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	There has been no book before or since my reading of ‘The King in Yellow’ that has estranged me so thoroughly yet so gently. For me, the horror lies in the realisation of the wistful nature of that very detachment.

	Of all the iconic characters in weird horror, the King in Yellow seems to inspire the broadest range of emotions and interpretations. This book encapsulates what he brought to me. I can only hope that the works herein strike a resonance with you. 

	JMM
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	See the Lights Shining

	 

	The orchards are teeming and the grasses uncut. Fruit lies where it fell for want of pickers. The buzz of flies is constant and birdsong absent. Over the trees, mountains stand blue-grey; their reliefs sketched in sweeps of snow. Above them, skies so blue they seem impossible outside of computer rendering are marred only by eagles’ wings.

	Closer to us, the drab tan-and-khaki of the convoy shows where the chalk-scattered road winds between the foundations of the foothills. Some goats forage to one side, oblivious to the bloody ruins of what used to be two men. The herder had raised his staff to point us out to his companion, and one of ‘B’ company, tired and half-blinded by dust, had cut them both down with a long burst from a vehicle-mounted machine gun. Perceiving everything as a threat is a problem suffered by all who serve long enough out here, where two mountain ranges and four countries meet.

	Tajikistan is a beautiful place, but its inhabitants are used to long wars defined in skirmishes by day and offering your enemy shelter against the night. They are an honourable and sturdy folk, used to being invaded often and policed rarely. The country defends its own with breathtaking isolation and savage extremes of weather.

	The officer in charge of the convoy was negotiating with the local chief, agreeing honour payments for the two victims. He had been doing that for over two hours, and the long-serving folk amongst the convoy personnel had already resigned themselves to spending the night camped at the roadside. Which meant nervy, tiring sentry duty while the rest of us slept fitfully, feeling exposed and waking at the slightest noise.

	Sure enough, as the light faded, we got the order to bivouac as best we could. Watches were doubled up. One of the private military contractors took out a goat, and the smell of roast meat as twilight fell made me drool into my ration pack.

	 

	It was barely midnight when the first attack came: shouts from the sentries simultaneous with the percussive rattle of Kalashnikovs. We were still casting about for attackers from other directions when the roar of a vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun settled the matter. A ‘small group of pissant amateurs’ was the general opinion, grumbled by all trying to settle back to sleep.

	An hour later the professionals arrived. We lost four trucks, two patrol vehicles and the armoured command carrier to rocket-propelled grenades during their opening salvo. A multi-pronged attack followed, and everything became what is described as ‘fluid’ in the reports. Utter chaos is what it meant. A night darker than any would believe, lit only by muzzle flashes, explosions and the occasional small missile trail. The stroboscopic lights burned images into my retinas like black-and-white photographs: a thorn bush, a falling comrade, a robed body flying backwards.

	 

	Some time later I found myself lying flat on my back, with my kit blown off, at the edge of a stream. The blurred heavens above me whirled as I gasped for air, winded by the blast that had finished off my team and thrown me over the edge of the bank. I heard rapid conversation in a non-local dialect nearby. It faded as those sent to kill any survivors neglected to check down by the watercourse, where I lay unarmed in a cold sweat.

	After lying still for a while, I rolled over and attempted to get my bearings. We had headed north from the convoy, aiming for a slash of shadow that marked a passage through the hills. The distance had been deceptive, and, as we were about to turn back, an outbreak of heavy fire around the convoy - surprisingly far behind - was followed by the attack on us.

	I stood up to behold nothing but darkness. Not even a fire burning down by the convoy to help orient myself. So I freed my last knife from its boot-top clip, then took the obvious direction - downhill - and started following the stream-bed. The water itself was teeth-achingly cold, but it dealt with the grit in my mouth and my parched throat.

	After heading downstream for a while, I stopped and looked up, trying to identify the source of the unease I felt. The stars above were in negative, like holes in an immense grey cliff, partially veiled by the swirls in a layer of high cloud that had slipped across the sky. I must have cracked my head on a rock when I landed, which would explain my skewed vision. All the more reason to get back sooner rather than later. Looking about, the banks seemed to be lowering, but I still could not see any lights. With a shrug, I stretched to ease the lancing pains in my back, and set off once again.

