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To Ruby and Conrad with whom I’ve had some wonderful adventures in Paris even though we only travelled one hour forward in time
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Dear Reader,


If you are reading this you are already a time traveller, because this is the year 1894 and Queen Victoria is on the throne.


And if you are reading this you must be a friend, so I feel all right about sharing the secrets of the Butterfly Club with you.


Let me begin at the beginning. My name is Luna, and I suppose you would call me a time-thief. I live in a rather smart part of London with my Aunt Grace, who’s been looking after me ever since my father disappeared. One Thursday Aunt Grace took me with her to her secret society, the Butterfly Club.


The Butterfly Club meets every Thursday afternoon in Greenwich, at the famous Royal Observatory, which is the Home of Time. It’s called that because there is a long brass line running through the courtyard of the observatory called the prime meridian, the point from which all time is measured.


Deep in the belly of the observatory is the Butterfly Room, a secret twelve-sided chamber where the Butterfly Club meet. It’s called the Butterfly Room because there are butterflies on the walls – those dead ones pinned to little cards – in all the colours of the rainbow. The members of the Butterfly Club are the finest minds of Victorian society, people you might even have heard of in your time – people like Charles Dickens, Charles Darwin and Florence Nightingale.


And that’s where I met my fellow time-thieves. You see, there are three of us.


Konstantin is from Prussia. He has loads of brothers who are all soldiers, and his father, Dr Tanius Kass, is a very clever inventor. Konstantin loves everything military, but because he was so ill when he was little, he couldn’t be a soldier himself. But Konstantin is special in his own way, because he has a mechanical heart. His own heart didn’t work so his father replaced it with a clockwork one.


The third time-thief is Aidan. Aidan is Irish, and he is a navigational engineer (or navvy) who’s been working on the railways since he was ten. Aidan knows everything there is to know about machines, and sometimes I think he loves them better than people. And, like Konstantin, Aidan has a secret too, which he keeps very close to his chest.


The three of us are called time-thieves because we’ve been travelling in time, carrying out missions for the Butterfly Club. We use a contraption called the Time Train, which was designed by H. G. Wells, one of the club’s members. We travel forward in time to collect inventions and treasures from the future. We never go backwards – no Tudors or Romans or even dinosaurs for us! The point is to bring back things which our age doesn’t have yet, to speed up progress. Aunt Grace says our thieving is for ‘the betterment of society’. I hope she’s right. The Butterfly Club certainly seem to get a lot of money – and prizes – out of it.


Well, dear reader, Aidan, Konstantin and I have had quite a few journeys through the decades since the day we met, and we’ve faced many dangers. We’ve been to the freezing Atlantic Ocean in 1912 to try to steal a wireless radio from the good ship Titanic, and to the arid deserts of Egypt in 1922 to uncover the lost tomb of Tutankhamun. You can read all about our exploits in our earlier chronicles, The Ship of Doom and The Mummy’s Curse.


I hope you enjoy this adventure too! I wonder where it will take us…


Yours until the end of time,


Luna Goodhart x




LONDON


5 FEBRUARY 1894
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5 FEBRUARY 1894


9.15 a.m.


Aidan was the first to see the strange man walking down the railway track.


He was working with his father, Michael, and a gang of navvies on the new railway snaking out of King’s Cross Station – an iron way into the north which was to span rivers and burrow under mountains, a miracle of the modern age.


It was a bitter February morning. Aidan’s breath smoked and his fingertips were numb. As much as he loved the work, and the music of the steel picks sparking on the iron rails, he couldn’t help thinking of the arid sands and burning sun of Egypt. Even though to his father he’d been gone no time at all, in Aidan’s timeline he’d spent months in the Valley of the Kings with Luna and Konstantin, following the historic discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun. Funny – when he was there, he’d have given anything to feel this cold, and now he’d give the Crown Jewels to be warm again. Aidan stopped work to blow on his fingers, and that’s when he caught sight of the man.


