few mossy steps, Ulysses found himself standing between flowerbeds riddled with weeds and rife with countless curious blooms that swayed above him like the fronds of palm trees.


He gazed up and suddenly felt very small.


Alice gazed up at the swaying flower heads with wonderment in her eyes.


Ulysses wandered on, listening. And then the voices came again.


"There it is," he said. "It sounds like the rustle of petals, or the rattle of seed heads."


"But of course it does," the child piped up. "After all, it is the flowers that are talking."


Ulysses turned and stared at the girl. She was off again. "But flowers can't talk!"


"Yes they can."


"I can't believe that!"


"Can't you?" the child said, in a pitying tone. "Try again: draw a long breath, and shut your eyes."


"There's no use trying," Ulysses laughed mirthlessly. "One can't believe impossible things."


"I dare say you haven't had much practice. When I was your age I always did it for half-an-hour a day."


"My age?"


"Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast."


"We can talk," said a Tiger-lily, "when there's anybody worth talking to."


Ulysses suddenly felt sick to the pit of his stomach. Was the child's madness contagious, he wondered, or were talking flowers merely another piece of evidence of his insanity?


In fact, come to think of it, was he even there at all, or was he merely a fantasy vision brought on in someone's mind by a piece of undigested cheese?


"Stop it!" he reprimanded himself. "Thinking like that could make a man mad, if he wasn't as mad as a hatter already."


Ulysses broke off, unnerved by his new habit of arguing with himself. He had thought he had heard something else altogether more threatening than the sound of gossiping gladioli. In fact, it had sounded unpleasantly like the growling of a steam-engine, or the snorting of some wild beast loose in the woods.


"Are there any lions or tigers about here?" he asked the child, who continued to smile at him knowingly.


"It's only the Red King snoring."


Ulysses looked about him, but couldn't see anyone, awake or otherwise.


"He's dreaming now, and what do you think he's dreaming about?"


"Let's not go there. We have to keep moving." He took hold of the girl's hand again, but then hesitated. "But I don't know the way."


"Don't worry. I know the way," the child said, leading him up the garden path.


They left the garden and set off deeper into the wood. In no time at all, it seemed, they were surrounded by a profusion of gigantic fungi. They walked on through the twilit gloom of this forest of toadstools.


They stopped in the shade of a particularly large mushroom, its fleshy gills mottled the colour of a week-old corpse. The long mouthpiece of a hookah pipe trailed over the edge of the mushroom's cap. Something wet and sticky, like sugar syrup, oozed and dripped from the top of the fungus.


His curiosity getting the better of him - having looked under it, and on both sides of it, and behind it - it occurred to Ulysses that he might as well see what was on top of it.


Stretching himself up on his tiptoes, he peered over the edge of the mushroom and found himself looking into the lifeless eyes of a large blue caterpillar. It looked like the creature had been opened up with a butcher's knife, from top to tail, the yellow paste of its ravaged internal organs oozing out onto the toadstool.


"Curiouser and curiouser!" cried Alice as she joined him on tiptoes.


Were the bloodstains on her dress larger than they had been or was it all just part of the delusion Ulysses was suffering?


He turned from the brutally gutted butterfly larva and stared into the girl's face.


"Curiouser and curiouser!" she said, and smiled.


  



VI


Malice in Wonderland


  



From the carnage of caterpillar's carcass, they made their way through the crowding fungi and back into the forest. Coming to a clearing, they came in sight of a curious cottage. The roof was thatched with fur and, just as bizarrely, the chimney-stacks were shaped like ears. The layout and proportion of the windows and the front door helped to give the cottage a distinctly rabbity appearance.


Under a tree, in front of the house, a large table had been laid for tea. Slumped in an arm-chair at the head of the table was a man wearing a check waistcoat, a large spotty bow-tie, a white wing-collar shirt and a top hat with a ticket tucked into the band that read, 'In this Style 10/6'.


Slouched in a chair one place removed from the Hatter, its chin resting on the matted fur of its chest, was the March Hare. Neither even so much as moved as Ulysses and Alice made their approach.


The ropes of their intestines adorned the branches of the tree like party decorations. The rank stink of offal was hot in the air. Ulysses gagged, and tried to shield the child from the horror that she had already witnessed, pulling her close to his chest.


But Alice simply pulled back and stared at the grim tableau of the tea party.


Ulysses heard the rattle of china as the child reached across the table and removed the lid of the teapot, its cracked glaze sticky with drying gore.


"Ah, and here's the Dormouse," she said. "At least I assume it's the Dormouse. Well, bits of him anyway. It's really just so much guts and fur now. How simply frightful! You don't want fur in your tea, do you? That would be disgusting."


"What is going on here?" Ulysses hissed.


The child studied him, a quizzical look in her eye, her head on one side.


