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~IN THE BEGINNING~

“Conjuring is the only absolutely honest profession. 

A conjuror promises to deceive and does!” – Karl Germain


 

~1~

 

Well, it was no secret the evening started off badly and went quickly downhill from there. 

And not just for my dearest associates, the Music Hall magicians “Michael Magister, the Industrial Age Illusionist, and Phoebe, the Queen of Steam and Goddess of the Aethyr”. Yes, I know the billing doesn’t trip off the tongue with any great deft, but I like to think it pretty much does its job in telling the crowd what to expect, then shocking them when it delivers much more. So, anyway, Michael and Phoebe were gracing the stage of The Metropolitan Theatre of Steam, Smoke and Mirrors in London’s Edgware Road, performing the first of their twice nightly shows and building to their baffling spectacular finale.

The stage was stygian black, save for menacing swirls of soft-lit smoke, blue and green. The only noise was that excited thrum you get from an expectant audience. Then, with a vicious electrical fizz, a narrow column of brilliant white light sliced down through the blackness to illuminate him. The figure standing left of centre stage, intense, commanding: Michael Magister, the Industrial Age Illusionist.

In his late twenties, lean, clean shaven with thick, neat brown hair and, you know, it must be said far more handsome than was really necessary. Not that he needed telling. Michael wore a black frock coat, frothy white shirt and metallic gold cravat. The gold silk lining of his coat kicked back the light as he gestured and smoothly addressed this eighteen hundred-strong sea of totally engrossed faces in a manner which made each of them believe they were the only person in the theatre. In the front stalls, the rear pit, the fauteuils, the balcony, the gallery and the boxes, they oozed, all of them, they oozed that unmistakeable smell of an audience, that pungent cocktail of armpits, mothballs, beer, cologne, cigar smoke and halitosis; the sweet scent of box office takings. Oh, yes, with their cloth caps, bowlers, top hats, bonnets, all West London human life was here. From all walks, all classes. 

This was our first capacity house since we opened the show three months ago. An indignant local clergyman, quoted in yesterday’s Paddington Mercury, had described the Magister show as ‘the most rabid concoction of blasphemy, lust and sin ever seen on stage in our Victorian era’. So, one must only assume the evening’s capacity crowd felt the need to venture along and judge the precise level of such shameful un-holiness for themselves. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, as you have witnessed this evening, the very presence of my beautiful muse, Phoebe, the Queen of Steam, the Great Goddess of the Aethyr, has enabled me to defy death a dozen times!” Michael’s accent had been American, but a decade in Great Britain had softened that nasal hardness so associated with the Bronx. It might also explain, to this crowd, his uncommon use of the English language. ”But a Goddess with such wondrous ability cannot remain in our world. So the time is now come for me to cast her back to the dimension from whence she came. But to make such an event happen, it demands power, it demands passion – and this machine!” 

With an elaborate wave of his arm and a furious hiss of steam the front centre stage suddenly burst into dazzling yellow light to reveal a metallic gold coloured sheet, covering an object which, from its vague shape could be an ordinary armchair rather than some fabulous machine. 

Michael strode towards the mysterious object. “Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I – Magister the Magician – can now reveal the inter-dimensional mechanical masterpiece that is… The Throne of Disintegration!”

Michael grabbed the back edge of the metallic sheet and with a flamboyant sweep, heaved it forward to reveal The Throne itself. And, oh, what a Throne it was! An imposing, brooding beast, broad and tall, the frame, legs and arms were of burnished oak and polished metal, swathed in snaking brightly coppered piping. The seat cushion and back were firm ox-blood leather, dimpled with brass rivets. All at once The Throne jolted, jets of steam hissed and wheezed from various pipes and joints, as if its very revelation had imbued the machine with life. The crowd ooh’d and aah’d their amazement, awed by the barely suppressed throbbing power of this fearsome industrial asthmatic. 

“And to grace The Throne,” continued the magician, “I summon once again, from the mysterious Aethyr, the great Goddess herself, the magnificent – Phoebe!” 

In a burst of acrid blue steam she was suddenly there, stage right; summoned, as promised, from the Aethyr! 

In fact, she’d simply been lofted up from the void beneath the stage, aboard the hydraulic platform which served the stage right trap door.

Phoebe, the Queen of Steam, the Goddess herself, was every bit as magnificent as Michael had claimed. No doubt about it, you know, she was a stunner; a slender, well-bred, titian-haired twenty-two-year-old stunner. Clad in a red corset, boned with silver metal, wearing long black fingerless silk gloves, black lace cuffed ankle boots and black taffeta costume skirt, slashed at the front to reveal more than the occasional tantalising glimpse of lissom thigh and skimpy French knickers. I know…

Now, in case you’re sitting there wondering how we were permitted to display this, shall we say ‘liberating female look’ right under the noses of the representatives of the Lord Chamberlain’s office, those Government censors in all matters theatrical, the explanation is quite simple. We realised very early, that many of these guardians of public decency, these official upholders of morality, quite happily signed us off as approved when liberally plied with French wine and a generous cash incentive. I just thought you should know – now back to the show.