He was an odd-looking fellow; a creature of contradictions. He was boxy and bow-legged and short in stature, but somehow impressive. He was wearing a frock coat and an opera cloak that bellied like a sail as he walked, as if he was moving unnaturally slowly: however, he seemed to cover the distance very swiftly. He seemed a man of importance, but as he came closer he looked no more than twenty. He had that crinkly hair that refuses to do as it is told. It puffed out on either side of his head like a clown’s, but his face was serious, and his eyes had a strange silvery quality to their gaze.


‘It must be Christmastide already,’ murmured Aidan’s father, who always had a joke ready. ‘The pantomime’s on.’


As Aidan and his father were working nearest to the station, the man arrived at them first and stopped. ‘You are naffies?’ he said in a strong accent which Aidan recognised, from his travels, as being from somewhere in the east of Europe.


‘Navvies,’ confirmed Michael O’Connell. ‘Navigational engineers.’


‘You haf chins?’


Instinctively Aidan put his hand to his face.


‘Strong chins?’


It was an odd question. True, Aidan’s jawline was not quite as masculine as he would like, but Da’s chin was covered in a glorious black beard. ‘I suppose so,’ said Da, leaning on his pick and pointing to his beard. ‘One here and one there. We have cheeks and noses too.’


‘No, no,’ said the odd little man, with a chuckle dry as tinder. ‘Chins.’ He performed a little mime, circling his forefinger and thumb on each hand and locking them together. Aidan and his father found themselves watching his hands. They were extraordinary – uncommonly white and delicate compared to their own rough working hands, and they moved in an exceptionally fluid way, graceful and swift.


‘Chins,’ the man said again. ‘One link, two link, three link…’


‘Oh chains,’ said Aidan, light dawning. ‘You want chains.’


‘Yes, zat is what I said,’ said the man patiently. ‘But they must be strong chins.’


As if he was addressing a Martian, Michael O’Connell said, ‘How long?’ He held out his hands like a fisherman boasting of his catch.


‘Oh, not long, not long,’ said the man. ‘Only long enough to tie pair of feet together and dangle grown man over water tank.’


Aidan and his father exchanged a glance. They had uncannily similar blue eyes. They were both, separately, convinced that the stranger was, in fact, a Martian.


‘Come with me,’ said Aidan to the stranger. Then, to his father, ‘I’ll show him the offcuts.’


He beckoned to the stranger, who followed Aidan, picking his way over the tracks in his shiny black shoes. In an overgrown siding Aidan showed the little man various lengths of chain, left lying beside the tracks. Some had links as big as a man’s fist; some had links as small as a thumbnail.


The stranger looked down at them speculatively. ‘Are they strong chins?’


‘None stronger,’ said Aidan. ‘Good Sheffield steel. These large-gauge ones…’ He pointed to the biggest. ‘They can pull a locomotive.’ He mimed the pistons of a train with his arms, and made the sound of a train’s whistle for good measure.


The man nodded with satisfaction. ‘I take those.’ He pointed to the length of chain with the biggest links. Then he fished out his pocketbook. ‘I pay you for chins.’


‘No, no,’ said Aidan, goggling at the sheaf of banknotes. ‘These are offcuts. Scrap.’


The man looked confused.


‘Chain too long for purpose,’ said Aidan, doing a little mime to explain. ‘Spare bits cut off. Throw away. You take.’


The man smiled for the first time, a rather charming expression which transformed his serious face. ‘I am very much obliged to you.’ He got ready to pick up the chains, first donning a pair of gloves to protect those exceptional hands.


Aidan looked at him doubtfully. He didn’t think his new friend had the muscle to carry the chains away. ‘They’re pretty heavy,’ he said. ‘I’ll help you to carry them.’ He coiled the chain expertly and heaved the bundle into his arms. The steel was so cold, it leached the warmth from his body and burned his hands. He led the stranger back down the track and through the bustling concourse of King’s Cross Station. The cloaked stranger and the young navvy carrying a huge serpent of chain caused the fine ladies in their crinolines and the city gentlemen in their bowler hats to stare. Outside on the street a hansom cab was waiting. The man got into the carriage and Aidan passed the chain up to the driver, to travel beside him on the box.