"Why, I would have thought that was quite plain. It's tea, of course."


What had they done to the poor child to make her like this? She was utterly, utterly mad.


"Is this all real?" he asked himself as he gazed around the clearing, at the house and the forest beyond, "or is it all in my head?"


"Why does it make it any less real if it's just inside your head?" the child asked, her expression one of guileless innocence.


"Come on," Ulysses said, tugging at Alice's hand again, shooting fearful glances at the shifting shadows of the encroaching trees. "We have to get you to safety, and quickly."


The child fixed him with those wide, almost black eyes of hers and he felt the layers of his consciousness being peeled away. He could feel his agitation rising, his carefully created facade of cool, calm collectedness crumbling.


"But where to? Where can we go that's safe?" she asked, her eyes suddenly the imploring eyes of a fearful child, waking to find that the nightmare was real.


It was up to him now. He was the adult, she the helpless innocent. She needed him.


"Into the house!" he said, in a moment of decisive action, his eyes still on the tree line, the sky the colour of dried blood.


The two of them - the madman and the girl - sprinted across the clearing, kicking up dead leaves with every pounding footfall as they made for the front door of the cottage. Ulysses could see things moving within the tree-line now, he was sure of it. 


And then they were at the door and he was barging it open with his shoulder, bundling the girl through, and then himself. Throwing all his weight against the door he slammed it shut.


He closed his eyes and slid down the door to the floor. The come down from his adrenaline rush was making his hands shake; and then the blackness of oblivion took him as he passed out.


  



Ulysses snapped his eyes open to be greeted by the gloom of the hallway. Night had fallen. How long had he been out for? He sniffed. The mouth-watering aroma of eggs and bacon reached him as the popping and sizzling of the frying pan hissed along the passageway from the kitchen. The delicious smell helped rouse him and, blinking the weariness from his eyes, he tried to stand. His back ached. His arms and legs were stiff. He had no feeling in his feet at all. But, nonetheless, he still managed to follow the tantalising scents to their source.


The large kitchen was full of smoke and steam, and there was a cacophony of sounds to match the miasma of scents. Bacon sizzled and popped, a cauldron of broth bubbled, while pots and pans clattered as the girl worked.


He could see her through the fug, standing before the range, a large ladle in her hand, stirring the contents of the cauldron. As Ulysses watched, Alice wiped a hand across her forehead, strands of dark hair, plastered to her skin, forming random fractal patterns across her face. As she stirred she sang to herself.


"Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. All the King's horses and all the King's men, couldn't put Humpty Dumpty in his place again."


"That smells good," Ulysses said.


Alice turned and offered him a smile.


"You prepared all this yourself?"


"Well somebody I know, not a million miles from here, was too busy snoring as loud as the Red King to help. Did you dream of him, by the way, dreaming of you? Let's consider who it was that dreamed it all."


"So," said Ulysses, peering over the girl's shoulder at the cauldron bubbling upon the range, "what are we having?"


As Ulysses stared into the pot, and Alice stirred the bubbling broth, a calf's head floated to the surface, its boiled eyes white and sightless, its cooked tongue lolling from its slack mouth.


Ulysses' grumbling stomach knotted and that same unpleasantly familiar sick feeling returned. He slowly took in the rest of the kitchen.


The largest eggshell he had ever seen - at least ten times as big as an ostrich's - lay cracked on the kitchen table. Beside it, on a plate, sat a suckling pig's head. When he caught sight of the skinned cat, he turned away in disgust.


"Soup of the evening, beautiful soup! Mock Turtle soup in fact," the child began. "Beautiful soup, so rich and green, waiting in a hot tureen!"


"Followed by oysters and frog's legs, and a ham and pepper omelette. There's also dormouse and roast flamingo and gryphon wings. Then there's jugged hare - or lamb chops, if you prefer - and sausages, with jam tarts to finish, only there's no jam in them."


"Why not?" Ulysses asked weakly, barely managing to hold it together as the world began to unravel around him once again.


"The rule is, jam tomorrow and jam yesterday - but never jam today."


"You killed them, didn't you?"


The child looked at him. "Oh yes," she said, smiling.


"And the Hatter, and the Hare."


"That's right."


"And the Knave of Hearts?"


"As dead as a dodo."


"You killed them all," Ulysses whispered, stunned. "It was you," he said as memories re-surfaced and facts he hadn't previously been aware of even knowing presented themselves to his conscious mind. "It was you that killed the visitors to the Phantasmagoria."


"Oh yes. I don't deny it."


"Then why didn't you say something before?"


"You didn't ask me before."


Ulysses suddenly felt horribly cold, despite the heat of the kitchen. He needed to sit down. Backing away, he collapsed into a chair.