For those discerning connoisseurs of physical perfection, let me tell you, Phoebe was far more alluring than any of those stark naked but stock-still Living Statue lady poseurs, which usually pitched up in the English Music Hall. Once again, the less prudish among the packed audience, which, frankly, amounted to most of them, cheered their approval at the sight of Phoebe in yet another stunning outfit. For many of the gawping menfolk, they had witnessed more naked thigh in one hour than they’d seen in a dozen years of marriage.

Towards the centre of the auditorium, in what are called the Pit Seats, the dog collared Father Connor O’Connor, a son of somewhat unimaginative parents and the author of  yesterday’s damning newspaper review, suddenly rose to his feet in fury. This final sensuous appearance of Phoebe, Goddess of the Aethyr, had clearly been too exotic for his catholic juices. 

Shaking his gnarled fist, Father O’Connor hollered: “Be damned the godless shaman and this wanton temptress! Be damned with their steaming engines of Satan!” Unfortunately, his pious indignation was immediately met with a veritable torrent of foul mouthed abuse and a murderous battering about the head from everyone within stick wielding distance. 

“Thank you, sir, but please, ladies and gentlemen!” protested Michael Magister, looking to quell the commotion. “Please, do not strike the holy man’s head! Please! You’ll only knock some sense into him! Thank you. Please return to your seats. In fact, I had no idea our friend was with us this evening! I just assumed it was the breeze from the brewery!”

The priest slumped, still defending his bald head as the audience hooted their joy at the barrage of put-downs from the stage. In fact, encouraged by their enthusiastic response, the magician milked the situation still further. 

“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, how good is this, that a man of the cloth should donate his brain to St. Mary’s Hospital for the furtherance of medical science. But at least he might have waited until he died first!” More shrieks of laughter. “I’d like to get on your good side, Father, but it looks to me like you’re now sitting on it!”

The crowd roared and clapped, as the humiliated holy man slid ever lower into his seat. “Swait Jasus,” thought Father Connor O’Connor, “Is there no one pure and righteous left in the world?” He then gestured the most lurid hand signals at the stage, while shouting the vilest invective – all in the good Lord’s name, you understand. 


 

~2~

 

While The Metropolitan Theatre of Steam, Smoke and Mirrors was in unholy uproar, eleven miles to the west, at The London County Lunatic Asylum in Hanwell, the mysterious events which were to dominate our next two days, were beginning to unfold. Senior Warder Winfield Trout, a small, jaundiced looking fellow with a face like a rabid shrew, held a large ring of iron keys, close to his blue, coarse cloth double breasted uniform tunic. He found himself ushering none other than The Right Honourable Mister William Ewart Gladstone along the dimly lit corridor, to the rhythmic sharp clack of their footsteps. All the patients were in their beds snoring or shuffling, and all the night staff were tucking into a hearty supper over in the refectory. 

Gladstone strode with calm authority, resplendent in his black, long-coated suit. A black cravat was tied in a bow beneath that broad, rumpled face which had been locked in a look of permanent disapproval for what seemed like decades. The half-light of the corridor caused the few thin wisps of grey hair, which sprouted defiantly from the back of the old fellow’s head and from his cheeks, to effect the illusion of a saintly halo. 

 

As for Winfield Trout, he scurried and bowed in a most obsequious manner, much like a spatchcock chicken might when trying to ingratiate himself with a vegetarian as Christmas approached. 

“My sincerest apologies that you became lost within the confines of our humble establishment, Mister Gladstone,” he fawned. “Pray, I cannot conceive of how it might have happened, but, I do submit, it is somewhat easily done.”

“This place can hardly be described as humble, Mister Trout,” proclaimed the former Prime Minister. His normal tone of voice was proclamation. “It is the largest establishment of its kind in the country and whilst the pioneering policy of Moral Therapy and education are much preferred to the shackle and the lash, the treatment of the high security patients down in the basement requires further attention. As for yourself, Mister Trout, you are nothing less than a malevolent disgrace.”

“You are most kind, sir,” said Trout.

“Pray now, let me take my leave of your godforsaken company.”

With a firm clunk, Winfield Trout unlocked the door at the entrance to the Female Wing of the asylum and swung it open to the outside world. Gladstone felt the rush of cool evening air upon his face. He paused and closed his eyes. Trout escorted the great Parliamentarian across the crunching gravel, past a splattering fountain, towards the looming brick built arch of the great gatehouse, barred with gates of black, vertical iron. 

“Mister Gladstone is leaving us now, Mister Gint. Allow me the honour of opening the gate for him,” oozed Trout. 

Bevis Gint, the tall, thickset uniformed Gatehouse Warder, stroked his tobacco-stained walrus moustache, peered down, met the gaze of what appeared to be the grey, slight figure standing beside Trout, and blinked. He then unhooked a large key from his thick leather belt and laid it upon the waiting, sweaty palm of Senior Warder Trout. Another well-oiled click and the small pedestrian access, the Judas Gate, swung silently open. 

