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Default, Luck and Accident

The plot was to kill Queen Victoria. 

And why not? Back in 1882, Her Majesty herself admitted, “It is worth being shot at to see how much one is loved.”

Not that she had any great affection for the idea of regicide per se, of course, but being a pragmatic Monarch she understood that the sound of gunfire in her immediate vicinity was not without its advantages. And with so much ordnance discharged in her name over the last sixty-two years, probably felt it only fair she took a few rounds in return.

So far, there had been seven attempts on Victoria’s life, all failures, obviously, and each of them while Her Majesty rode in an open carriage. But only six were point-blank albeit boss-eyed shootings. The other was made by a hunchback called John William Bean who, unable to shoot her because he forgot to bring a pistol, had to resort to jumping up and trying to whack the old Queen with a walking stick. Such was his success, no wounds were inflicted, and after a nifty reshape even her bonnet appeared unscathed by the battering. 

Here and now, in 1899, with the Queen aged seventy-nine and starting to feel every year of it, the visit from the estimable Superintendent William Melville bearing a summons from Her Majesty came as somewhat of a surprise. In his capacity as head of the Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police, he invited my stage magicians: the thirty-year old dark haired, handsome American, Michael Magister and his very lovely, very English twenty-one-year-old auburn-tressed associate Phoebe Le Breton, to perform a gentle programme of their most brutal, gut-wrenching illusions for the jollification of Her Majesty at Windsor Castle. Naturally, Michael and Phoebe understood the word ‘invitation’ to mean ‘forceful, arm-twisting command’. 

This immediately raised several eyebrows, not least because The Special Branch was usually tasked with foiling treachery by the nation’s enemies, not booking the entertainment for a Royal performance. Yes, Michael and Phoebe were remarkable magicians, crowd-pleasing stars of the Music Hall, so the engagement made some sense. But, more importantly, Michael and Phoebe were no strangers to dealing with the courageous and heavily moustached Superintendent Melville. You see, he frequently, albeit reluctantly, sought their assistance. Well, as professional mystifiers steeped in the noble arts of deception and lies, they could provide a specialised insight into the more esoteric crimes which were now baffling the finest minds at Scotland Yard on a horribly regular basis. The world was now officially going mad, and Melville needed help from those who could make sense of the insanity. 

And he could hardly deny my magicians’ success. Since their secondment as Crime Consultants to Her Majesty’s Special Branch, Michael Magister and Phoebe Le Breton had successfully resolved: ‘The Arcane Mystery of the Mind-Bending Music Hall Murderer’ and were well on the way to solving ‘The Very Esoteric Oscar Wilde Portrait of Eternal Youth Poser’, and “The Really Quite Bat-shit Bonkers Man’s Arm Lodged in The Side Door of The Bank of England Conundrum’ – if you’ll kindly forgive the expression Conundrum. 

(By the way, exaggerated accounts of these nail-biting investigations can be found in my personal files: “Steam, Smoke & Mirrors” also known as “The Mesmer Curiosity”, and “Steam, Smoke & Mirrors 2: The Lazarus Curiosity”, all published by Caffeine Nights) 

So, naturally, Michael and Phoebe happily agreed to perform for a much-loved old Queen at Windsor Castle; Michael motivated by his awe of Her Majesty and to further his ambition of becoming the first American to be knighted for simply being famous; and Phoebe out of sheer cussed devilment and her flagrant disregard of the Establishment. 

Additionally, they knew that in making such an unusual request, the honourable Monarch and the honest to goodness Melville were very clearly up to something doubtful. ‘Dubiosity’ Michael called it. He possessed not just an uncanny ability to misuse the English language, but also ab instinct for sniffing out skulduggery, while Phoebe was simply suspicious of anything or anyone in authority. 

And so, with those altruistic justifications borne in mind, I made the financially heart-breaking decision to cancel tonight’s late performance at the Metropolitan Theatre of Steam, Smoke and Mirrors in London’s Edgware Road. With the help of Wicko the dwarf, my stoic and workshy associate, we loaded what was needed aboard the Steam-Wagon and chugged west to countrified Berkshire and Windsor Castle.

The opportunity was far too glorious to overlook. There was irony in assassinating the Queen in the comfort and security of her own home. And the publicity? It would be worldwide. At the very least!

All of which is why and how Michael Magister: The Industrial Age Illusionist, and Phoebe Le Breton: the Queen of Steam and Goddess of the Aethyr, found themselves setting up the gruesome equipment with which they planned to enthral and mystify the royal assembly; quaintly titled illusions: “The Iron Maiden of Agonised Doom” and “The Coffin of Death” (is there any other kind?) and delicate props such as “The Scimitar of Dismemberment” and “The Pulsa Pistol of Explosive Fury”. All within the elegant, rarefied confines of Windsor Castle’s Green Drawing Room.

By the way, the Green Drawing Room is so called because it is a drawing room with green coloured furniture and wall coverings. Remarkably unimaginative you might think, but incredibly logical for helping newer footmen while they got their bearings. Except for those sadly afflicted with colour blindness, of course, who still wandered about the Castle corridors scratching their heads.