The stranger put his arm on the windowsill and leant out. ‘You are very kind boy,’ he said. ‘What is your name?’


‘Aidan O’Connell,’ Aidan replied.


The stranger looked at Aidan. His eyes were curiously intense, and seemed to have a light all of their own, almost as if they were made of mirrors. ‘You come to the Egyptian Hall tonight. You know it?’


‘Do I?’ said Aidan. ‘It’s the big fancy theatre in Piccadilly.’


‘The very one,’ said the man. ‘Come at seven o’clock. Bring some friends. I put your name on door.’ He reached behind Aidan’s ear and brought out a shiny new sixpence. ‘You will see quite a show.’ Then he tapped on the roof to signal the driver to go.


Aidan stood for a moment, looking at the coin the man had dropped into his hand. Then he went back through the station and trudged back along the iron track to rejoin his father.


‘What was all that about?’ asked Michael O’Connell, when Aidan reached him.


‘He’s in the theatre business, far’s I can make out,’ his son replied. ‘Works at the Egyptian Hall. Maybe he needed the chains for security – to lock the doors at night or something.’ Aidan picked up his shovel. ‘Must be doing well, though. Fella had more money than sense. Pocketbook full of fivers, he had.’ He didn’t mention the magic sixpence.


Michael O’Connell brought his pick down on the pinion with a ringing spark. ‘Must be nice.’


Aidan shovelled some gravel to shore up the sleeper. ‘He wants me to go to his play tonight, and to bring a couple of guests. You want to come?’


His father laughed. ‘You know me, son. I’d rather be inside a coffin than a theatre. Besides…’ His blue eyes twinkled. ‘I can think of company you’d much rather take – two young folks you’ve been panting to see again like a dog on a hot day.’
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5 FEBRUARY 1894


6.50 p.m.


The time-thieves had planned to meet just before seven in the evening, outside the splendid Egyptian Hall theatre in London’s smart Piccadilly. Aidan waited at the entrance, in the centre of a façade constructed of Egyptian pillars crawling with hieroglyphics. He thought it funny that only that morning he’d longed to be back in Egypt – and now he felt like he was.


Aidan was excited to see Luna and Konstantin, even though it had only been a matter of days since they had seen each other at the Butterfly Club. There the talk had all been about stealing some painting from a gallery in Paris. This was widely believed to be impossible and as the meeting broke up it was decided that everyone should go away for a week and come back the following Thursday with ideas. The time-thieves hadn’t really been listening. For one thing, they thought it highly unlikely they would be sent on a third Butterfly Mission. For another, they had been much more interested in catching up with each other. So this night at the theatre had been a welcome chance to see each other twice in a week, instead of only once.


Aidan could pick out his friends straightaway, even in the crowd of smart theatre-goers forming a crush at the entrance. Luna wore a frock with fluttering skirts which resembled a butterfly, as all her dresses did. This one was a stinging green colour with black trim which went very well with her auburn hair. Because it was a cold February night, she had her hands plunged into a black muffler and wore a cloak of the same fur. Konstantin wore a Prussian-blue wool coat with an astrakhan collar. The coat was done up with gilded buttons, which gave it a military appearance. As he wore no hat on his straw-coloured hair, he was easy to pick out. Aidan was proud of his friends, who looked just as smart to his eyes as the gathered ladies, night-sky-bright with diamonds, or the gentlemen, sleek as seals in their opera cloaks. He only hoped that his navvy gear was up to the occasion – cogs were his diamonds, and an old Norfolk jacket his cloak.


The time-thieves were delighted to see one another – after camping together in the Valley of the Kings for months, they missed each other keenly. Aidan rapidly recounted what had happened that morning at King’s Cross Station – the stranger, the chains, and the invitation to the theatre.


‘What are we going to see?’


‘No idea,’ confessed Aidan. ‘I only know that it’s free of charge, and that’s good enough for me. I’m just hoping it isn’t Shakespeare. I’m sure I wouldn’t understand a word.’


Of course they had no tickets, so there was a sticky moment when an usher, in the livery of the theatre, looked down his nose at Aidan. ‘Tradesmen through the stage door,’ he said.