“Do not wait up for me, Mister Trout,” said Gladstone with a dismissive wave as he stepped through the gate, before turning right and sauntering off down the busy Uxbridge Road towards Ealing. Winfield Trout then returned the key to Gatehouse Warder Gint and set off to the refectory for his dinner – it was cauliflower cheese tonight. Bevis Gint, a former Metropolitan Police Constable who had been forced to take early retirement and then somehow landed the cushiest security post in West London, relocked the gate and returned to the gatehouse room and his newspaper. And, do you know, at no point did either man question why, after evening lock-up, the former Liberal Prime Minister, William Gladstone , would be found wandering the corridors of The London County Lunatic Asylum. Nor, better yet, how it was even possible? Considering he’d been buried in Westminster Abbey for the best part of a year. 

***

 

Of course, thirty minutes later, Trout, having just recovered from an unusual headache, had been summoned from the dinner table and was still wiping cheese from his moustache with a napkin, as he clattered down the cast iron spiral staircase to the basement below the Female Wing. Ward Attendant Miss Damaris Gunthorpe, I think her fine name was, the tough, corpulent one with a belly like an unpricked sausage, had apparently been making the first of her evening rounds, ensuring the continued welfare of the sleeping patients, when down in the basement Secluded Area she made a discovery of a most alarming nature. As the Asylum regulations demanded, she sent for the man responsible for securing the establishment, Senior Warder Winfield Trout. 

“What do you mean she’s gone?” demanded Trout, arriving outside the Secure Room. “No one goes!” It was either rising panic or the cauliflower cheese which was starting to gnaw at his stomach lining. “That door was definitely locked fast! I turned the very key myself, so she must be here.” But she wasn’t. And a look inside the small room revealed the white padded walls, the birch wood bed, the horsehair mattress, the goose down pillow, the tall ceiling, the dim lamp above. In fact, all appeared present and correct – except for the all-important patient. He looked around again, but there was no doubt about it. For the first time in the history of Trout’s tenure at Hanwell, someone had escaped. Miss Gunthorpe slipped away to make a discreet telephone call, leaving the Senior Warder standing in the centre of the room feeling as if the white walls were closing in on him.

“Damn the woman, damn her to hell!” he gasped. 

Then he saw it. Written on the wall behind the door. One word. In blood. 

“MAGiSTER”.
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Richard Norman Shaw’s iconic design for the purpose built Metropolitan Police headquarters, called New Scotland Yard, down there by the Thames on the newly completed Victoria Embankment, you know, was splendidly gothic. So much so, one night passers-by were convinced they witnessed Mary Shelley’s monstrous creation lurching from the building, but it turned out to be the Prince of Wales, following a session on the absinthe with the Police Commissioner. The red brick, white Portland stone and grey granite building, topped with turrets and high chimneys, had been finely described, as ‘a constabulary kind of castle’. I can’t recall by whom, so I’ll claim it as mine.

In his second floor oak panelled office, Superintendent William Melville, a round-faced Irish fellow, all but fifty years of age, with a thick, black moustache and a not quite so thick head of receding hair, sat at his desk, reading the report of one of his best informers, a louche Russian émigré called Sigmund Rosenblum, and wondered if it wasn’t time to change the fellow’s name. 

Melville was a career law enforcer, having signed on as a young constable in 1872, working out of Bow Street. A man of calm courage and integrity, Melville, with an impressive record of arrests, had been promoted from P.C., working the tough Covent Garden beat, to Detective Sergeant within the CID, before being seconded to the Special Irish Branch. Melville was one of a dozen detectives working in the SIB, a department dedicated to thwarting the Fenians who had sought to terrorise British cities with a bombing campaign known as ‘The Dynamite War’. 

In 1893, Melville was given command of the Special Branch, at a time when anarchists were successfully plying their trade across Europe with the assassinations of the French President, the Prime Minister of Spain, the former Prime Minister of Bulgaria, the Empress of Austria and Tsar Alexander II, all adding to their tally thus far. Many heads of state visiting Great Britain had cause to be grateful for Melville’s skilful protection, including those two real political beauties, the Shah of Persia and Kaiser Wilhelm II. And only three years ago, in 1896, while guarding Tsar Nicholas II up at Balmoral, it required Melville’s herculean diplomacy to persuade the Tsar’s jittery Imperial Secret Police to suspend their security policy of shooting on sight anyone they didn’t like and tossing the bodies into the nearest river. Thanks to Melville during their stay the Dee remained corpse free.

As a consequence of his skill and success, William Melville was entrusted by Queen Victoria with the little matter of ensuring, not only the safety and security of her Royal self, but also that of the entire nation. At least this prized cup, or poisoned chalice, whichever way you wish to view it, paid the rent on Melville’s small family house in Clapham. But it also meant that whenever the candlestick telephone on his desk rang, day or night, especially at night, it was hardly ever going to be good news. And now that telephone was ringing. He lifted the earpiece and in a soft melodious voice, graced with a trace of County Kerry, simply said, “Melville.” 