"They all came to see us, you know," the child said, abandoning her cooking, slowly crossing the kitchen towards him, swinging her hips in a way that a twelve year old girl never should.


"Stop it, please," Ulysses wept. "You shouldn't have done it."


"But we were not amused," she said, her crocodile leer remaining firmly fixed upon her innocent face. "'Til we set about butchering them, of course. Then we found them most amusing."


Ulysses couldn't move.


"But none of them will have amused us as much as you will, I suspect. Mr Quicksilver." 


The child's smile never stopped, the corners of her mouth stretching wider and wider. And her smile was full of teeth.


And a verse entered Ulysses' mind: 


  



Beware the Jabberwock, my son!


  



VII


Jabberwocky


  



Beware the Jabberwock, my son!


The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!


  



A children's nonsense rhyme nothing more. Except that it was something more. Otherwise, why should such a thing come into his mind at this very moment? 


Ulysses stared into the black, soulless eyes of the child as she continued to saunter towards him.


"How doth the little crocodile improve his shining tail," the child intoned, as she walked the length of the ever-lengthening kitchen.


"Please stop," he begged her, fear colouring his voice.


"And pour the waters of the Nile on every golden scale?"


"You don't need to do this."


The girl paused, putting her head on one side again, regarding him with the same quizzical expression. "Is this really the great Ulysses Quicksilver," she said, amused, "begging for his life like some abused workhouse urchin?"


"Look, I don't want to have to hurt you," Ulysses explained, backing away from her.


"You?" she smiled coldly. "Hurt me?" 


A long purple tongue darted from between her teeth, running up and down her lips in hungry anticipation. "Come now, Mr Quicksilver, what do you take me for? You shouldn't judge a book by its cover, you know."


She was right, Ulysses thought. His eyes darted about the kitchen; he looked for a something to defend himself with. If only he had had his sword-stick to hand, or his trusty pistol.


The trouble was, the further he moved away from the child, anything even remotely approximating a weapon was further from his reach. The carving knives and cleavers were in a block on a work surface at the other end of the room, as were the frying pans and saucepans hung above the range.


What he really needed was a way out. Where was a rabbit in a waistcoat to direct you when you needed one?


As if reading his mind, Alice stepped to one side, providing Ulysses with an unobstructed view of the range and the saucepans crowding the coals. There was the cauldron, full to the brim with bubbling broth, the calf's head still peering blindly from it, and there, next to it, was another pan, the lid that had been forced down upon it rattling wildly as its contents boiled over. Flopped over the edge of the pan was one drooping white ear.


Alice followed his gazed and then smiled at him from beneath hooded eyes. "Oh, no, you're not getting away that easily. And didn't I mention it before? We're having boiled bunny too. It's my own invention, but it needs more pepper."


He returned his gaze to the girl as if she might leap at him any second. She was half his size, but something about her features gave him the undeniable impression that, as she herself had said, appearances could be deceiving.


At that moment Ulysses spotted the bread knife that had been left on the table - it was only an arm's length away - and he made a grab for it.


The transformation took place so quickly that Ulysses barely registered it. One moment, the child had been standing there rabbiting away, the next it seemed to Ulysses that she simply shot out her hand, as if to seize the knife before he could, even though she was still half a table's length away from it.


As his fingertips brushed the handle of the bread knife, a bony talon slammed into the tabletop, pinning his sleeve to the wood. 


"Speak roughly to your little boy, and beat him when he sneezes," the Alice-thing chanted. "He only does it to annoy, because he knows it teases."


Grabbing the trapped sleeve with his other hand, Ulysses pulled and, with a tearing of cloth, he tumbled free. 


Before he had even engaged his brain Ulysses was running out through the door, back along the passageway and out through the front door of the cottage.


Drawing in great ragged lungfuls of cold night air, Ulysses spun to his left and hared away from the house.


He found himself sprinting through a garden of cool tinkling fountains and carefully-trimmed rose trees. It might have been considered beautiful, were it not for the fact that it was also strewn with the bodies of playing card people, their blood having painted the white roses red, although, in the moonlight, the dripping blooms glistened blackly.


Ulysses dared not stop, despite the bloody destruction that had been wrought all about him, and he dared not look back. For he knew that Alice was in pursuit. Her sing-song voice carried to him over the beating of his own panicked heart and his rasping breaths.


"Twinkle, twinkle, little bat! How I wonder what you're at! Up above the world you fly, like a tea tray in the sky."


And then he found himself repeating the nonsense verse as he ran. "'Twas brillig, and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe."


He was now running across what he took to be a croquet-ground, of sorts; pink-feathered bodies and balls of prickles discarded among the ridges and furrows like broken dolls and squashed windfall apples.


He could hear nothing from behind him now, but he kept running. He crashed through a privet hedge and back into the forest, branches reaching for him as they clattered together in the breeze.


