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Jack stepped through the crack into the night. Outside 

the yard was quiet and thick dark clouds hid the 

moon from view. 

Squatting beside the door, he scooped handfuls of 

muck from a puddle and plastered it through his white 

hair. Muddy lumps dripped down his scarred face, 

oozing odorously into his eyes, nose and mouth, making 

him want to retch. 

A spotlight swept past, outlining the barred windows. 

Jack crouched low to the ground and scanned his 

surroundings. The prison yard, the cells, the watchtower, 

the tall perimeter fence, the gatehouse, the iron gates, 

the high stone wall tipped with iron spikes – all 
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a tarry tangle of ropes. They’d been bartered and 

bargained for outside the oakum shed over the past  

seven days, and were the makings of a secret escape kit. 

He began fastening them together, checking each knot 

carefully and pulling them tight.

Long ago he’d taught Fin to do this. A good knot can 

be the difference between life and death, he’d told the 

boy. Especially for an escapologist, or a hanged man. 

Luckily he’d never yet been threatened with that final 

rope.

Thoughts of the old times led Jack to remember his 

wife and the plan they’d made long ago to hide his 

greatest treasure – the Blood Moon Diamond. Artemisia 

might be gone, but soon, very soon, that big beautiful 

stone would be his once more. And, oh, what a diamond 

day that would be! 

Jack checked the last knot and fastened a heavy stone 

to the rope’s end. Then he stood and began whirling it 

around his head like a lasso, feeding out lengths of line 

until the stone picked up speed. When it was finally 

making a wide circle about his head, Jack released his 

grip.

The stone flew through the air, arcing over the 

exterior wall. For a second the rope wriggled, trying  

to snake free, but Jack kept a tight grip on its end, and 

unbreachable. In its long illustrious history, no prisoner 

had ever escaped the ’Ville… 

But he’d conquered worse. After fifteen years in 

maximum security, under constant surveillance, it had 

been a mistake for them to transfer him here to 

Pentonville and a regular cell. This past week the screws 

had barely looked in on him; they’d even let him out  

to exercise. They should’ve known better. Now, because 

of their stupidity, he’d be The World’s Most Infamous 

Jailbreaker as well as its Greatest Escapologist!

He crawled towards the fence and pulled himself onto 

its wire surface, scrambled upwards, vaulted nimbly over 

the top, and dropped down the far side. Landing with a 

squelching thump, he raced towards the main gate and 

exterior walls.

A drainpipe snaked up the side of the gatehouse. Jack 

brushed his muddy palms against his chest, took a deep 

breath, and began to climb. 

Reaching the top, he hauled himself over the gutter 

onto the slippery roof and across a patchwork of tar and 

tiles, the exterior wall looming above him in the dark. 

Mounds of leaves and globules of green moss gathered in 

the crevices up here, creating perfect hiding places for 

small items someone might wish to stash.

Jack rummaged in one such crevice and pulled out  
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Jack dropped to the pavement beside his son and 

embraced him, sniffing the air. “Get a whiff of that 

peppery smell, Fin. I haven’t smelled that in fifteen 

years!”

Finlo took a deep breath. “What is it?”

“Freedom!” 

Jack flashed him a scarred smile. As he strode towards 

the prison entrance, a few feet away along the wall, a loud 

alarm bell began to wail.

“Da, please,” Finlo called softly. “We have to go.”

“Quiet! I’ve one more trick up my sleeve…” Jack 

pulled a playing card from thin air, and pinned it to the 

jail door.

When he lowered his arm, Finlo saw what it was: the 

Jack of Diamonds.

“And now,” said Jack, slipping into the shadows,  

“we disappear.”

the stone hit the ground on the wall’s far side with a 

clunk.

He waited a moment, listening… 

Awhoo! Awhoo!

An owl hoot – the signal that the line was secure. 

The searchlight was fast approaching once more. 

Jack dropped flat against the tiled roof and, when it 

had passed, jumped up and pulled the rope taut, testing 

his weight against it. 

His knots held – as he knew they would. 

He scraped the soles of his boots in the roof tar to 

make them sticky. 

Then he began to climb. 

The cracks between each stone made strong footholds. 

The top of the wall was fifteen feet above, but he took 

mere seconds to reach it and hop nimbly over a row of 

spikes that guarded the parapet, before lowering himself 

down the far side into the street. 