The Superintendent listened carefully. The steel-nibbed pen by the blotter on his desk remained untouched. He rarely scribbled notes, preferring to commit details to memory. One of those little espionage fads they pick up, I suppose. 

“Magister? Confirm the spelling for me please. And this was the only word written? Kindly ensure a second thorough search of the premises is conducted. We will notify all points of local transportation. And, if you please, may I be very clear, nothing is to be touched within the room. Thank you.” 

Melville cleared the line, then dialled zero. He was in the middle of asking the Scotland Yard telephonic plug-board operator to connect him with the Archivist three floors down, just as Detective Inspector Walter Pym tapped upon the open door of the Superintendent’s office. Melville beckoned him with a nod. Pym was one of those splendid, working class, well-made Bethnal Greeners. His full ruddy face was topped with a mop of untameable red hair and complimented with a thick ginger moustache. Following a stint in the Royal Artillery and an eight-year career in police uniform he now wore a three-piece suit in black, much like Melville’s, only tighter about the corporation. Keen and loyal, here was a man you’d always want at your side. If Melville was the long arm of the law, his Detective Inspector was the strong arm. Pym remained standing and listened carefully as Melville listed his requirements to the Archivist. 

Five minutes later, Pym was peering over Melville’s shoulder as they both skim-read the three newly delivered document files. One, a thin wallet, contained material concerning an unimportant American immigrant Music Hall turn, a conjuror cum illusionist, apparently. But the other two files, ah, they were vastly thicker. One was packed with in-depth information detailing the life of the conjuror’s young English female stage assistant. The other file contained a comprehensive appraisal of a middle-aged female incarcerated for the last decade in several mental institutions. Both these bulky files also bore the same stark words, stamped diagonally across the front pages: ‘Top Secret’. 

“And he definitely won’t get involved without her?” asked Pym, pointing between the file of the conjuror and that of his on-stage assistant.

“Of that you may be certain,” said Melville.

“Bloody hell, if you’ll pardon my French, sir,” said Pym, the multi-linguist, as he once again sifted through the pages of the file on the young English woman, “This has all the makings of a proper effin’ balls up.” 

“Indeed,” said Melville calmly. He reached for his telephone and asked the Scotland Yard plug-board operator to connect him with the office of the Prime Minister.

 

***

 

Little more than an hour later, Detective Inspector Walter Pym was making elaborate highly classified arrangements and speaking with some big shot called Lieutenant Colonel Sir Arthur Bigge. On the Edgware Road, another Special Branch man, Detective Inspector Gersham Skindrick, was stationed beneath the broad glass canopy which ran along the front of The Metropolitan Theatre of Steam, Smoke and Mirrors, trying not to look overly conspicuous. He stiffened when he saw the black Clarence carriage pulled by two sleek black military horses approach and draw to a clattering halt in front of him. Skindrick was a slender, sharp featured fellow. Indeed he was so pointed of chin, if he had not followed the police service path he would have carved himself a successful freak show career as a human ice pick. The Detective Inspector wore his thin hair slicked back over his ears, his mouth was frozen in a permanent sneer and he exuded the cheery disposition of a consumptive undertaker. And those were his finer points. Skindrick had been seconded to Melville’s Special Branch upon the personal, out of the blue, recommendation of an Assistant Commissioner. His police record was blemish free, his arrest rate high and his attitude tenacious. So he was certainly not to be trusted.

In contrast to Skindrick’s narrow pallid face, Sergeant Bilsten Coxhead, a long-serving police driver, possessed a bulbous red face attached to which was a bulbous red nose which dripped like a split tomato - a disorder, I’m told, which is not uncommon among the carriage driving fraternity. While Coxhead held his horses steady Skindrick unfolded the passenger steps of the carriage. Superintendent William Melville was the first to alight.

“All clear, Inspector?” he said quietly.

“Aye, sir, all clear it is,” replied Skindrick, who was of Glaswegian lineage, judging by his accent. 

Having satisfied himself with a deft glance in either direction along the pavement, Melville looked up into the darkness within the carriage. “If you’d be so kind, sir,” 

Skindrick swallowed hard as the imposing figure dressed in a smart black mourning suit stepped down from the carriage. The Prime Minister, Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, 3rd Marquis of Salisbury, looked all of his sixty-nine years and whatever hair that was missing from the top of the old boy’s head, was more than made up for by a dense, impenetrable beard which hung down way below his wing collar and tie, like a woollen muffler. Salisbury was followed from the Clarence by a delicate, baggy-eyed cove sporting a brown moustache. It was Arthur Balfour, the Leader of the House of Commons, or ‘Bloody Balfour’ as he’d been dubbed by the Irish and ‘Pretty Fanny’ by his small circle of friends for reasons probably best not asked about. Balfour wore much the same cut of frock coat as his uncle. Yes, Robert Gascoyne-Cecil was also Balfour’s uncle, hence the expression ‘Bob’s Your Uncle’. To suggest nepotism was rife in Government would not be unreasonable.

“Damnably short notice, Melville,” protested Arthur Balfour, making little attempt to disguise his irritation at this diversion. “The Prime Minister was forced to leave the Commons in the midst of a debate on Local Government fundamentals in Ireland for this ridiculous diversion!” 