There was something waiting for him there, in the cold and the dark.


"You!" he gasped.


"As large as life, and twice as natural!"


The creature fixed him with two piercing black diamond eyes, Alice's shark-mawed face smiling down at him from atop a sinuous, snaking neck that seemed strangely familiar, even though Ulysses couldn't for the life of him remember why.


Its whole body swayed, writhing hypnotically, from its saurian legs to its great skeletal claws. A huge pair of bat wings, the same colour as the darkness beneath the trees, flapped behind it and a long, snaking tail thrashed with an unspeakable life of its own.


"The time has come," the monster said, "to talk of many things..."


"Of shoes - and ships - and sealing-wax - of cabbages - and kings," Ulysses smiled. Harming a child was an anathema to him, but a monster...? You knew where you were with a monster.


"You can have no idea what a delightful thing a Lobster-Quadrille is."


"No indeed," Ulysses replied, "But I know you, and I name you Beast. I name you destroyer. I name you murderer. I name you Jabberwock!" 


And, along with its name, his memories began to return.


The creature hissed, its forked tongue darting from between its glistening fangs, and lashed out with a malformed claw. Ulysses side-stepped it smartly, never once taking his eyes from the swaying child's head atop the snake-like neck.


"'Twas brillig," he began, his voice like steel, "and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe: all mimsy were the borogoves, and the mome raths outgrabe."


The beast lashed out again, this time with a whip-crack of its tail. It was fast, but Ulysses was faster.


"Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!" he pronounced as he came out of the roll that saved him from being trampled by a heavy, clawed foot. "Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun the frumious Bandersnatch!"


Somewhere else, deep within his mind - disjointed, as if out of sync with the rest of the world - Ulysses heard a dispassionate female voice announce, "Jabberwocky protocol activated."


The Alice-thing gave a banshee wail of rage and frustration as Ulysses ducked another swipe of its claws and then rose up before it, assuming a fencer's stance. Reaching out his right arm, he uttered the words, "He took his vorpal sword in hand!" and his fingers closed around its hilt.


  



VIII


Alice's Phantasmagoria


  



May 1998


  



"So, Mr," Ulysses Quicksilver consulted the name written on the notepad in his hand. "Dodgson... Is that right?" The anxious looking whip-cord of a man in front of him nodded. "What appears to be the problem?"


The attraction owner had met them at the door himself and hastily ushered them inside, glancing up and down the street,  the lurid neon sign lending his already unhealthy complexion a pinkish sheen. Having secured and bolted the door behind them, he led them upstairs to a cluttered office redolent with the smell of stale tobacco. The stub of a Cuban cigar still smouldered in the ash tray, precariously balanced on top of a teetering pile of cogitator print-outs.


"There's..." he began, rubbing his hands together, over and over, in agitation. "There's been a death."


"A death?" Ulysses repeated. Nimrod raised an interested eyebrow but made no comment. "But I wouldn't have considered the type of recreation you offer here as being hazardous to health.


"No. Neither did my associates and I."


"So where's the body?"


"This way. Follow me."


  



"So this is where the magic happens, is it?" Ulysses said in hushed tones, taking in the brass, coffin-like cabinets positioned equidistantly around the circular, teak-panelled chamber. In the dull red light it looked more like a mortuary, or a morgue, than a place of entertainment.


"Well, I suppose technically the magic, as you put it, happens up there," Dodgson said, pointing at the ceiling. "The analytical engine that creates and maintains the virtual environment experienced by our guests is housed on the floor above this one."


"Must be quite some machine," Ulysses remarked.


"And the floor above that, and the one above that."


A number of cable-bundles emerged from the middle of the domed ceiling above them and then spread out like the tentacles of an octopus, following the curve of the ceiling until each one ultimately connected to the top of one casket.


Through an archway Ulysses could see another chamber, like the one they were in. He wondered how many more there were like it located throughout the whole complex.


 "Do you know much about analytical engines, Mr Quicksilver?" Dodgson asked.


"I've had dealings with one or two."


"Mnemosyne is one of the new generation of Turing machines." 


"Ah, yes. I met one of those once. Its name was Neptune and it condemned some three thousand souls to a miserable death at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean."


Dodgson smiled weakly before continuing. "It utilises a series of chromodynamic processors and Bloch spheres to create and maintain a fully realised simulation of what is, to all intents and purposes - within the mind of the participant - an utterly real world."


"Can I stop you there?" Ulysses said. "Can you just remind me again, precisely, what it is you do here, Mr Dodgson?"


The nervously sweating Dodgson took a moment to compose himself, before commencing with what Ulysses took to be a pre-prepared speech, memorised for the benefit of the curious paying public.