	I entered the end of some ruined orchards, where a fire some months before had scorched the trees to nothing. Figuring myself to be northwest of the road - as the burnt patch of trees had not been visible when we drove in from the southwest - I angled to my left and struck out through the skeletal forest.

	Arriving by a lake was the last thing I expected. Seeing a figure walking the shore, I switched grip on my knife and moved cautiously to intercept. I eased off only a little when I saw that the figure wore a dress, but stalled out when I saw it was cut in a formal, almost western, style.

	She stopped and I saw that the pale materials and lacy trim complemented her almost-albino complexion. Eyes of limpid blue regarded me with only the faintest trace of surprise. Which was more than I managed. Her eyes lit a fire behind mine, and I nearly dropped my weapon as blood roared in my ears. A flash of old recognition, like a childhood memory surfacing, momentarily staggered me.

	Her lips curled into a smile. I was about to look across the lake, for the source of the dim light, when she spoke: “Seek no farther. Turn back and walk away. Cast neither glance nor gaze behind as you do so.”

	I stammered as I sheathed my blade: “What?”

	She walked up to me, dress rustling, and I saw that it was old, with a ragged hem and scorched lace.

	“You are somewhere that you cannot be, yet. Turn about and be gone.”

	I craned my neck to see beyond her, but she slapped my shoulder with surprising force, which spun me about to face the way I came. She stepped up behind me and I tensed, then she laid warm hands upon my lower back and rested cool, soft lips upon my neck.

	“Soldier mine, go now. We will meet again, never fear.”

	Her words were electric and I knew that they were true. A total conviction now lay within the fire her eyes had started.

	“Wh-”

	“Hush. I am Cariela. No questions. He approaches and you must go.”

	The push she gave me possessed the barest force, yet I went as if ordered. My body moved with unconscious, trained efficiency as my mind whirled. Before long I became aware of a commotion ahead, as the light became brighter about me. I heard flies buzzing and the light grew to a blinding intensity.

	“CLEAR!”

	I heard that shout, then lightning struck through my chest. The world blasted from light to dark and back to a familiar, starry sky. A medic I didn’t recognise looked down at me with blue eyes that weren’t hers.

	“Welcome back, soldier. We’ll get you patched up, and then it’s just waiting for evac.”

	I grinned and then realised that I couldn’t feel my legs. As my eyes went wide I saw hers flick to one side. An injector stung my neck and everything faded away.

	 

	Two months later, I sit on a neatly trimmed lawn in my wheelchair, looking across a lake. My legs are here, but I left my ability to walk in Tajikistan. They say that the piece of shrapnel that severed my lower spine should have killed me when it came out. Something had ameliorated and cauterised the wound. Something that left a small, perfect, handprint as a burn-scar. Some pointedly anonymous people had spent a long time asking me portentously vague questions about that, to no avail.

	 

	That lake is not on any map, current or ancient. They told me I must have been ‘off the reservation’ in more ways than one, but presented me with no explanations. My body had been found the evening after the attack, right outside the base that the convoy had left a week before. But for that mystifying, merciful transit, I would have died.

	After they told me that, I knew that all I had to do was wait. Cariela will find me when it’s time to walk with her under stars like caves in the sky. Which will be when it’s time for us to go to the place with lights that shine across that lake.

	*****

	 

	Cold Lavender

	 

	The Garrick Playhouse was as good as it got for the lower classes in the East End of London. Histrions past their prime played alongside aspiring stars and no-hopers, all aiming to make a penny or two. We performed classic plays, simplified for the rabble, or local works that told straightforward morality tales. Whatever we put on had to be easily understood by the audience, who were usually near-bereft of their senses on the cheap potables they had guzzled on the way to the show.