“For which I am inordinately grateful, Superintendent,” said Lord Salisbury merrily, who, but for the thick beard, may well have been seen to be smiling.

“You understand I require the highest official approval, sir,” said Melville.

“Quite so, old man,” said Salisbury. His voice which was set in a high register, sat quite at odds with his austere image. “And you were quite correct to assume I might wish to view the persons in question for myself.”

Last to step down was Sir Cumberland Sinclair; a late middle-aged, thoroughly agreeable and totally ineffectual Assistant Commissioner of Police in the Metropolis. The stooped Sir Cumberland sported a headful of grey hair along with a pair of mutton-chop whiskers which fought a constantly losing battle to prevent his jowls from wobbling. “This is all very mysterious, our Melville!” he grinned, rubbing his hands together and gazing at the blaze of electric lighting outside the theatre.

“Ye’re in time tae see the finale, sir,” said Skindrick. “This is their second performance o’ the night and despite an audience greater than expected, this entrance will lead us directly to a box within the auditorium in a suitably clandestine manner.”

“Shall we?” said Melville, not wishing to have the group exposed in the open for longer than was necessary. He scanned the Edgware Road back and forth once again. No one could have possibly known the Prime Minister was visiting the theatre at such short notice, and in this part of London few would give a huddle of well-dressed toffs a second glance. But constant vigilance was Melville’s stock-in-trade 

“Sergeant Coxhead, this will take no longer than twenty minutes,” Melville told the driver as he held the single frosted glass door open for the party to enter. Melville then pulled Skindrick close to him and whispered: “Detective Inspector, you may stand watch outside the box.” 

Skindrick nodded, while Sir Cumberland rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Quite splendid. I understand this chap Magister is quite the conjuror.” 

Quite the conjuror, indeed. 


 

~4~

 

Symmetrically either side of the stage of The Metropolitan Theatre of Steam, Smoke and Mirrors you would find two large audience boxes, almost within touching distance of the stage. The Prime Minister’s party slipped quietly and unnoticed into their seats in the stage left box. It was what we grandly called The Royal Box, lest the Queen ever felt the need to come to see our show. But thus far, for some reason,  she had not.  

As in his earlier performance that fateful evening, a spotlit Michael Magister told the crowd that the gorgeous Phoebe, the  Queen of Steam and Goddess of the Aethyr, would be returned to that mysterious dimension from whence she came. He  revealed the very machine with which he would perform this feat; the magnificent Throne of Disintegration. The new audience gasped and then cheered when Phoebe re-appeared in a puff of blue smoke. 

“My–my,” whispered Sir Cumberland Sinclair, as he settled into his seat next to Salisbury.

“So now, ladies and gentlemen,” Michael told the audience, “For the continued safety of the world, I must dispatch the Goddess back to the Aethyr!” 

The audience murmured as Phoebe began to slink seductively, ominously towards Michael. 

“You may issue such a decree, Magister,” she breathed, “but I have decided tonight, because of this enthusiastic audience, I shall be returning nowhere!” 

The crowd cheered, thoroughly pleased with themselves, having brought about this change of heart. 

“But, Goddess Phoebe, you forget! I am armed with the ultimate talisman… The Hypnotic Timepiece of Hyperion!”

Then, as if from nowhere, actually from up his sleeve, Michael suddenly produced a fob watch; clear glass on both sides, enabling anyone with decent enough eyesight, to clearly see the glinting cogs and crisp movements within. The Hypnotic Timepiece of Hyperion dangled from a golden chain, as Michael swung the mystic pocket watch back and forth, back and forth. But with a haughty turn of the head Phoebe smiled and scoffed, “Ha! Magister, no man-made trinket can enchant a Goddess!” Her voice was clear, defiant, all but on the way to being, dare I say, posh. 

“Yea, well I reckon this’ll enchant her!” hollered some rough-type from the stalls, as he stood and pointed down at the front of his dark moleskin trousers.

“Thank you, sir, but for that size of trinket the Goddess would need a magnifying lens the size of a window just to see it!” Michael’s put-down was like a stiletto in the rough-type’s heart, and after the great roar of mockery and laughter subsided, Michael knew he needed to rebuild the tension.

“But The Hypnotic Timepiece of Hyperion has been handed down through the ages from Queen Elizabeth’s Astrologer Royal, Doctor John Dee himself, via Sir Isaac Newton, and now to me. I control its great hypnotic power!”

With a graceful flourish he again swung the watch back and forth, and then suddenly it was gone! Vanished! He simply dropped it down into a pouch sewn within the pleats of Phoebe’s skirt, on the blind side of the audience. With a dramatic second wave of his hand the crowd “Oooh’d” as they witnessed Phoebe’s entire body suddenly stiffen and her head slump to one side, totally hypnotised.