"Here at Alice's Phantasmagoria we offer a unique recreational experience. Thanks to the latest bleeding edge technology we can immerse you in a fantastical world that, for all intents and purposes,  appears to be real, and which is only bound by the limitations of your own imagination. With Dodgson and Digby's Patented Phantasmagorical Projector you really can live the dream!"


"And this... this virtual reality of yours, do you have a catchy name for it?"


"We like to refer to it as the In-Body Out of Body Experience."


"It's all based on Alice's Adventures in Wonderland?" 


"At the moment. It is a classic, after all. But our environment engineers are already working on other worlds based on the writings of H.G. Wells, Jules Verne and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's The Lost World."


"One step at a time, eh, Mr Dodgson? One step at a time. I wouldn't start counting your chickens just yet. After all, you can see dinosaurs in the wild for the price of a cruise ticket. And I don't expect this operation's cheap to run, is it? So basically, this is where overweight, middle-aged businessmen, with a thing for little girls, come to live out their fantasies. Am I right?"


"No!" Dodgson railed. "It is not that kind of establishment at all. We are a highly reputable company."


"But, I mean, come on. Alice's Phantasmagoria? That's rather a lurid title, don't you think? Admit it."


"It brings in the punters," Dodgson said, an awkward grimace on his face.


"Yes, I bet that sticks in your throat, eh, Dodgson? Your marvellous machine, your magnificent achievement, testament to the superior advances in technology, being corrupted by sleazy window salesmen for their own sordid pleasure."


"You said you wanted to see the body," Dodgson reminded him.


"Yes, I did, didn't I?"


"Well, it's this way."


The anxious attraction owner led Ulysses and Nimrod into the next circular chamber.


"Here," he said, pointing at the cadaver bound within one of the cabinets. The front of the casket was open, the reek of death coming from it unmistakable.


"Ooh, nasty," Ulysses commented, peering at the body. The dead man appeared to be middle-aged, and was wearing two pieces of a poor quality three piece suit, along with a white cotton shirt and distastefully-patterned tie. His jacket hung on a peg beside the casket. His face was locked in a rictus of terror. "Hmm, overweight, middle-aged businessmen. Cause of death?"


"The life-support systems that monitor our guests' vital signs recorded his cause of death as cardiac arrest."


"Heart attack, eh? Could have just been bad luck I suppose. I take it all of your 'guests' sign a disclaimer."


Dodgson nodded.


"How long's he been dead?"


"Only a matter of hours."


"And it was after this happened that you evacuated everyone else who was here at the time."


"Er, no. Not quite. It all happened so quickly!"


"What do you mean?"


Ulysses and his manservant followed as Dodgson led them into yet another chamber.


"How many people can you accommodate at any one time?" Ulysses said.


"Our current maximum is forty-eight but the demand for tube-time is increasing and we plan to have another four simulation suites ready by the end of next month."


They stopped in front of another of the cabinets. This one also contained a limp corpse.


"Another heart attack?" Ulysses said.


"No stroke."


Dodgson set off again, stopping beside another cabinet. The dead man's body there was contorted in agony, the whites of the cadaver's eyes crimson with burst blood vessels.


"And what happened to this one?"


"Brain haemorrhage," Dodgson mumbled, as if he were guilty of some heinous crime himself.


"Oh dear, Mr Dodgson. Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear." Ulysses looked the quaking man up and down. His skin had acquired an even more unhealthy pallor. "One death could be considered... unfortunate. But two? That's just careless. So what does that make three?"


"It wasn't my - our, I mean our - fault," Dodgson protested.


"That's what you're worried about, isn't it, Mr Dodgson? You're worried that the Met will get word of this and charge you with complicity to murder. That wouldn't be good for business now, would it, Mr Dodgson?"


"No, not murder. More like... an industrial accident."


"Oh, come on, Mr Dodgson. Now you're just pulling my leg. An industrial accident?"


"That's not what I mean."


"You should say what you mean."


"I did, I mean..." the man stammered. "At least I mean what I say - that's the same thing, isn't it?"


"Try telling that to the judge."


"But can you help me?"


Ulysses kept the man hanging on for a moment longer, before answering. "I can try."


"Good," Dodgson said, with a sigh of relief. "And, um, how much will that, um -"


"How much will it cost you to have me sort out this little mess of yours?"


"Yes."


"A not inconsiderable amount." Ulysses scribbled a figure on the page of a notepad, tore it off and handed it to the sweating gentleman.


"Oh."


"And that's my final offer. Take it or leave it."


"I'll take it."


  



"So, bottom line is," Ulysses said, after the three of them had gathered within Mnemosyne's control hub, "something's killing your customers and you need to find out what."


"You are a consulting detective, are you not?"


"Good. Then we understand each other." Ulysses stared at the meaningless columns of numbers scrolling across the monitor in front of him. "And you're sure it's not a glitch in the Lovelace algorithm?"