	This month it was ‘The Robes of Yellow Death’, a mutilation of Poe’s eponymous work. It was set in a whorehouse, which was fitting as the scantily clad cast were either dollymops taking a night off or bangtails looking to catch the eye of their next thrill. Only two lads shared the stage with ‘em. The big fellow was Mackey; a monstrous stevedore who no-one would have guessed was a mandrake, due to his enviable manliness. He used it to good effect playing Hector, the owner of the bordello - the part that took the place of Prospero. When he finally toppled to the stage, after being struck dead of fright by the Yellow Plague – played by Clarence, the other lad - the whole playhouse fair shook, and dust sifted from the rafters.

	Dicky, the doorman, sniffed as Mackey finished another pre-death diatribe: “I swear he takes longer to die than a toff with consumption. I thought the death was meant to be ‘swift, like a man gun-shot’?”

	It was. ‘Hector’ should have said his line and keeled over, with none of the ad-libbed, wheezing lamentations before he went. But the audience loved his saucy takes on current events amongst London’s rich and shameless, rendered in gasping detail with his ‘dying’ breaths.

	My cousin Charlie was the playwright for most of the penny-ha’penny shows around town, and a couple of his had even graced the stage at the Colosseum Saloon, for all that they were only early-afternoon punter bait. He understood that clipping Mackey’s ad-libs would lessen the pull for the crowd.

	Eventually, another tawdry spectacle came to an end. We roused the sleepers and tossed the drunks, then set to cleaning what needed to be clean and tarting up whatever needed to look clean. It was into this relative peace that the heated argument between Charlie and Clarence echoed.

	“You can’t quit. We’re on a roll!” Charlie was livid, that much I could tell.

	“Bugger yer prancing about, I’ve got a proper job.” Clarence was not swayed.

	“Who else would let you act, you tosspot?”

	He had a fair argument with that one.

	“Don’t care no more. Stagehand at the Royal Coburg is what I’m for.”

	The New Vic had been looking? Wish I’d known that.

	“The Blood Tub is welcome to you.”

	Low blow, cousin.

	“Then give me my teviss and I’ll be away, you skinny runt.”

	Fat chance. Only the women would be getting a shilling as pay for the run. They acted better than Clarence, and their only practice had been on their backs.

	“What chink? There’s no divvy until we finish the run and that’s a fortnight off.”

	I put down my broom and moved quietly round the corner, into the shadows behind Clarence. 

	“Then you’ll pay me from yer own pocket or I’ll-”

	He got no further. I had seen his elbow bend sharply in the wan candlelight. Trapping his wrist, as he grabbed the hefty dagger tucked into the back of his britches, I dragged him out into the main hall.

	“You like yer shivs too much, Clarence. Bugger off. Come back at the end of the run and you’ll get your divvy, unless you try any funny stuff between now and then.”

	As Clarence reached the doors to the foyer, I hurled his shiv to stick in the lintel above his head. He ducked as it hit, then looked back at me in a mix of surprise and fear.

	“Charlie is the good lad in this family. You’ll answer to me if you play up.”

	Clarence nodded, see-sawed his shiv out of the woodwork, and left. I turned to Charlie, who looked like someone had kicked him low and hard.

	“Come on Charlie, he’s not the only useless histrion around these parts.”

	Charlie’s face brightened: “You’re right. Tomorrow morning, bright and early, we’ll get ourselves a new player.”

	There went my night on the randy with one of the ‘actresses’.

	 

	As if obeying his command, next morning was blindingly bright. But the combination of unexpected warmth and low tide made the stench worse than usual. Charlie dragged me down narrow ways, boots squelching in tepid muck, knocking on this door and that. Heaven alone knows how he knew where to go, but go we did - until my legs ached. Eventually, we bagged a gamecock named Tamanny Beck, recently in from somewhere godawful and even possessed of a smattering of French to impress our punters with. He was a tall lad with shoulders of differing height, but moved easy enough. Charlie gave him a shilling and Beck, as he liked to be called, was ours to command for this play and the next.