Aidan wasn’t having that. ‘You should have been given my name,’ he said cockily. ‘Aidan O’Connell?’


The usher consulted the list in his gloved hand. What he read there transformed his attitude completely. ‘Ah yes. Please accept my apologies, Mr O’Connell. I’ll show you and your honoured guests to your seats myself. If you’ll come this way?’


The time-thieves followed the usher through a grand marble atrium and up stairs that were covered with such a thick red carpet that their feet made no noise at all. They were ushered through the crowds as if they were royalty, and Aidan looked about him the whole time for the man he had met that morning. He was convinced he must be some sort of theatre manager – even the theatre owner, seeing as he had all those fivers. But the strange little man was nowhere to be seen.


It was a jewel box of a theatre. As they entered the auditorium the time-thieves saw rows upon rows of velvet seats and ornate gilded boxes, all lit by modern electric bulbs backed by silver scallop shells. The stage was an enormous arch, presently covered by a curtain, with the name of the theatre emblazoned on it in letters each taller than a man. From the dizzying heights of the dome above hung a dazzling chandelier, and chubby painted cherubs rode on fluffy clouds as if they were roundabout horses. A thousand faces looked down in anticipation, a thousand excited whispers gathered into a boiling hubbub. Every seat in the place appeared to be filled, except for three, right by the stage – the best seats in the house.


‘Mr O’Connell. Sir, Miss.’ The usher thrust out a white-gloved hand to indicate their seats, and the time-thieves took their places in the tip-up chairs which were upholstered in the colour of blood. The friends exchanged glances of delicious excitement – however dull the play might prove to be, the night was already a treat.


The lights dimmed twice, then the third time they didn’t brighten again.


Somewhere a bell sounded.


The performance, whatever it was, was about to begin.


A voice spoke from the blackness, loud and dramatic, and several members of the audience jumped off their velvet seats.


‘Ladies and gentlemen. Prepare to be amazed by the most powerful young magician in the world. Erase from your mind the Skilful Sorcerers of India, the Mighty Mages of China and the Eminent Enchanters of Africa. Here, for your delectation and delight, is the Handcuff King, Prison Breaker, Death-Defying Dematerialist and Master of Mystery himself: THE GREAT HOUDINI!’


And the little man who walked on to the centre of the stage, wearing a silk hat and a frock coat and carrying a cane, was the stranger Aidan had met at King’s Cross that morning.


He had never been so surprised in his life.
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5 FEBRUARY 1894


7 p.m.


Konstantin rubbed his hands together. ‘Oh good, it’s magic. Much better than a play.’


Aidan ignored him. ‘That’s him!’ he exclaimed. ‘That’s the fella!’


Luna said, ‘What fella? I mean, fellow?’


‘The man who came to King’s Cross to buy some chains. I wonder what he needed them for.’


‘I suppose we’ll see,’ said Konstantin, and then there was no more talking, for the little man in the spotlight banged his cane on the stage. The cane instantly transformed into a raven, which flew, cawing hoarsely, over the heads of the audience.


From that moment, the time-thieves were quite literally enchanted.


The Great Houdini performed illusions such as they had never seen. Aidan had met navvies along the canals and railways who could do a card trick or two, and Luna had seen conjurors in the drawing rooms of family acquaintances. Konstantin was the only one who had seen magic performed onstage, in the gilded opera houses of Prussia, but even he had seen nothing like this. From that first flight of the raven, when the ebony and ivory of a cane turned into living feathers and a beak, Houdini went on to perform a dizzying array of parlour magic. He pulled a whole bunting of coloured handkerchiefs from his sleeve, red roses from his ears, and juggled billiard balls that turned into eggs and smashed on the stage.


Then there was more elaborate fare: a trick cabinet which swallowed up a lady, only to deposit her at the other side of the stage; shadowgraphs with a mind of their own; mirrors that stubbornly refused to reflect their subject; and a trick (which had the friends exchanging knowing glances) called the Mummy’s Tomb. And all the time Houdini talked, in the thick Eastern European accent Aidan remembered from that morning: a steady stream of narration, telling the audience everything, revealing nothing.