Finlo stood beneath him wearing a battered bowler 

hat. He was a little taller than his father, though that 

wasn’t saying much – all the Doors were short. As a 

teenager, fifteen years ago, he’d been a skinny 

disappointing runt, but since then he’d added a few 

inches, filled out into a man. Perhaps, Jack thought,  

he might be useful on this mission after all. 
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of the Cogheart – an amazing invention of her papa’s – 

that she’d survived.

Though it had brought her back to life, the Cogheart 

made Lily different. She was a hybrid, with a clockwork 

heart that might tick for ever. A girl with untold secrets 

– for who could she tell when, outside her family, everyone 

regarded hybrids and mechanicals as less than human?

Not that Lily liked to dwell on such things. This 

morning her troubles felt truly behind her. She lay with 

her back on the warming earth, enjoying the fizzing 

feeling of being alive, and let her mind drift to the 

promise of the long hot summer ahead.

Malkin, her pet mechanical fox, was curled at her 

side, one black beady eye open, watching. Tall stems of 

corn towered over him.

“Oughtn’t we to be indoors?” he snapped, gnawing 

disdainfully at a burr-covered leg. “It’s practically 

breakfast time.”

“You don’t eat breakfast, Malkin,” said a second voice. 

Robert, Lily’s other best friend in the whole world, 

was picking dandelion clocks a few feet away. He stuck 

one in his buttonhole. It looked almost as good as the 

crown of daisies garlanding Lily’s flame-red hair. Almost, 

but not quite.

Malkin spat out a mangy hairball with a sound like 

In her short life Lily Hartman had come back from  

the dead not once, but twice. Neither time had  

been particularly pleasant. The first she didn’t like  

to recall; the second she wished every day she could 

forget.

Her first near-death occurred when she was six years 

old. She’d been in a terrible steam-wagon crash, which 

had killed Mama and left her mortally injured. 

Her second near-death took place last winter – barely 

three months past her thirteenth birthday. On that cold 

November day Lily was shot by someone she trusted 

dearly; and it was only thanks to the bravery of her 

friends, Robert and Malkin, and the enormous strength 
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Lily laughed. “Yes, anyone would think you were 

made of clockwork!” 

She settled back on her elbows, getting comfortable. 

The sky had turned bright red over the roof of the house, 

and she could see the sun and moon simultaneously.  

If she glanced over her right shoulder there was the sun, 

slowly rising, and if she gazed to her left, there was the 

moon. With a large slice of its ghostly white face in 

shadow, it looked like a bent penny dropped in a wishing 

fountain. Lily held her sixpence up against it and 

squinted, making a lunar eclipse. 

“The man in the moon looks awfully like Victoria 

today.”

“She should be called the woman in the moon then.” 

Robert snatched the sixpence from Lily and performed 

the same trick. 

“The coin-Queen’s got a bigger nose,” he declared 

thoughtfully.

Lily chewed a stem of grass. “But you have to admit, 

they do look alike.”

“How would you know?” Malkin was still quite cross; 

he gnawed at his other paw. “You’ve never met the Queen.”

Robert handed the coin back and Lily replaced it in 

her pinafore, beside her pocket watch and a stone with a 

small ammonite in the centre – a gift from her mother 

an engine misfiring. “But I can smell breakfast,” he 

persisted. “Chiefly Mrs Rust’s lumpy porridge. It’s the 

most important meal of the day – you wouldn’t want to 

miss that.”

They probably would miss it, because they’d risen early 

and gone out to spot the night-mail zep on its morning 

flight from London, as they often did. When it passed 

over Brackenbridge, at half past seven or thereabouts, 

Lily knew all was right with the world. Then she and 

Robert would dash for their bicycles and race pell-mell 

through the village, over hill and dale, and on to the 

airstation, to collect the mail for Papa.

This morning, however, the night-mail was very late 

indeed. They’d been sitting a good forty-five minutes in 

the lower field, waiting for the zep’s arrival.

Lily took a sixpence from her pocket and turned it 

over in her hand. “Heads we stay. Tails we go.” 

She flipped the coin, letting it land in the curve of  

her dress. 

“Heads. We’re staying.” 

“You didn’t let me see,” Malkin groused. “It could’ve 

gone either way.”

“Well, it just so happened to go my way.” 

“It always does,” he huffed.

“Malkin,” Robert said, “you’re so easily wound up.”
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“How’s this for fast?” Malkin nipped at the fluffy 

seeds, scattering them.

“Hey!” Robert cried angrily. “Why don’t you—”

But before he could finish, a loud tuk-tuk-tuk of 

turning propellers interrupted him. An immense 

zeppelin, decorated with the insignia of The Royal 

Dirigible Company, bobbed overhead.