	He was also a quick study. Charlie had him up to speed, and I have to admit, he showed just what a lump Clarence had been. I never really got the idea of ‘stage presence’ until I saw him. He wandered onto the stage, into the throng of women, and his height marked him out, while the oddly stiff gait he adopted made a stranger of him. Charlie was delighted.

	“Beck! That’s enough. We’re done. Dressing at six tonight.”

	We cleared out the bangtails - the dollymops didn’t get here until dressing time, they were working – and had just sat down to a spot of lunch when Beck came back, a delightful filly holding his hand.

	“Mister Peterson, my Sienna has always wanted to take the stage, and I said you would be good enough to give her a go.”

	Charlie went rigid with affront. Bloody hell, asking that was a bit forward for someone we hadn’t known from cock-crow to last light yet.

	“Beck, she’s very pretty, but I really can’t -”

	“I know, Mister Peterson. But I’ve got something you might be interested in. For giving Sienna a chance, like. It’s a play.”

	He held up a roll of parchment, and Charlie almost pounced on him. I heard the paper crack as he unrolled it. Charlie read a bit, then looked up at me with a ridiculous smile on his face.

	“It says Rex in Crocus, Brent. It’s older than the copy of Le Roi en Jaune that Davidson had.”

	I recognised the name ‘Davidson’. He’d been the histrion who took Charlie under his wing, until the old coot finally drank himself under the lavender.

	“That’s nice, Charlie. How about you tell me about it in the Queen’s English?”

	Charlie laughed and slapped Beck on the back: “Sienna can watch tonight and join the troupe tomorrow. Good enough?”

	Beck nodded as Sienna beamed.

	I snapped my fingers: “Charlie! Rex what?”

	He blinked: “It’s a classic, got a bad outing a few times and picked up a repute far worse than the Scottish play. I never thought to see its like here.”

	“Will it make us chink?” That’s the problem with histrions and those who write for them: precious little grasp of the essentials.

	Charlie paused: “I’ll have to make it easier for the crowd, but they’re rowdy all the way through Robes of Yellow Death. I adapted the character of Yellow Plague from what I remembered of the lead in Le Roi en Jaune.”

	A piece of luck, then. Or not: “The play Beck gave you has a different title, Charlie.”

	“Yes, it does. That’s because it’s an earlier manuscript, written in Latin. Le Roi en Jaune is French.”

	“And you can read Latin?”

	Charlie shrugged: “I have enough Medieval Latin to get the guts out of this. If this manuscript had been in Classical Latin – Davidson said it was called Regem in Flavum - I wouldn’t know where to start. But I can use this to fill the gaps in what I remember of his telling of the French one. We could have something to bring in goodly amounts of chink. Might even attract some toffs, and you know how they spend. Remember, our stage will still have a few dollymops and bangtails. Introductions cost, last time I heard. And our ladies won’t need a dinner and an outing before they get grassy.”

	Beck’s cheeks coloured and he rushed Sienna out, muttering darkly about our lack of manners.

	I liked the sound of Charlie’s lay. A chance at proper chink would make a nice change. Plus, I could set a few nobblers to mug the toffs on their way home, and take a cut of the hauls for doing so.

	 

	Beck’s opening night was a success, and we found no sleepers after the show, which was a first. The next afternoon Sienna came in and - to our surprise, and Beck’s horror - handed back better than she got from the girls. That filly had a gutter mouth on her, when she was minded to use it.

	By dressing-time that night, she was well in, and when she came on stage the catcalls nearly lifted the roof. A toffer at the Garrick? That was a first. Many men who whistled got a beating from their women, egged on with encouragement and advice from those about. For a while, the audience was a better show than the one on stage.

	 

	Over the next two weeks, we made more chink than ever, but I kept seeing hard lads, the sort that toffs hired to do their dirty work, hanging about. I started to carry both of my shivs, but didn’t say a thing to Charlie. He was spending a lot of time burning the midnight oil, running on gin, writing up this new play. Said his adaptation was going to be called The Black Lake, so it didn’t attract the wrong kind of attention. Whatever that was, he wouldn’t say.