The time-thieves were particularly interested in a trick called the Phantom Painting. A blank canvas was brought on to the stage to rest on a golden easel. Houdini merely waved his hand before it, and an exquisite portrait of Queen Victoria appeared on the canvas, as if by magic. The trick was not particularly showy, and involved no fancy props, but it was by far the most impressive of the night.


This time the applause was deafening, but Aidan couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed. The hour grew late; the miracle of the Phantom Painting was obviously the climax of the show, and there had been no tricks involving his chains.


Houdini walked into the wings for some moments. The audience, believing the show was over, began to applaud again and call for an encore. But then the disembodied voice that had introduced him at the start was heard again. ‘And now,’ it boomed, ‘the Great Houdini will perform a feat of escapology never before seen on these shores. Ladies and gentlemen, the Egyptian Hall presents the Chinese Water Torture Cell.’


The light seemed to somehow thicken, and Aidan’s fingers tightened on the arms of his prickly velvet chair. Two Chinese gentlemen with long black plaits, wearing long oriental robes and square hats, wheeled an enormous tank on to the stage. The tank was made of glass, reinforced with steel, and was brim full of water, which overflowed and sloshed over the stage. The orchestra now began to play music from the Far East, all beautiful discords and plucked strings.


Then Houdini himself walked on to the stage, also wearing an ornate robe, embroidered with writhing dragons. He carried in his arms a pile of chains, links gleaming dully in the spotlight. He threw the chains dramatically down on the stage, where they landed with an enormous clash, making the audience jump in their seats.


The magician walked to the front of the stage and shaded his eyes against the footlights. ‘Is there a Mr Aidan O’Connell in the audience, from King’s Cross Station?’


Aidan’s heart began to thump. He had never been inside a theatre before, so to become part of the performance was a bit much. But he gamely got to his feet and whipped off his cap and goggles. ‘Here, sir.’


‘My ffriend,’ said Houdini warmly. ‘Could you tell these good ladies and gentlemen what iss your profession?’


‘I’m a navigational engineer, sir. Currently engaged on the Great Northern Railway.’


‘Ant now, could you tell them a little about these chins you so kindly bestowed on me this morning?’


‘Strongest chains in the Empire, sir,’ said Aidan confidently. ‘Sheffield steel.’


‘Ant iss it true what you told me – that such chins can pull a locomotiff train?’


‘Yes, sir. And they have.’


‘Fery good. Ant now, my ffriend, you will perhaps assist me?’


Houdini beckoned Aidan with one of his elegant white hands, and Aidan reluctantly weaved among the seats and stepped on to the stage.


It was hot up there, under the lights, and he could feel every eye in the place upon him. He knew his cheeks were reddening, but he tried to concentrate on what he was being asked to do.


The two Chinese men stripped the robe from Houdini’s shoulders with a flourish, to show him standing in a humble bathing suit. The little man seemed even smaller without his magician’s costume. Then his assistants proceeded to wrap him in the chains like a chicken on a spit, so tightly that his pale flesh bulged through the links. Once this was done one of the Chinese gentlemen produced a padlock.


‘Mr O’Connell,’ said Houdini, in a voice slightly muffled by discomfort, ‘could you check the padlock iss sound?’


It was a good mortice lock, such as the navvies used on the tool sheds in the sidings. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Ant now can you lock me up?’


Aidan linked the padlock expertly through the two ends of the chain and locked it. He made to hand back the key but Houdini said, ‘No, no. Show it to the audience, ant then put it in your pocket.’


Aidan did as he was bid, then stood about, feeling a bit like a spare part.


‘You may return to your seat with my thanks,’ said Houdini, ‘ant I bid you enjoy the show.’


Aidan, still red-faced, found himself on the receiving end of a polite round of applause, and ducked back into his seat as quickly as possible. Of course, Luna and Konstantin clamoured to see the key, which was a solid piece of British brass – a less magical object you couldn’t imagine.