“While it’s true, no ordinary man can enchant the beautiful Goddess, never forget, I am The Magister! And in The Trance of the Living Dead, Phoebe, the Queen of Steam, yields to the blackest depths of her unconscious mind!” intoned Michael firmly, as he led his now compliant, vacant-looking assistant by the hand towards the hissing, snorting Throne of Disintegration.

“Pheebs, check the Royal Box. Four men just came in,” whispered Michael. 

“Really? The Professor must have sold the tickets,” whispered Phoebe, despite the depth of her supposed trance. She even managed a surreptitious glance across at the usually empty Royal Box to her left. “Oh, my days. Michael. It’s Salisbury.”

“What, Lord Salisbury? Prime Minister of England Lord Salisbury?” 

“And perhaps even Balfour’s with him,” whispered Phoebe. “But I don’t recognise the other two. I’ll take a closer look when I get up there.”

Michael seated Phoebe upon the leathern cushion of the heaving Throne of Disintegration and quickly buckled the heavy, ox-blood leather straps about her wrists and ankles. 

“Witness how the Goddess Phoebe is unable to resist the awesome power of The Throne!” Michael told the audience. “Even I, Magister the Magician, am rendered humble!” Michael then confirmed his new found humility by whispering, “Do they offer Americans knighthoods? Is that maybe why he’s here?”

Phoebe’s pithy response was lost as Michael gripped the metallic sheet and raised it to hide the apparently unconscious Phoebe from the crowd. 

Once hidden, she quickly unstrapped her wrists and ankles from their phoney leather restraints, all within fleeting, well-drilled moments.

Michael lowered the sheet, affording the audience another look at the head and shoulders of the still seemingly ’fluenced Goddess. The Throne discharged a burst of steam and Phoebe’s eyes suddenly widened as if in shock. 

“Feel the sensual power of the Throne of Disintegration!” incanted Michael, as the chair began to rhythmically chug and throb. Michael dramatically raised the sheet once more. 

Under cover of which, Phoebe released the trap door set in the seat and slipped her legs down into the void beneath the chair. She opened a red tapped valve which released another surge of steam.

The pipes embracing The Throne strained and complained as the pressure and throbbing increased. Again, Michael lowered the sheet allowing the audience another good look at Phoebe, while she opened her mouth and let out a pleasured gasp, just before she was hidden again. 

Then, out of view and with the throbbing quickening, Phoebe shimmied down into the seat void, twisted the valve for another burst of steam, and with a hiss, a metal arm, supporting the outline of a false head, swung forward,  falling to rest where Phoebe’s head would have been.

The aroused audience stared with wide-eyed wonder as the steam pulsed and the Throne itself began to undulate, faster and louder. 

Phoebe then struggled, legs first, out through the back of The Throne, re-set the false seat door and slipped back, away and free into the upstage blackness.

Michael heaved the entire metallised sheet back and over the false head piece and let it rest there. As far as the audience could tell, the helpless Phoebe was still strapped to the now furiously rattling, steam-snorting monster.

“No more shall the Goddess Phoebe – exist – as we return her to her own – dimension!” Michael shouted above the climactic crescendo. A great scream of white steam ejected upwards, as he now whipped the sheet back and over…

Taking with it the arm of the false head!

… to reveal, in the immediate silence of a dissipating cloud of white steam – the completely empty Throne!

The silence continued as the audience stared open-mouthed until their bewilderment gave way to a great thunderous wave of applause and cheering. Michael gestured, bowed, and tried his very best to look modest. But, of course, rather than disappearing, Phoebe had already slipped out of her stage dress and scampered past Wicko the Dwarf, our manservant, who from the prompt side wing of the stage, controlled the show’s unique lighting using a great panel of gauges, pipes, wheels and circuit breaker levers, much akin to a Great Western Railway signal box. Wicko spun a few wheels and prepared himself to throw a couple of hefty circuit breakers.  Unseen above the audience, spot lamps swivelled and tilted in readiness for Wicko’s command. 

Phoebe threw open the stage left Pass Door and sprinted up a small flight of stairs, two at a time, and into the passageway ahead. On stage, Michael firmly gestured for the crowd to settle.

“Has the Throne of Disintegration banished her spirit to the darkest recess of her own dimension?” shouted Michael, as if he understood any of what he was talking about. 

Phoebe sprinted along the corridor towards the sneering, slick haired, pointy-chinned oaf in the brown suit who was standing outside the Royal Box. As for Detective Inspector Skindrick, he barely had a moment to take in what he saw. A slender vision of breathtaking loveliness, dressed, if that was the word, in a red corset and black knee-length boots. The vision then pointed and called, “Look out behind you! It’s John Wilkes Booth!” Even as Skindrick turned to look, he knew he’d been duped – but it was too late. Phoebe had yanked open the door and slipped through the black curtain at the rear of the Royal Box. She sashayed smoothly past the four seated dignitaries with a quick “Excuse me please, gentlemen, Goddess coming through,” and leapt up to stand on the lip of the balcony, all in one fluid movement. Skindrick entered the box, pistol drawn, but Melville calmly held up an arm to bar his way.

“Is her fleshly body banished to the recess of her own heavenly world?” declaimed Michael, from down on the stage.