“The night-mail! Finally!” Lily whooped above the 

din. “I knew it would arrive!” She took out her pocket 

watch and flipped it open to consult the time. “An hour 

behind schedule.” 

“Better late than never!” Robert said, wedging his  

flat cap onto his head. “Come on, let’s go meet it.” He 

snatched up his bicycle, which lay nearby in a flattened 

ring of corn, and wheeled it to the edge of the field. 

“On your feet, Malkin.” Lily dusted the earth from 

the front of her pinny. 

“If you insist.” The fox leaped up and shook the burrs 

from his fur as he watched Lily grab her bicycle. 

The two of them trotted though the tall grass. By  

the time they reached the gate, Robert had already 

pushed it open and was in the lane, sitting on his  

saddle, waiting.

that she always carried. “Did you know,” she said, “the 

Queen has two birthdays, like me. What d’you think of 

that?”

“You don’t have two birthdays,” Malkin snapped.

“Yes, I do.” Lily adjusted her crown of daisies, which 

had slipped to one side. “My real one, and the time Papa 

brought me back from the dead. Three if you want to 

count the time I was shot. I’m unique.”

“Birthdays don’t work like that,” Robert said. “Not 

even if you’re…” He whispered the word: “A hybrid.”

Lily’s hand jumped to her chest, feeling for her scars. 

“Please don’t call me that.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like it.”

A grasshopper settled on the corner of her dress. She 

watched it idly. It seemed so real and yet so mechanical at 

the same time – just like her. She hated the word hybrid; 

all she ever wanted was to be normal.

Malkin snapped at the insect and it hopped away 

between the ears of corn.

“What did you do that for?” Lily cried.

“You think too much,” he grumbled. “Besides, I 

missed it, didn’t I?”

“Because you’re not fast enough.” Robert picked 

another dandelion clock. 
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“That’s the signal,” Robert said. “In a second they’ll 

drop the mail.”

A puffing steam-wagon jerked to a stop in the centre 

of the landing strip and a stocky mechanical porter 

jumped down from its driver’s compartment. The zep 

lowered him a line and Lily watched as he attached it to 

the rear of the wagon. Then he gave a brief hand signal 

and four mailbags came zipping towards him. The porter 

caught each in turn, and threw them into the wagon’s 

hold. Finally, he unclipped the airship and it floated 

away, disappearing behind a froth of buttermilk clouds.

The porter got back in his steam-wagon and drove 

towards the rear of the airstation. Malkin, who’d been 

stalking up to him this whole time, broke into a sudden 

gallop, streaking alongside the wagon’s wooden wheels. 

“What on earth’s he up to?” Lily cried, and she and 

Robert jumped on their bicycles and pedalled as fast as 

they could to keep up.

They rounded the corner to discover the steam-

wagon already parked outside the mail depot. Malkin 

stood beside it, barking at the mechanical porter, who 

was trying desperately to unload his sacks of mail. 

“Shoo!” he cried, waving a fat sheaf of envelopes at  

the fox. 

Letters tumbled free, blowing about the yard. 

Brackenbridge village was busy with people on their  

way to work; costermongers, tradesmen and clusters of 

shoppers with wicker baskets stood in the lanes, gossiping 

and exchanging the time of day. A few mechanical 

servants, owned by the people from the smarter houses, 

walked in the gutters along the edge of the road, so as not 

to disturb the crowds.

Robert and Lily sped round the corner to the High 

Street, where a lamplighter was decorating the lamp 

posts with ribbons in preparation for the Queen’s  

Jubilee celebration in four days’ time. They wove past his 

ladder, bumping along the cobbles side by side, then 

whirred up Planter Lane and on over Brackenbridge 

Hill. 

Malkin bounded between them. He may have only 

been a mechanimal, but he could run twice as fast as a 

real fox and had no trouble keeping up. His internal 

clockwork fizzed with joy, keeping time with the rattling 

spokes of Robert and Lily’s bicycle wheels. His tongue 

lolled between his teeth as he nipped at their heels, 

trying to worry them over the brim of the hill.

When they arrived at the airstation the mail-zep was 

already turning about, casting a long shadow over the 

landing field. The airmen on its prop platforms loosened 

a pulley and lowered three red flags.
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The porter was one of Papa’s inventions! She handed 

him the letters, peering closely at his metal face. She was 

certain she’d seen him somewhere before… 

“Weren’t you on the airship from Manchester last 

year?” she asked.

The porter’s face lit up. “Bless my bolts! Yes, I was.  