Back on the stage the Chinese men laid Houdini down on the floor, and the prone magician had his ankles locked into a square frame. A crane clip on a long cable descended from above the stage, and was attached to the frame, and then the audience watched, aghast, as Houdini was winched up like a sack of rubble, upside down, and dangled over the tank. It was only when he started to pant and then took in a huge breath that Aidan understood the awful truth of what was about to happen.


Houdini was lowered head first into the water and secured in place. He was submerged from head to toe. There was no air to support his life, for the water he displaced overflowed over the stage. He had to escape from Aidan’s chains, or die.


As the minutes ticked by, the time-thieves watched in agony as Houdini twisted and struggled with the chains that bound him, writhing like the dragons on his robe. His flesh was a whitish blue, bleached by the water, and little silvery bubbles escaped from his nose and mouth.


Aidan realised he was holding his breath alongside his new friend, but soon he had to let it out. His lungs were bursting, and red spots danced before his eyes.


The audience began to murmur in consternation, somehow mixed with ghoulish glee.


‘They’ve come to see him die,’ exclaimed Aidan furiously. ‘They want him to drown.’


And it looked increasingly likely that Houdini would drown. He wasn’t going to escape; they were watching a tragedy unfold. No one could hold their breath for that long. Now the magician’s body seemed to be undergoing strange convulsions. Were these the death throes?


Suddenly Houdini’s arms burst from the chains, then his legs. His feet slipped from the frame and he performed a dolphin-like twist in the water so that he stood upright. His hands scrabbled at the glass and he launched himself up in a sort of inverted dive until he was free, scrambling over the top of the tank to land with a triumphant thud on the stage. Water streamed off him.


The two Chinese assistants carried a beautiful robe over to Houdini to cover his modesty, and Houdini bowed as the audience clapped and clapped. Every man and woman in the place had jumped to their feet, their seats swinging back in place, stamping in the aisles, shouting until they were hoarse. They wouldn’t let Houdini go, and for perhaps a quarter of an hour the magician was forced to bow and smile, bow and smile, before he finally left the stage. As the heavy curtains swung closed, Aidan was left with an impression of the chains he had carried just that morning, coiled like the shed skin of a snake, lying grey and useless at the bottom of the tank.
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5 FEBRUARY 1894


9.15 p.m.


It was as they flooded out into the cold night that the idea came to Aidan. Perhaps it was the freezing February air that gave him a moment of clarity, but he wanted to share his notion with his friends at once.


‘Hear me out,’ he said. ‘I think my Mr Houdini might be the key to the Butterfly Club’s next mission, to steal the painting in Paris that they seem to want so badly. And if we bring him to them, maybe they’ll let us travel again, which I don’t think they would otherwise.’


‘Why wouldn’t they let us go?’ asked Luna.


‘Because we never do as we’re told,’ said Konstantin wryly. ‘We left the Marconi radio on the Titanic, and we left Tutankhamun in his grave.’


‘What can Houdini do for them?’


‘You were there tonight,’ said Aidan, pointing back inside the theatre. ‘You saw. He can move solid objects, create something from nothing, and, crucially, make things disappear.’ He adjusted his cap and goggles. ‘If the Butterfly Club want something stolen, Houdini’s their man.’


Luna and Konstantin looked at each other and started to smile.


‘It can’t hurt to ask,’ said Konstantin. ‘How would we get to see him?’


Aidan’s cocky reply was not the reply of a boy who had never been inside a theatre before that night, but one of a seasoned theatre-goer. ‘Stage door, of course.’


The three of them trooped around the side of the theatre, assuming this was where the stage door would be. The glitz and glamour of the theatre’s frontage abruptly ran out as they turned the corner into a dark side alley, but there were plenty of theatre-goers here who had obviously had the same idea, blocking the way in their eagerness to meet the great man.


Luna noticed that many of them were women, who had been clearly thrilled by the young magician’s feats and were anxious to meet him. Some of them were waving their lace handkerchiefs or hair ribbons, anxious to give their tributes to the great man.


A man leant against the stage door smoking a cigarette, seemingly oblivious to the clamour. Aidan pushed through the crowd, Luna and Konstantin in his wake. He went up to the man.