“Not just yet, Magister!” The clear female voice rang out through the theatre. All heads turned up towards the box. Wicko pulled his levers and a handful of pinpoint shafts of white light fired downwards upon her. Suddenly, she was there for all to see. Arms aloft, imperious, standing like some deity of the exotic, there to be worshipped. 

“Ladies and gentlemen – the Queen of Steam and Goddess of the Aethyr - Phoebe!” yelled Michael. The astonished crowd rose as one to roar their approval. Even those plagued with rickets or haemorrhoids felt the need to stand, braving the inevitable consequences. You know, even the Prime Minister, whom Melville had quickly pulled back into the shadows and out of the light felt compelled to applaud. Phoebe then pointed dramatically at the magician on stage.

“For tonight, Magister, I do return to the Aethyr, but I take you with me!” 

Then Phoebe leapt from the box safely into Michael’s waiting arms. He spun around a complete revolution, shouted, “Farewell!” and then the crowd saw them both vanish in a vicious burst of steam. Right before their very eyes. 

Below the stage, gears turned and a piston pumped as the trap door dropped them down into the void in less than a moment. The audience cheered and applauded at length as clouds of steam billowed about the centre of the stage. For half a minute the crowd yelled, then cheers became a collective gasp, as Michael’s swirling face appeared, as if conjured out of the haze, huge, nine feet high, green and uncanny.

The moving image was back-projected using a tinkered-with version of the Theatroscope, invented by my old friend Robert Paul. I used the dense steam as a wall or screen onto which I could project the images of Michael’s animated face. The effect was eerie and convincing. I much preferred Robert’s projection equipment to that of those two Lumière Brothers. They were Frenchmen, you know. I need elaborate no further. 

At his control panel, Wicko pulled the wooden handle of another circuit breaker and a voice filled every corner of the theatre. Upon the console at Wicko’s elbow sat what looked to be a black dinner plate, clamped firm and still. Beneath the plate a circular bed revolved quick and steady, and it was from this arrangement the spoken words emanated, captured by a brass horn and then fed along the network of tubes which embraced the auditorium.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Michael Magister. I have been transported to that unworldly dimension known only to Phoebe, the Queen of Steam and Goddess of the Aethyr. Nevertheless, I shall be back tomorrow for two shows, so please share the news with your friends. In the meantime, stay safe and keep an ever watchful eye over your shoulder. Does the Goddess walk amongst us at will? Or is it just Steam, Smoke and Mirrors?”

The photographic soliloquy concluded with a sharp fizz and Michael’s image shattered into a hundred pieces, which all floated gently like snowflakes, dissolving in the steam. The audience gasped and applauded once again as Wicko sharply plunged the theatre into total blackout, before fading the house lights slowly up, transporting the crowd back to their ordinary world of stark Victorian reality. 

“Thank you, Wicko,” I said. “Could you ring down the Iron for me?”

“Who? Me?” demanded Wicko the Dwarf. Admittedly I usually rang down the Safety Curtain, myself, but tonight I was expecting a visit from an old friend. Wicko’s reaction was the expected loud, irritated tut. But then he had always been the most lazy, recalcitrant employee, not just in the theatre, but the entire world. 

“So, Pheebs, did you get a look? Who was it really sitting up there in the box?” asked Michael, as they both took the platform riser, an invention I called the ‘Lift-and-Shift’, back up to stage level. “Was it the real Lord Salisbury or someone with a fairground novelty Prime Minister beard?”

“No,” said Phoebe. “It was most certainly Salisbury. And Balfour was with him. But I couldn’t place the other two.”

“Pheebs, if the Prime Minister of England and this Balfour, whoever he is, suddenly pitch up to see us, word of mouth must be really getting around. That can only be a good thing.”

But Phoebe’s reaction was a more thoughtful, “Do you know, Michael, I’m not entirely sure it is…”


 

~5~

 

Thurlow Weed, the hunchback Station Master of Hanwell and Elthorne railway station saw Dan Leno, the most famous comedian in the land, performing at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane only last year. It was in a pantomime, a lively diversion, entitled ‘The Forty Thieves’, as he recalled, and rather amusing Mister Leno had been too, all done up to look like a woman. But, stone me, if that very same Dan Leno wasn’t now sitting in the station waiting room and at all of eleven o’clock at night. Weed would later report he had been studying the railway timetable at his Station Master’s desk, by which we may safely assume he was, in fact, slumped forward, dozing and dribbling, when Mister Leno tapped him on the shoulder, enquiring about the next train to London. 

“Who’d have thought?” said Weed to no one but himself. Fortunately he recognised Dan Leno’s off-stage appearance, because the performer’s caricature was clearly featured on the front page of the Penny Illustrated Paper which lay open on his desk. Thurlow Weed, cruelly afflicted with rheumatics of the feet, the price paid for a lifetime’s loyal service to the Great Western Railway, now carried a chipped enamel mug of scalding tea from his office to the waiting room. As he shuffled along, the steaming gloop slopped over the rim of the mug, splatting onto the platform.