My faculties might be rusted, but I remember you. Miss 

Grantham, isn’t it?”

“Actually it’s Miss Hartman.”

“Of course…the professor’s daughter!” He took her 

hand and shook it enthusiastically, until Robert thought 

her arm might fall off.

“You brightened a dark day for me then,” Lily said. 

“May I ask your name?”

The mechanical man gave a deep sigh. “Alas, I don’t 

have one, just my serial number: Seven-Six-Five-G-B-J-

Four-Zero-Seven. It’s a bit of a mouthful, so some of the 

airmen call me Brassnose, on account of, well…my brass 

nose.” He polished it proudly with the sleeve of his jacket 

until the sun winked off its coppery surface. “Perhaps 

you’d be kind enough to introduce your friends, Miss 

Hartman?” 

“Of course, Mr Brassnose, this is Robert and Malkin.”

Robert doffed his cap to the mechanical and Malkin 

gave a non-committal grunt.

“Shoo yourself!” Malkin growled, and gave a snort for 

good measure.

“Stop harassing that mechanical, Malkin!” Robert 

shouted.

“Is this creature yours, Sir?” The mechanical porter’s 

clothes-brush tache twitched indignantly. “Call him off 

at once!”

“Malkin, you clonking clot!” Lily cried. “That’s 

enough!” 

“He smells funny,” Malkin snarled.

Lily waved her arms, hurriedly shooing the fox away 

from the porter. 

“I’m terribly sorry, Sir. I hope we can set things right?” 

“I should think so!” The mechanical man began 

picking up his letters. 

As Lily bent to help, she caught a glimpse of the brass 

number plate bolted to his forearm: 
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Lily stopped reading, and pursed her lips. “They know 

all this and yet they can find not a single clue as to his 

whereabouts… Who would credit it?”

Malkin shook his head. “Not I.” 

“Nor I,” Robert said. “What else does it say?”

Lily perused the rest of the article. “‘The redoubtable 

Chief Inspector Fisk of the Metropolitan Police, New 

“I see you quite regularly round the airstation,” Mr 

Brassnose said.

“I’m no tocking zep-spotter, if that’s what you’re 

implying,” Malkin snapped back. “Personally, I can’t 

abide airships – such vulgar vehicles! It’s these two who 

are the aficionados. Robert here knows every flight path. 

He even has a book full of zep registrations. Show him, 

Robert.”

“I do not.” Robert bristled. “Besides,” he told Mr 

Brassnose, “we’re not around that often, only once… 

or twice a week.”

“Why’s the mail-ship so late today?” Lily asked, trying 

to change the subject.

“Could be anything…” Mr Brassnose said. “But I 

heard on the telegraph they stopped the newspaper 

presses for some breaking news. And since Fleet Street 

buys up most of the cabin space for deliveries, that tends 

to put the whole flight back.”

He lugged the last mail sack from the bed of the 

steam-wagon and Robert saw that it was stamped with 

the logo of The Daily Cog. “Must be a big story to delay 

the zep an hour,” Mr Brassnose said, opening the bag and 

handing a paper to Lily. “What’s it say?”

Lily read the headline and smiled, for the story was 

credited to a friend of hers and Robert’s. 
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She turned it over. On the other 

side was a red seal embossed with 

a Lion and Unicorn, rearing up 

on their back legs and facing 

each other across a large 

ornate shield topped with a 

crown. Under their feet were the 

waxy words: DIEU ET MON DROIT.

“Looks important,” Robert said, peering over her 

shoulder.

“Very.” Mr Brassnose’s eyes glowed. “You’d best get 

that to Professor Hartman immediately. That’s the 

Queen’s seal – you’ve got Royal Mail!”

Lily put the letter in the pocket of her pinafore. Malkin 

grasped the newspaper in his jaws, and the three of them 

hurried home. As they cycled through the village, Robert 

hung back, letting the others surge ahead. There was 

something else he wanted to do.

At the end of the High Street, as they approached 

Bridge Road, he took a detour across the village green, 

past the graveyard and the grey stone church where they’d 

buried Da last winter. The ground had been so frozen 

beneath their feet it had felt as if it might never thaw.  

Scotland Yard, is of the opinion that the convict was 

aided in his escape by a third party, and that he, or they, 

may have procured transport out of the city. Members of 

the public are advised not to approach Mr Door as he 

may well be armed and dangerous. They should instead 

make a note of his whereabouts and inform their local 

constabulary forthwith.’”

“Have we any letters today?” Malkin interrupted. 