‘If you please, sir, may we see the Great Houdini?’


The man took his cigarette out of his mouth just long enough to answer. ‘No visitors,’ he said shortly, and the time-thieves recognised the voice that had introduced the magician on stage: much quieter now, and less dramatic, but undoubtedly the same. ‘The Great Houdini is very tired.’


Aidan drew himself up to his full height. ‘Tell him Aidan O’Connell is here. From King’s Cross Station. Reckon he owes me a favour.’ He pulled the padlock key from his pocket and held it up.


The man took the key and studied it for a second. ‘Wait here.’


In a moment he was back, and considerably more polite. ‘Please come in.’


The time-thieves filed through the door and all at once they were in the belly of the theatre, behind the scenes. This was not a world of lights and glamour, but of whitewashed corridors, fire buckets and old rope. As he led them swiftly through the maze, their guide spoke over his shoulder.


‘I am Mr Houdini’s manager, Martin Beck.’ He stopped at an unmarked door. ‘I must ask you not to recount anything you see or hear in this room. Mr Houdini is fond of saying that “we must not daylight in upon magic”.’


‘We promise,’ said Luna earnestly.


And there would certainly be much to tell. The chamber was not at all what you would expect from a theatrical dressing room – true, there was a mirror surrounded by electric lightbulbs, but there the ordinary ended and the extraordinary took over. The room was so crammed with interesting objects, the time-thieves didn’t know what to look at first. It was positively stuffed with trick cabinets, collapsing bird cages, fake flowers, brightly coloured reams of handkerchiefs, dummy fingers, breakaway handcuffs, elasticated packs of cards, phantom portraits, rubber swords, sponge oranges and stuffed doves. The time-thieves felt like the only things in the room that were real.


The jumble was so fascinating that it took them some moments to realise that the Great Houdini was actually present. The magician looked quite different. He was seated in front of the illuminated mirror, still a little damp and wearing a towelling robe. The heavy stage make-up of quizzical brows and white pancake greasepaint had been rinsed from his face in the water tank. He looked pink and healthy, and about twelve years old. His irrepressible curls were beginning to dry and fluff up in those curious wings over each ear.


‘Ah, Mr O’Connell,’ said Houdini, seemingly delighted to see Aidan. ‘I am indebted to you for your assistance, both this morning and tonight.’ He nodded to Luna and Konstantin. ‘And these are your guests?’


Luna and Konstantin were duly introduced, and Mr Houdini expressed himself charmed. ‘I do hope you enjoyed the show.’


‘Oh yes,’ gushed Luna, and then, conscious that she was being a little too like all those silly women outside, said more soberly, ‘I mean – yes, it was most diverting.’


‘I’m most gratified,’ said the magician. ‘My mission is only to amaze and delight. If I have achieved that, I have achieved everything. Do make yourselves comfortable.’


The time-thieves crammed themselves on to an old settee partly covered with a Chinese shawl.


‘Your English is a lot better,’ said Aidan suspiciously as he settled himself. Houdini only had a slight middle European lilt now instead of the heavily accented speech he’d employed on stage and at King’s Cross.


‘It’s all part of the act,’ said Houdini airily, fluttering those amazing hands. ‘I mean, I am Hungarian, but I have been living in America for many years. I do “Hungary it up” a bit for the audience – makes the whole act more exotic.’


‘So this morning, when you met me, was that part of the act?’ asked Aidan, studying Houdini closely.


The magician shrugged. ‘I wanted some free chains, and you were good enough to help a clueless foreigner. You have to admit that it worked.’


Aidan narrowed his eyes. ‘Did you “Uncle Edwin’s Watch” me?’


Houdini gave his tinder-dry chuckle. ‘How do you know about Uncle Edwin’s Watch?’


‘Another great man explained it to me once,’ said Aidan loftily. ‘A great man who didn’t take me for a fool.’


‘Come, come, don’t be angry,’ Houdini pleaded good-naturedly. ‘You should be thanking me, for I’ve taught you a valuable life lesson. You should question everything you see, for there’s a good chance that it is a trick.’