"We've gone through the code a hundred times and there's nothing there," Dodgson said, glancing anxiously at the lab-coated technician seated at the console.


"So, who do you think the killer is?"


Dodgson stared at him, flabbergasted. "I'm sorry. Haven't I just hired you to find that out for me?"


"Go on, humour me."


"Well, for starters, I would have thought that it was something from outside the system. There are all sorts of fail-safes in place. We've checked the Lovelace algorithms again and again and again, and there's nothing. Nobody should die in Wonderland!"


"And yet three people have."


Dodgson gave the technician another surreptitious glance. "We suspect that an alien algorithm has piggy-backed its way onto the system."


"Then why not simply shut the whole thing down and re-boot it?" Ulysses asked, incredulous that nobody more technically minded hadn't thought of that approach already. "I think the technical term is, turning it off and on again."


"We have," Dodgson hissed. "Three times. But every time we re-boot, and carry out another scan, the anomalous code is still present."


"So what can I do that you haven't tried already?" Ulysses asked, genuinely bemused.


"We've created a diagnostic tool. A virus-killer, if you like." 


"So why haven't you deployed it?


"Because we cannot lock onto the anomalous string of code. It's as if it knows we're looking for it and keeps shifting position, using our original algorithm to disguise itself."


"Why don't you just pull the plug?" 


"Because this technology has the potential to improve the lives of all."


"More brochure-speak?"


"This is a business, Mr Quicksilver," Dodgson said, "and I would prefer to stay in business."


"Ah, now we get to the truth of it."


"I already have the bank breathing down my neck as it is."


"Everything comes down to money, doesn't it? Anyway, I thought business was booming."


"It will be."


"Understood. Then you can add a nought to end of my fee."


Dodgson scowled, but said nothing. He was hardly in a position to argue.


"So, what you're saying is that actually you know what's responsible for this... this mess, and you just need some dupe to go in and excise the cancer, as it were."


Dodgson smiled but still said nothing.


Ulysses grinned. "Then you've got yourself a deal," he said, a manic timbre to the tone of his voice. "My interest is well and truly piqued and I quite fancy taking a trip to Wonderland myself. So let's see how far down the rabbit hole really goes, shall we?"


Dodgson stared at him, the utter amazement expressed on his face as readable as an open book.


"Are you sure, sir?" Nimrod asked.


"Yes, I'm sure. I'm not going in ill-prepared mind. I don't want to end up like our friends down there in the bunko booth."


"Don't worry, everything's ready," Dodgson said, animated again. "The system already has a back door built in. If things start to get out of hand, once you're actually inside Wonderland, you only need to follow the White Rabbit to escape. It's a fail-safe we put in right from the off-set."


"And you're sure that'll work, are you?"


"Absolutely sure. It's written into the base code. It can't fail."


"And what about this virus-killer? What if I manage to find the source of all your problems? What if I come across whatever it is that's been killing your clients?"


"To access the algorithm from within Wonderland you merely need to recite the first line of the third stanza of the poem Jabberwocky."


"Really? Why so convoluted?"


"It's a precaution, to make sure that the virus-killer is activated only at the right time. Do you know it?"


"''Twas brillig', and all that? Oh yes, have no fear, I know it. Chalky Chambers made us learn it off by heart. Third year English Literature class, last period before lunch on a Thursday. Good old Chalky."


  



"And you're absolutely sure about this, sir?"


"Stop fussing, Nimrod," Ulysses chided, as Dodgson fitted the electrode  skullcap over his head. "You're like an old woman sometimes, really you are. Ready, Dodgson?"


"Ready."


"Right then, gentlemen, I'm going in," Ulysses announced, giving a thumbs up as he made himself comfortable on the cushioned backboard inside the cabinet. "Are you alright, Dodgson, only you're not looking at all well?"


"I-I'm fine," Dodgson stammered, even though he patently wasn't, and closed the door.


"If anything happens to him..." Ulysses heard Nimrod say as the tube sealed with a hiss of equalising pressures, and watched as Dodgson threw the switch.


And then he was falling again...


  



IX


The Bitterness of Life


  



Coal black eyes wide with fury, the chimerical creature went for Ulysses.


"Will you, won't you, will you, won't you, will you join the dance?" Ulysses chanted as he brought the blade up in one powerful movement, the bloodstone-tipped pommel tight in his hand, the metal singing as he did so.


The monster only just parried the blow in time, retracted its writhing head and thrusting a claw in the way of the slicing blade.


The Alice-thing gave voice to a blood-curdling wail as the razor-edge of the blade took off three of its distended fingers at the knuckle.


Its scream of pain became a roar of rage and the malformed child's head darted forwards like a striking cobra.