“That’s a bloomin’ waste, Thurlow”, he said to the breeze. It was by far the freshest, strongest brew of the evening, containing enough tannin to stain a regimental saddle.

Weed stopped to peer in through the waiting room window. At first he saw his own reflection in the glass, the familiar bearded, pustulant chops. Then he focussed on a fearsome sight which fair took his breath away, so it did. Standing in the light of his pristine waiting room, warming her hands by the glowing fire, was a pale, slender, middle-aged woman! Her head was swathed in a headscarf and she wore a grey dress with an off-white pinafore covering – which happened to be the very fatigues as worn by them up at the Hanwell nut house, by God! He’d been telegraphed that a women had escaped a bit lively, like, been advised to be on the lookout – and blow me down if that weren’t her right there!  Caught like a rat in one of his traps.

Station Master Weed threw open the door of the waiting room, shouting, “Here! What’s all this?”

“Just keeping the chill at bay, m’ fellow” said Dan Leno, dressed in dark overcoat and silk red scarf, warming his hands at the fire, as the red glowing logs popped and spat.

“What? But, where is she, sir? Where’d she go? The mad woman! From out the asylum!” Weed’s perplexed bewilderment, caused his red face to flush deeper and resemble a bearded beetroot. “I just saw her, not this second ago, standing right where you are now, sir. A wretch of a thing, she were, and no mistake. Where’d she go?”

“Appears it’s only me here, m’fellow. Perchance you witnessed a ghost?” said Leno, looking around and then taking the now half empty mug of brown liquid. “I felt no other worldly presence and I do possess some experience of the supernatural, for we can boast many a spectre at Drury Lane. The lost spirits of the Man in Grey and Charles Macklin rattle around the dressing rooms. And Grimaldi the Clown haunts the very stage! Upon my word, sir, I believe we have more walking dead at Drury Lane than they do in the House of Lords!” 

Weed chuckled, mostly out of respect for the famous funster, but deep down he was disturbed by the situation. Greatly disturbed. In fact, you know, he later reported that such was his state of flabbergast he had to take off his smart peaked cap and scratch his head.

“So now, Mister Station Master, the next train to London shall be when?” said Leno.

“Well, see now, sir, the next Paddington bound service due through here is a milk train in two hours’ time,” said the Station Master. “But it dun’t stop here, sir.” 

“Upon my word, m’ fellow – I believe the train will stop for me.” And with that, Thurlow Weed watched as Dan Leno savoured a welcome sip of his thickly stewed brew. 

***

 

With the safety curtain, the fire-proof barrier between the stage and the auditorium now lowered in place, Michael Magister stood stage left, shuffling a deck of cards and very politely taking no notice whatsoever of Doctor Arthur Conan Doyle’s effusive ramblings. You see, ACD was a dear old friend of us all, and a frequent backstage visitor, but Michael was hoping to have found the Prime Minister backstage full of congratulation and wide eyed puzzlement. Especially as, having lived in this country for these past ten years he’d grown to love everything about Victoria’s Britain. And he’d paid his taxes. Well, some. So what else did you have to do to qualify for a face to face chat with the Prime Minister? In fact, surely being a brilliant stage magician was enough! Evidently not and instead Michael was lumbered with dear old Arthur Conan Doyle. Again.

“I am totally baffled,” said the creator of the world’s greatest consulting detective. In fact, ACD even waved his arms to underscore the sheer extent of his bafflement. “Three times I’ve witnessed your Throne of Disintegration illusion and I still cannot for the life of me fathom the method employed. So, come now! Be damned with all that deductive logic. Please. Just tell me how does Phoebe do it?”

“Doctor, how could you even ask such a thing,” called Phoebe, clattering across the stage from the dressing rooms. “Once you know the secret you will be applying for my job. And I do believe the costume rather might suit you.” 

Doyle felt his face flush as Phoebe flung her arms as far as she could about his chubby frame and planted a red smacker upon his fleshy cheek. “Lovely to see you, Art.”

Believe you me, much had changed since the fourteen year old Phoebe spent holiday time with Doctor Doyle, her guardian’s former student. Phoebe stayed with Arthur and his wife in Montague Place, about the time Arthur set up his disastrous ophthalmic practice in that first floor front room of number two Upper Wimpole Street. It was there, while waiting in vain for any patients, myopic or otherwise, that ACD, dressed in a Harris Tweed three-piece suit, passed the time scribbling more stories for the Strand Magazine, and soberly attired Phoebe whiled away the hours poring over Arthur’s student medical books. Well, that’s what he told me. Now, eight years on, ACD was still wearing the same style of Harris Tweed three-piece suit, but Phoebe’s look was now thoroughly more vibrant. A long black taffeta skirt, black leather boots tipped at the points with silver metal. A front-laced purple corset wrapped her top half, her tiny waist accentuated by a thick black leather belt decorated with an array of silver key rings. Her arms were covered with long black lace gloves. The entire ensemble was set off with a black and purple lace choker. 

“My, if dearest Phoebe had worn that outfit whilst working for me,” thought Arthur Conan Doyle
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