	The last night of The Robes of Yellow Plague damn near brought the house down. We were all happy as we cleared up, until I heard Beck shout and Sienna scream. I raced to the stage door and there was Sienna, being manhandled toward a black carriage by a pair of the hard lads I had noticed.

	The first was down, gurgling his last around one of my shivs, as I set about the other. We had a right jolly before I set him under the lavender good and proper. Beck was shouting something as I tore the door of the carriage open, the cabby’s whip wound about my fist where I had pulled it from his hand. 

	Inside the carriage was a portly chap who gabbled something fast in French. I was about to put shiv to toff when Charlie shouted: “Hold hard!”

	This being the first time Charlie had called me out of a jolly before everyone was laid out, I stayed my hand. The toff regained a little colour, and I waited with interest, shiv at the ready, for things to run clear.

	Charlie surprised me by gabbling right back at the toff in French, and I heard Sienna’s name mentioned several times. They had a right natter before Charlie ran back inside and came out holding the parchment Beck had given him. Next thing I know, the toff has the parchment and Charlie has the toff’s purse. The whole damn thing. The toff just gave him the lot.

	As the carriage clattered off - me having given the driver back his whip - Charlie did a little jig, before waving us all back inside.

	“Take a look, Brent.” He held out the open bag to me. Inside were gold coins. I looked ‘em over carefully: they were all proper sovereigns - a dozen of ‘em. We were in the chink!

	I looked up at Charlie: “How the bloody hell did you pull that off? And give me one; I’ve got hard lads to disappear.”

	Charlie grinned and shook his head, giving me a couple of shillings after closing the bag. He looked at Beck: “That was Sienna’s former owner. She did a runner a while back, and Beck hid her out. Right now, she’s free and we’re rich. We can afford to spruce this place up for the The Black Lake.”

	I raised a hand: “Easy now. That’s a goodly sum, but it’s going to have to go a long way if your play doesn’t cut the mustard.”

	Charlie grinned: “I told Mister Defrou about what I was doing with the manuscript. He said he knew of several gentlemen who could be interested enough to attend the opening night, and that they would pay top mark for the crow’s nest if they did.”

	The crow’s nest being the upper balcony, from which myself and Dicky usually watched the shows.

	“I guess me and Dicky can mix with the punters for a night. But first, I have to sink a pair of toughs. See you in the morning.”

	The Thames gained a couple of floaters, and I got more from their pockets than I paid the lads helping me. A good night, all in all.

	 

	Charlie spent the next month working on the play. He confided in me that he could work better with the manuscript gone. It had been disturbing in places, he said. Quite how that worked, I had no idea. But if Charlie was happier, all well and good.

	I didn’t spot it when Sienna took up with him, but Beck gave it away a couple of days later: stalking about with a face like a dray horse on a wet day. When he told me, I think I hurt his feelings when I burst out laughing: “Come on, Beck. If you were ever going to do diddly with Sienna, it would have been before you brought her here. Saving her from Defrou, getting her all the way to London town, and you still hadn’t got her grassy? You were never going to, and you know it. Her settling on Charlie is the best thing. You can join me in tupping the ‘actresses’.”

	He laughed at that. Most things you’d consider bad have a silver lining. But you usually need someone to point it out to you. So we worked to turn Charlie’s godawful drawings into scenery, and that was where we met a slight problem.

	One afternoon, I found Charlie measuring up the stage and looking worried.

	“What’s up, Charlie?”

	“We’re going to have to plank over the front row.” He was serious.

	“The hell as like we are. What do you need the space for?”

	“The Black Lake. It has to be front right so the witch can use the trapdoor.”

	“Stop. Losing two dozen punters because you need the false lake to be bigger? And a witch? Have you gone to the Scottish play completely? We have enough problems when the preacher comes, to make sure we’re not corrupting his flock, anyway. It cost a pretty penny to keep him off while The Robes of Yellow Plague was on. And why do we need a witch, anyway?”