Tonight’s Green Drawing Room venue was an intriguing departure from the norm. Castle performances were usually staged in the larger Waterloo Room. Named, Michael suspected, purely to get up the nose of any visiting dignitary from across the Channel. 

Of course, there would be no objection concerning this move to a smaller venue. The magic show would benefit from the greater intimacy – making it so much easier to snuff out the life of Queen Victoria. 

“That’s an oil painting by Laurits Tuxen,” said Phoebe, pointing to the six feet wide canvas hanging on the wall, nearby. “If you look closely, it features all the Queen’s extended family, children, children-in-law and grandchildren, all set in this very room.”

Michael took a pause from testing the sharpness of the spikes on the Iron Maiden, licked the bubble of blood from his thumb and squinted up at the canvas. By the way, do try and get to see this picture for yourself, it is not only remarkable for the accuracy of its portraits, but also a significant historical document. “Pheebs, I don’t see you in this gathering.”

“Michael, if Tuxen had been compelled to include all the Prince of Wales’s children, legitimate or otherwise, the painting would be wider than the Bayeux Tapestry!” Phoebe lifted the lid of the highly polished metallised Coffin of Death, testing the - HISHHHT! - gasp of blue smoke. “Apparently, it proved rather difficult to compose the picture, with rival Dukes and Princesses refusing to be seen next to one another. And who would want to stand beside to me?”

Michael shrugged and nodded. “Even I get paid to.”

“Beast!” 

The spinning topper Phoebe flung missed his head by inches. Even as he ducked Michael knew it was wrong. The hat glanced a delicate Chinese Qianlong Period vase, causing it to wobble and then topple from the sideboard. Time seemed to slow while Phoebe watched the eighteenth-century Buddhist Temple antique tumble gracefully before shattering in a shower of colourful but worthless cloisonné enamel ... until Michael spun and caught the beauty, two-handed just before it hit the carpet. 

“Well held,” said Superintendent William Melville, quietly from the doorway. If he in any way shared Phoebe’s relief, his blue eyes did not betray it. “Miss Le Breton, Mr. Magister. The seating arrangements have been approved and Her Majesty’s guests are assembling outside.”

It would not matter who sat where. No. In these intimate surroundings one could murder the Queen from any angle.

The three rows of chairs arced gently around the performance area. In the centre of the front row, Her Majesty, flanked by The Munshi, her turbaned manservant, and Sir Arthur Bigge, her small but modestly named Private Secretary. Others approved to share the ring-side view were Melville’s superior, Sir Cumberland Sinclair, the slender, genial and utterly inept Special Branch Assistant Commissioner; Lord Scortum, the Queen’s grey whiskered adjutant, frequently referred to in court circulars as ‘the well-known spelling error’; the rotund, nervous-lest-he-put-a-foot-wrong Sir Maudsley Spillage, the Member of Parliament in the Constituency of Greater Windsor, recently elected on a popular local platform of patriotic anti-Republicanism; Superintendent Melville and then Wicko. Yes, our disgruntled associate would sit there scowling at the end of the front row, poised, ready and hiding the Pulsa Pistol of Explosive Fury. Occupying the seats behind, ranks of sniffy castle officials; then right at the back, suitably grateful servants. None among the thirty-strong audience was remotely aware that our grim-faced dwarf was in possession of a concealed murderous weapon. 

As for myself, I would lurk in my usual anonymity at the back of the room, observing the performance and adjusting the lights. Oh, me? I am Professor Artemus More. Some consider me a ‘mad scientist’. Mad? Well, occasionally. The rest of the time I’m just quietly furious. I prefer to think of myself more modestly as an inventor, visionary, and genius. Oh, and producer of the theatre’s magical performances. It was I who taught Michael the benefits of modesty. I am also the complete and utter epitome of discretion. 

But between you and me, the most notable absentee from this evening’s proceedings? His Majesty the Prince of Wales, who was apparently claiming a prior engagement. Yes. In the boudoir of either Mrs Langtry or Mrs Keppel. It could also be safely assumed by the few who knew the secret, that the heir to the throne had not been exactly thrilled by the prospect of having to watch one of his illegitimate daughters performing on the stage before his mother. Oh. Have I said too much? 

Michael and Phoebe now waited, pulses pumping, behind the draped, makeshift curtain: he, elegant in a frothy shirt, golden metallised waistcoat, black trousers and cravat; she in her long, deep red, basque-tied, tight-waisted dress, slit to almost reveal too much thigh. The rich colour of her costume in perfect harmony with her low- slung earrings and the striking blood-red ruby ring she wore upon the middle finger of her right hand.

My magicians pulled nervous faces at one another when they heard the audience rise and politely applaud as the Queen made her entrance; plump in black mourning lace, and slumped in her bath chair, pushed by the tall, imposing Abdul Karim, the much frowned-upon Munshi. I liked the man, but the royal hangers-on
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