“I’d hate to think we came all this way merely to hear you 

read out choice excerpts of the news. Hardened criminals 

or no, we deserve our mail.”

“Let’s see.” Mr Brassnose flipped through the piles of 

correspondence in one of the other bags, checking the 

addresses. “You do realize we deliver?” he said.

“I know,” Lily said, “but we were in the area…”

“And you wanted to watch the ships come in. I 

understand!” Mr Brassnose stopped abruptly and pulled 

a cream-coloured envelope from the bag. “You’re in luck, 

this one’s for your father.” 

Lily took the envelope. It was addressed in scrolled 

calligraphy to: Professor John Hartman, Esquire, Brackenbridge 

Manor. After that came a long looping flourish – like the 

swish of a fancy sword – that gave her such a whoosh of 

excitement in her belly that Lily dearly wished the letter 

had been addressed to her.
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– that was how little she cared. And yet she’d been named 

owner of the shop in his will… When Robert first heard 

that surprising news six months ago, he’d waited for her 

to return and clear things up. She hadn’t appeared, and 

Townsend’s sat empty, while he remained with the 

Hartmans. Well, he was done. There would be no more 

waiting. He would turn away from his past. 

He was about to do just that when his eye was caught 

by his old bedroom window, and his heart leaped to his 

throat. 

Something had moved behind the smokey pane of 

glass. A figure in the gloom…

He peered closer. 

There was no doubt about it. There it was. Staring 

right back at him.

Its face was pale and moon-shaped, with a square nose, 

greying hair, and piercing dark eyes. Da? Could it be?

He stepped towards it, but the figure disappeared, 

vanishing as quickly as it had come, as if it was a ghost. 

For a moment Robert expected it to materialize in the 

downstairs doorway and beckon him over to open the 

shop. He waited, but it never did. 

Suddenly Malkin skittered to a stop at his feet and, 

seconds later, Lily screeched to a halt beside him on  

her bicycle. 

He felt a pang of apprehension and squeezed the brakes 

of his bicycle, thinking he might stop, but this was not 

his destination. Instead, he coasted round the corner 

and on up the street to Townsend’s Horologist’s shop.

Once his da’s pride and joy, now it hunched, a festering 

tooth in Brackenbridge – a scorched shell of its former 

self, its windows boarded up, the glass of its front door 

broken. The state of it made Robert’s chest ache. And yet 

its dingy presence had become a magnet, pulling him in, 

until he found himself pining like a lost puppy for Da, 

and for his former life, lost in the fire.

Sometimes he liked to imagine he was only staying 

with the Hartmans until Da’s return. He’d pretend 

Thaddeus had popped away on a visit and would be back 

soon. It was only when he saw the concrete reality of 

things that he knew this wasn’t so. 

He’d come to stare at the burned-out shop many 

times, but he’d yet to muster the courage to go inside. 

Professor Hartman had warned him not to. The building 

was unsafe. Anyway, everything he wanted had been 

taken from him by the flames. This wreckage belonged 

to his ma, wherever she might be.

Selena. In the ten years since she’d left, she hadn’t 

bothered to send a single card or telegram, not even on 

his birthday. She probably hadn’t heard about Da’s death 
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But as they cycled off, he couldn’t help glancing briefly 

over his shoulder one last time. There, in the shrinking 

gloom of the shop window, he swore he saw the shadowy 

face of his da again, watching them from behind the soot-

stained glass.

“Where have you been?” she asked breathlessly. “We 

were heading home but, when we looked behind, you 

weren’t following.”

“I was right here,” Robert replied. I was heading home, 

he wanted to add. This is it. 

It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her about the 

ghost, but he didn’t. Because it could’ve been wish 

fulfilment, a fantasy. Hadn’t he just been thinking of 

Da? Maybe he’d conjured a picture of him looking 

down…

“What’s the matter?” Lily asked. “You seem lost.”

“Not lost,” he replied. “But I…I had a vision.”

“A memory?” she persisted.

“Perhaps.” 

Was that what it was?

Lily nodded at the house. “If you’re planning to go  

in there—”

Malkin dropped the newspaper in the road. “No, no, 

no,” he barked loudly. “John said the building could 

collapse at any moment. Come on.” He nudged their legs 

with his dry nose. “Let’s get back to Brackenbridge 

Manor. There’s breakfast waiting. Delicious porridge! 

Besides, we still have the Queen’s letter to deliver.” 

“I’d almost forgotten.” Robert gave a ponderous smile 

and watched Malkin pick up the paper. 