Ulysses deftly spun the blade back and thrust it upwards in a reverse swing. He felt resistance as it bit into the meat of the thing's neck, before pulling back sharply with all the strength he could muster.


"Off with her head," he snarled in bitter triumph.


Alice's head - jaws still stretched impossibly wide - landed with a soft thud among the litter of leaves at his feet, the massive, warped body toppling backwards onto the ground moments later.


Panting hard, Ulysses stared dispassionately down at the malformed head of the twelve year-old girl. Alice looked back at him.


"You know," she said very gravely, "it's one of the most serious things that can possibly happen to one in a battle - to get one's head cut off."


"So it would seem," Ulysses agreed.


He gazed at the midnight forest and the darkness of the world around him, as if expecting something to happen at any moment.


"So what happens now?" the child-monster asked.


"Now?" the dandy said, staring at the sky above, as the heavens turned the colour of snow. "Now we wait."


"What, isn't there a moral?"


Ulysses fixed the head with a stare as hard as stone. "Perhaps it hasn't one."


The Alice face frowned disapprovingly. "Tut, tut, child! Everything's got a moral, if you can only find it."


"Alright then, how about this? Don't get a life - live a life?"


"Oh no, that won't do. I don't like that at all."


"Very well then. How about, make hay while the sun shines? Or, there's nothing virtual about reality? Or ego cogito, ergo sum?"


"Hmm, perhaps," the child-head pondered. "But perhaps if you told me the story again I might be able to determine the moral that way."


"Tell it again? This was no story." Ulysses gave an exasperated sigh. "Besides, I wouldn't know where to begin!"


"Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop."


"Look, are going to keep this up all the time?"


"The time has come," the anomaly said by way of a reply, "to talk of many things: of shoes - and ships - and sealing wax - of cabbages - and kings - and why the sea is boiling hot - and whether pigs have wings.'


Ulysses turned his back on the chattering child and slowly walked away.


"I'll be seeing you again," the child's voice called out after him, crackling like an old gramophone recording, "of that you can be certain, Mr Quicksilver. My champion."


  



There was a hazy quality to the air of the chamber and an all-pervading smell of pomanders and lubricating oil. In the crimson gloom, Her Majesty Queen Victoria - Empress of India, Monarch of Mars and Ruler de facto of the Lunar colonies - slept the sleep of the dead, bound within the confines of her steam-powered, life-supporting throne.


There was more machine than monarch now. The physical husk the old woman had become could never leave the Empress Engine that Erasmus Quicksilver had created for her all those years ago; ninety-seven, to be precise. The Widow of Windsor herself was just a withered, fleshless creature that had been kept alive long beyond her natural span, and for far longer than was good for her deteriorating mind.


But in her death-like slumber her eyelids flickered.


The peace of the chamber was interrupted by a delicate chiming coming from the throne itself.


In moments, a lady-in-waiting was at the sleeping monarch's side, deciphering the ticker-tape readout produced by the agitated engine.


Her eyes wide with incredulity, she hurried to the telephony device on hand, close by, and picked up the receiver.


There was a static click as someone picked up at the other end of the line.


"Doctor Malbuse?"


"What is it?" the Queen's personal surgeon-cum-engineer responded sharply.


"It's the Empress Engine, doctor, I... I've never seen readings like this."


"What do you mean?"


"It's... It's as if..." She trailed off, unable to find the words.


"What is it, woman? Tell me!"


"Doctor, I think you need to see this for yourself."


And in her sleep, the Queen smiled.


  



The long grass rustled at her feet as the White Rabbit hurried by and she could hear the rattle of the teacups as the March Hare and his friends shared their never-ending meal, and the shrill voice of the Queen ordering her unfortunate guests off to execution, mixed up with the distant sob of the miserable Mock Turtle.


So she sat, with eyes closed, and half believed herself in Wonderland, though she knew she had but to open them again, and all would change to dull reality.


And she considered how she would gather about her little children, and how she would make their eyes bright and eager with many a strange tale, perhaps even with the dream of Wonderland of long ago; and how she would feel with all their simple sorrows, and find pleasure in all their simple joys, remembering her own child-life, and the happy summer days.


  



Still she haunts me, phantomwise,


Alice moving under skies


Never seen by waking eyes.


  



Children yet, the tale to hear,


Eager eye and willing ear,


Lovingly shall nestle near.


  



In a Wonderland they lie,


Dreaming as the days go by,


Dreaming as the summers die:


  



Ever drifting down the stream -


Lingering in the golden gleam -


Life, what is it but a dream?


  



(from Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There, by Lewis Carroll)


  



The End
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Action and adventure in a new Age of Steam!