	Charlie looked dreamily off to my left, like he was watching his play on a stage the width of the gallery: “She emerges from the lake with white hair to show that she has shed her sins. But they were so great that it turned the lake black, forever. We open with that, and close with Sienna’s character going down into the lake to save her love.”

	I may be a hard lad with not a drop of histrion in me, but I saw something plain at that moment.

	“So the lake is only at the beginning and end? Where does the rest of the play happen?”

	Charlie waved behind him, toward stage left: “On the veranda of the manor that overlooks the lake.”

	The hell it would: “Charlie, why not have the whole play in the living room, so the audience is where the lake would be? Then we can have the walkway on stage right as the veranda, or even a jetty.”

	Charlie blinked: “What about the witch?”

	Sienna had quietly come up behind Charlie. She put an arm round his waist and said: “Have one of the guests telling the legend to the gathering as the opening piece, with everybody lit from the back of the stage. Then you can drop back to that motif and people will know that it is something from the time before.”

	She was very good. I even understood most of what she said. Charlie got it all, and laughed in delight, before kissing Sienna - then fumbled in embarrassment as he remembered that I was till there.

	“Uh, Brent…”

	I grinned: “I know, cousin. You make a pretty couple.”

	Sienna giggled and Charlie blushed and that was the end of that. No more was said of planking or painted lakes.

	 

	Charlie changed the name of the play to ‘The Black Manor’. The sign-writers liked that: they could work with a fancy house. Lakes were a bit flat and dull.

	The rehearsals were odd, to start with. Everyone had a sense of being involved in something special. After a week, they had it down and the work turned to fun again. Charlie sent a runner to Mister Defrou, and I spent two days tarting up the crows nest.

	It was the night before opening night when Beck came to find me.

	“Bloke from Defrou for you. Actually, he’s for Sienna, but I thought you’d want to handle it.”

	“You’re damn right I do.” I headed for the stage door. Fortunately, I knew this hard lad. We had done some time together at Her Majesty’s pleasure.

	“Brent. I thought it might be you when me toff said that I was more likely to get you coming out than the filly.”

	I grinned: “Smart man, your toff. So, what’s this about?”

	“He said that he kept something of Sienna’s when she ran away. He feels bad about it and wants her to have it back. Says it belonged to her mother.”

	I knew that Sienna’s mum had died while in service, after being with the family for a good while. Nice of the old gent to let things go at last.

	“I’ll make sure she gets it, and you tell his nibs that she said thank you.”

	His turn to grin: “Wasn’t going to say owt else.”

	He went his way, and I went to find Charlie. I might know how hard lads think, but women are a mystery to me. I expected that Charlie would know, and he did.

	“You give it to her tomorrow night, before she goes on stage. It’ll mean more if you tell her then.”

	I didn’t understand that either. Charlie was her toff: I could see it in the way she looked at him. But if he said I should do it, and I should do it the following night, then I would.

	 

	The next evening, I knocked on the ladies’ changing-room door and asked for Sienna. She came out in a loose robe, her makeup half-done and a questioning look on her face.

	“What is it, Brent?”

	I offered up the little box that had been sent: “Mister Defrou sent this. He said that it was a keepsake of your mother’s. He felt it only fair that you have it back for tonight.”

	Sienna looked up at me, tears forming in her eyes: “My mother’s? I had nothing of her. Now I do.”

	She opened the box to reveal a gold ring. I looked it over as she stood gasping: a thick band of gold made up of twisted strands, topped with a cabochon-cut black stone in an eight-claw setting. Cut into the face of the stone was a curious symbol, vaguely square in outline, inlaid with pure gold. It was a fetching piece and worth a fortune, but the symbol that topped it struck me as decidedly queer.

	Sienna fair squealed in delight and slipped it onto the middle finger of her right hand, before darting back into the changing rooms, whereupon I heard a clamour start up as she showed off her heirloom.

	Job done, I retired to the foyer, just in time to escort a second group of toffs up to the crows nest. This group even had a couple of ladies with them. They tipped well, and seemingly for every little thing, plainly put out of sorts by the rough setting for their evening’s entertainment.