‘Well, look, if you’d like to do me a favour in return for the chains,’ said Aidan, who was never afraid to push his luck, ‘we have a proposal for you. We are part of a society of… friends… who need to make something disappear. And on the evidence of this evening, we thought you were the man to ask.’


Houdini looked interested.


Konstantin, who had been paying a little more attention – but not much – at the Butterfly Club meeting, said, ‘They want to steal a painting. Straight off the wall of a famous gallery.’


‘A painting, hey?’ said Houdini, looking mildly interested. ‘It might be an intriguing challenge. What do you think, Beck?’


The manager shook his head. ‘You are very busy with your tour. Another week here and then we go to Manchester. How would you find the time?’


‘Oh,’ said Luna with a slight smile, ‘you’ll find that time won’t be a problem.’


Houdini was silent for a moment.


‘Pity,’ said Aidan, who had learned a thing or two about the art of persuasion from Mr Arthur Conan Doyle. He got up to go. ‘But it’s probably just as well. It’s considered to be an impossible feat.’


That did it. The little man’s coin-bright eyes lit up with that strange intensity they had when performing, whether he was pulling a sixpence from a navvy’s ear or breaking free of the chains that would kill him. That single word ‘impossible’ had captured Houdini’s attention; he was like a dog who had just scented his dinner.


‘Impossible?’ said Houdini softly. ‘Why?’


‘Twenty-four-hour security,’ said Konstantin, improvising.


‘Fearsome guards,’ said Luna, joining in.


‘And,’ said Aidan, ‘unbreakable locks.’


Houdini was silent. Aidan fancied he could see the cogs turning in the magician’s brain.


Aidan played his trump card. ‘If you don’t think you can do it…’ he said, letting his voice trail off.


The little man puffed up like a pouter pigeon. ‘Of course I can do it. The Great Houdini can do anything. No door is closed to me.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ said Aidan, grinning with relief. ‘I said you were the fella for the job.’


‘What must I do?’


Konstantin took out his pocketbook and picked up a pencil from the magician’s bench. ‘Come to this address on Thursday.’ He began to write but the pencil, at the merest pressure, collapsed in his hand, soft as a noodle.


‘Try this one,’ said Houdini, pulling a pencil from his own ear with a half-smile. Konstantin took the pencil suspiciously, but it was firm and functional, and he wrote Royal Observatory, Greenwich on the pad, tore out the page and gave it to the magician.


‘Just ask for the Butterfly Club,’ said Aidan. ‘Come at noon.’


Houdini looked at the page, and then at Aidan. ‘What’s the magic word?’


Aidan screwed up his face, thinking. ‘Abracadabra?’


The magician laughed. ‘I meant please,’ he said. ‘I’ll be there.’




[image: image]


6 FEBRUARY 1894


10 a.m.


It seemed an awfully long time until Thursday, so the morning after Houdini’s show, straight after breakfast, Luna took herself off to the National Gallery.


The connection with Mr Houdini had fired her with the hope that the time-thieves might be allowed to go on another Butterfly Mission, despite their rather unusual past results. She crossed Trafalgar Square, with its fountains guarded by four crouching lions, and Nelson’s column in the centre like the pointer of a sundial. Everything was silver-grey that winter morning, from the sky to the pavings, and even the pigeons she scattered as she walked. Egypt – and Papa – seemed very far away.


Of course, one of the reasons she wanted to travel in time so dearly was so she could once again see Papa. He seemed to have a strong dislike for his own time these days, but if he was somewhere out there in the future – well, she’d just have to seek him there.


Entering the gallery, with its grand dome and pillared portico, very much reminded her of Papa. Although Aunt Grace was very much a woman of science and didn’t seem to have much love for the arts, Daniel Goodhart had taken Luna to see the paintings here many times. Today, however, Luna was not as interested in learning about the Old Masters as she was in the workings of the gallery itself. She wished, now, that she had paid more attention at the last meeting of the Butterfly Club; but if the members wanted a painting stolen off a gallery wall, then the National might provide some valuable research.
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