In two scant months the nation, and all her colonies, will celebrate 160 years of Queen Victoria's glorious reign. But all is not well at the heart of the empire. It begins with a break-in at the Natural History Museum. A night watchman is murdered. An eminent Professor of Evolutionary Biology goes missing. Then a catastrophic Overground rail-crash unleashes the dinosaurs of London Zoo. But how are all these events connected? Is it really the work of crazed revolutionaries? Or are there yet more sinister forces at work? Enter Ulysses Quicksilver - dandy, rogue and agent of the throne. It is up to this dashing soldier of fortune to solve the mystery and uncover the truth before London degenerates into primitive madness and a villainous mastermind brings about the unthinkable. The downfall of the British empire!
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Rising from the Abyss, it hungers!!!

Around the world in eighty days in style! This proud claim, made by the Carcharodon Shipping Company, is about to be put to the test as its newest and most magnificent submersible cruise-liner, the Neptune, sets sail on its maiden voyage. Among those onboard is Ulysses Quicksilver, dandy adventurer and hero of Magna Britannia, enjoying a well-deserved sojourn after the traumatic events of Queen Victoria's 160th jubilee celebrations. But only days out from the undersea city of Pacifica disaster strikes. A brutal murder is committed and then an act of sabotage sends the Neptune plunging into the abyssal depths. Trapped at the bottom of the sea, for the survivors, their problems are only just beginning. Far below a decades' old secret awaits them. The Leviathan has awoken. Rising from the abyss it hungers and when it hunts none shall escape its primeval fury!
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Red in tooth and claw!

The Whitby Mermaid has been stolen from Cruickshank's Cabinet of Curiosities and consulting detective Gabriel Wraith is on the case. And he's not the only one, for wherever there is a mystery to be solved, Ulysses Quicksilver is never far away. What does the theft of the mermaid have to do with the mysterious House of Monkeys? And what of the enigmatic criminal known as the Magpie? Ulysses embarks upon an adventure that takes him to Whitby where the mermaid was supposedly caught. But there are worse things awaiting him there than mermaids. The moors of Ghestdale are haunted by the savage Barghest beast, while in the abandoned mines beneath the Umbridge estate, abominations lurk in the darkness. And Ulysses Quicksilver is about to discover that the worst horrors are those spawned by Man's own selfish nature.

Pax Britannia is an exciting new Science Fiction series, set on an alternative Earth where the British Empire still reigns and steam technology rules.

  


[image: Abaddon Books logo]

www.abaddonbooks.com




[image: 'Evolution Expects' cover]

  


In the heart of London a terrible metamorphosis is taking place...

After more than 150 years as the supreme power on the planet, the British Empire has become a corpulent, stagnating monster. At its heart lies Londinium Maximum, a city under a near-permanent cloud of noxious Smog. More than ever, the realm of Magna Britannia needs a saviour - a man like new Prime Minister, Devlin Valentine. But while London prepares for the launch of the Jupiter Station there are those who want this longed-for change to come about more quickly, people who are prepared to give evolution a helping hand. When a deadly legacy returns, Ulysses Quicksilver finds himself drawn into that pit of despair known as Bedlam. With a dangerous masked vigilante stalking the streets, a monster from Jewish myth on the loose in the East End and rival gangs fighting for control of the city's underworld there may be nothing Ulysses can do to prevent a catastrophic metamorphosis!
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There is no escape from The Ultimate Reich!

The terrifying Luftwaffe, on their steam-driven wings, have torn apart the sleepy town of Pasito in the heart of Mexico, only to rebuild it as a terrifying clockwork-town where the people become human robots, furthering the nightmare dreams of the Fuhrer.

General Eisenberg and his sociopathic son Alexis control this paradise of horrors. But they are unprepared for the return of a man the desert claimed nine long years ago, a man who has returned from the doors of death and the depths of madness to bring his terrible fury upon their world. With the slash of a sword and a laugh that lights up the night, the man in the bloodstained mask cuts his way through the hopeless, endless routines of the clockwork men to bring new hope to the people. He defies death!

He defies man! No trap can hold the masked daredevil, the saint of ghosts men know as El Sombra!
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BLOOD AND THUNDER!

"You're in New York. Protocol went out the window the second you arrived. This isn't a protocol kind of town. This is a town that breeds monsters and heroes, geniuses and madmen. This town makes gods, and heaven help you, you wanted to be one of us."

While his sidekick lies bleeding out in hospital, city saviour Doc Thunder and Maya, his beautiful companion, attempt to discover the identity of their friend's assailant. The clues lead to secrets altogether older and darker than they could ever have imagined.

The Blood Spider - a name that strikes fear into the hearts of criminals everywhere. But unlike Doc Thunder, this vigilante is willing to kill, and it can only be a matter a time before the two heroes collide.

Mexican masked swordsman El Sombra is visiting the Big Apple, but he's not just any tourist. El Sombra is on a mission of revenge that will take him all the way into the heart of the city's corrupt underworld.
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