	Back downstairs Dicky closed and locked the outer doors, then we closed the doors between foyer and main hall behind us. It was show time.

	 

	The Black Manor was quite something. Charlie had taken Mackey’s ad-libs and worked the scurrilous and the witty into the play as conversations between the guests. The audience always had something to laugh about, a bounder to heckle or a fop to ridicule. Cheers went up whenever Beck’s character, Robard, intervened to save a guest from the schemes of one of the dastardly types, of which there were several.

	A pair of Mister Defrou’s sovereigns had gotten us half-a-dozen quite good repertory players. They acted their parts, and exchanged asides with the audience, without breaking sweat. Charlie had let them work out the bout of boxing - needed to settle a gentleman’s argument - and their experience showed. People were picking sides and acting like the stage had become a ring.

	Sienna was radiant as Clarissa, and when she and Robard acted out their moment of unrequited love, I actually saw a couple of matrons sniffling.

	And so the play moved smoothly, with bad people getting just desserts and good people coming out on top. But as tragedies must, the Yellow King was to take Clarissa away, and Robard was to realise that he loved her after all, only to have lost her forever.

	Charlie had set the piece well, with Beck set to change into the robes he had worn for the Yellow Plague, then simply add a tall crown that the smithy had knocked up for us.

	The first encounter was to be the Yellow King passing unnoticed through the gathering, pausing only to regard Clarissa. The second, and final, encounter was set on the veranda, when the Yellow King offered her a place as his Red Queen. She would accept and depart with him, there being nothing left at the Black Manor after Robard had spurned her.

	The gathering moved about on stage like all of us imagined toffs at parties behaved. Then, from stage right, the Yellow King entered. Charlie must have decided to save the crown for the last scene, but having the people move out of his way, so he never had to go around anyone, was a nice touch.

	He paused, head turning slowly, to regard Sienna where she stood, just forward of centre stage. With deliberate steps, somehow laden with menace, he moved closer to her. A hush fell over the audience. In a clever ad-lib, with the gentlest of movements, he took her chin lightly between thumb and forefinger.

	Sienna played along with it, and reacted as if a steel trap had slammed shut upon her jaw. As she thrashed wildly, a shriek of strangled agony tore from her lips. A few screams from the audience echoed hers. As her hand came up, he caught it in his offhand, palming her fingers and languidly driving the hand down. Then his head shook, as if in disappointment, and, with the release of his touch, she fell like a discarded cloak to lie motionless upon the stage. 

	He moved off, actors still casually moving from his path rather than he having to avoid them. As he exited stage left, the cast seemed to suddenly become aware that Sienna had not stirred from her repose, and rushed to her side. I saw Bethany - a dollymop who could really act - touch Sienna and pull her fingers back as if burned.

	She looked out into the audience: “Oh, Gawd. Is there a doctor in the house?”

	Then I saw the Yellow King enter again from stage right, this time wearing a tall crown, only to falter and stop at the sight of Sienna’s prone form. Dread pushed me from my post by the doors, and I rushed to the stage, leaping up to skid to a stop at Sienna’s side.

	I heard Charlie’s cry: “Is she alright?”

	Sienna was about as far from alright as you could get, in my experience. She was stone dead and already cold.

	I pointed toward stage left: “Get the coppers! Stop the murderer in the yellow robes!”

	From that point, things dissolved into chaos.

	 

	It was just after dawn the following day when the last policeman let himself out into the yellow-grey murk of a London Particular. We sat about the stage, Dicky and I, Charlie and Beck. A bottle of gin had come and gone, and Charlie had cried himself out. Distantly, I could hear Bethany sobbing, down in the ladies’ changing-room. 

	No-one knew what had killed Sienna, but I had spotted pretty quick that the ring was missing. A quick search turned up the box, but the fancy piece was gone with the killer, and the killer had gone from stage left to clean getaway with an ease that raised my hackles.

	 

	Monsieur Defrou had disappeared that night as well, but before rumour and suspicion could ruin his family, his body was fished out of the Thames. Dead before he went in, and not a mark on him. The toffs who attended the play closed ranks, and I got nothing but a solid beating when I went asking direct questions.

	 

	Charlie never wrote again. Eventually, he went back to Bristol. I went back to vamping, taking Dicky with me. Beck came along for a while but his heart wasn’t in it. After he stopped a bullet in the leg one night, he quit London as soon as he could walk without bleeding.

	 

	When I got the news that Charlie had tucked himself under the lavender by jumping off Clifton Suspension Bridge, it was the last straw. I took ship for America within a month. No-one could point out to me the silver lining hidden behind the events at the end of The Black Manor, because there wasn’t one. America seemed like a place where a man could lose himself, and try to lose some memories in so doing.

	*****

	 

	Express

	 

	I hate them all. The men with their expensive suits and loud voices, the women with their incessant gossip and girly squeals. The latest fashions, the next car, new knick-knacks, then the problems at work and the incredulous tones used as the obvious solutions are stated for all to agree with.

	They’re hot and sweaty and their deodorant gave up on the tube to London Bridge. They smell of after-work drinks ‘with the team’, and the reek of their fast food makes me want to vomit. The containers perch on top of the latest business periodicals – always the ones that the general public can’t get.

	Then they settle and laptops open, tablets slide out and coffee cups are moved like chess pieces, as the tables fill with the paraphernalia that clutters mundane lives. The chatter becomes sporadic, but then I can hear the infants complaining to parents too stupid to avoid a commuter train for the return from their puerile day trip.

	 

	I used to be like them, but I have escaped. I found my calling in the hand of a tramp sleeping in the shadows of Southwark Cathedral. Like all of my ‘colleagues’, I didn’t pay any attention to the dossers that littered the ways to and from work. But this one wore the shabby remains of a quality suit. I had stopped, Blackberry ready for an emergency call, to see if he’d mugged someone I knew. Then, to my horror, I recognised him. It was Michael Stanley, a fallen star who had been escorted from the premises a week ago last Tuesday. Rumours had flown fast and inaccurate: I’d only reported him for littering the copying room on every evening of the previous week. There was no way in United Kingdom employee law that photocopying stuff after hours could get someone the gross-misconduct march.

	A twinge of leftover guilt had made me crouch down and prod his shoulder. He started awake with a shrill cry that made my blood run cold. As he straightened and blinked at me, I saw that he had been draped across a battered briefcase.

	“Toby?” He was squinting like an old man.

	I smiled: “Hello Mike. Want to get a decent meal?” It was the least I could do – and the quickest way to get away from him.

	He shook his head: “Can’t. No time. All time. Nothing left.” He fumbled with the catches on the briefcase. Plunging his hand inside, he came out with a crumpled pamphlet: “Read this. Explanation. Get what you need.”

	At that, he pushed himself up, with surprising vigour, and all but ran into the dusk. I checked the time and sprinted for the train, pamphlet in one hand, season ticket in the other.

	Collapsed on the train, I felt a wash of disproportionate relief. To be stuck in the city for one minute longer than necessary – especially on a deserted platform – was torture. It usually ended in being sentenced to travel to Brighton; standing in cattle-class with crazies and drunks from Bedford.

	I lifted my hand and looked at the bundle of paper wadded up in it. By chance, I had settled at a table claimed by three hardcore real-book readers. Silence spread from them in ruffled waves toward the garrulous, or those with loud headphones. Tonight seemed to be one of those rare occasions when it actually worked.

	Flattening the creased pages on the table, I unravelled the crumpled mass to reveal an A6-sized chapbook, sporting a twin-stapled spine and neatly trimmed corners. The texture of the paper was familiar to my touch. So this was what he’d been making in the copying room. 

	The cover was blank, but on the inside of it was printed what I took to be the title:

	 

	The Book of

	Night’s Dreaming

	 

	Checking inside the equally blank back cover, I found a strange passage, similar to what would appear upon a book jacket:

	 

	Should the river slow

	or divagation beset,

	be reassured.

	Whether churls decry

	or gods forfend,

	pay no heed.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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