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A version of “Paper Masks” appeared in A Terrible Thing, Carrion Blue/Atlantean Press, November 2016

A version of “Yellow-Labeled VHS Tape” appeared in Weirdbook Annual 2: Cthulhu, Wildside Press, February, 2019

A version of “Yellowvator” appeared in Deep-Friend Horror ezine, Deadman’s Tome, May 2019

A version of “Grand Staircase to the Yellow Court” appeared in Secret Stairs, Silver Empire Press, February, 2018

All other material is original to this volume.
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Introduction: Summons from the Court of House Aldonces
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Have you seen the Yellow Sign...?

I have no idea where or how I first heard of Robert W. Chambers’s The King in Yellow, a loose congerie of eerie short stories where the reader never quite feels certain if the things and events which the protagonists describe actually happened to said protagonists, or whether the protagonists have only hallucinated them, after reading an obscure play, allegedly suppressed by government and religious officials, a play that serves as a summoning ritual to open a doorway to an eldritch entity known as the King in Yellow, sometimes identified with the name Hastur. The Chambers stories as well as the fiction which apparently inspired it (two stories by Ambrose Bierce, Edgar A. Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death”) later influenced H.P. Lovecraft, that introverted master of weird and eldritch fiction. 

I hadn’t read any of the King in Yellow stories before the weird summer of 2014, when a dispute between labor and upper management leading to (thankfully short-lived) lay-offs at my day job had me burrowing through my To Be Read Pile, which in turn lead to me picking up The Complete Fiction of HPL. But for the life of me, I couldn’t tell you where I had first heard that eerie name. Once I started delving deeper into all things eldritch, I discovered Chambers’s work, where that weird name, the King in Yellow, came up. I knew I’d heard this name somewhere, but I couldn’t place where. This eventually lead me to the gritty, noirish tales of Joe S Pulver and the first season of HBO’s True Detective. All this spiraled its way into my psyche, and I found myself, later in the summer of 2015, jotting down ideas for weird tales of my own describing modern day brushes with House Aldonces, of the rise of Carcosa, crumbling kingdoms on the shore of Lake Hali, intimations of dread Hastur lowering over a blasted landscape beneath twin moons and black stars. Several still exist incomplete, but I finished writing “Paper Masks”, which I later submitted to an open call from D.J. Tyrer for Atlantea Publishing/Carrion Blue’s A Terrible Thing.

Three more soon followed, which I have collected into this slim volume (or modest file on your e-reader of choice):

“Yellow Labeled VHS Tape” came to me at an indoor flea market, as I perused a stall of pre-recorded and home-recorded VHS tapes. I amused myself darkly by wondering if a modern day version  of a KiY tale would involve an eldritch VHS tape or DVD, much like the one in the Japanese horror film Ringu (of which I’d seen the American counterpart). The main character appeared in my imagination full-formed as a composite of aspects from several co-workers (I do in fact moonlight at a local Market Basket), and while writing this, I imagined what could happen if a frustrated young man working retail and trying to find work in a field he’d trained for suffered the full effects of exposure to The Play in any form. The climax of the story came to me during an especially frustrating day at work, when I couldn’t help imagining what might happen if a clerk decided to go ape. Part of me worries at how easily this story flowed out of my head and onto the page...

“Yellowvator” unfolded from my thoughts whole cloth, as a Carcosa story, during NecronomiCon 2017 (Providence, RI’s every-other-year Lovecraft/Weird Fiction convention, if you’ve yet to attend), when I wound up using the hotel elevators a lot, bringing boxes of books down to the dealer room. I had recently watched some Youtube ritual creepy-pasta videos about the infamous Elevator Game or Elevator Ritual, something I wouldn’t even think of trying, especially at a Weird Fiction convention. But I could see someone trying this, hopefully without the results described in this story.

“Grand Staircase to the Yellow Court” grew from an idea lurking in my head for quite some time. I’d wanted to write about a disastrous home theatrical version of The Play, and at the same time, the Internet legend of the Staircase in the Forest had come to haunt me. I got the chance to write a story that put the two elements together when I found a call for stories involving the legendary Staircase. The intrepid Carton Tillinghast, my Carl Kolchak-esque news photographer of the weird who appeared in “The Witch Who Blew In On The Storm”, charmed his way into it, capturing glimpses of what had been and what might lurk nearby. The staircase in the story, much like the Staircase of legend, borrowed a good number of details from Madame Sherri’s Castle in West Chesterfield, New Hampshire, though I changed the location to a forest two towns away from my home town.

The Yellow King has not finished with me. In due time, I hope to release a companion piece to this collection, a novella which combines the King in Yellow with, of all things, the kind of shop girl romances that Chambers went on to write, leaving weird fiction behind (considering Chambers’s cred as a weird fiction author in his day, imagine Stephen King deciding one day to write for Harlequin/Silhouette Romance exclusively). The tale of how that inspiration came to me will have to wait for the introduction to that particular volume. But for now, lock your windows and bolt your doors, and keep an ear open for mad voices on the wind, because His Tattered Majesty awaits a grim audience with you...
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R.C. Mulhare

East Manuxet, Massachusetts
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Paper Masks
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(Carcosa Remix)

––––––––
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"Every time I look at this paperwork, I feel like the very words are looking deep into me, scrutinizing me and judging me and finding me lacking," the young client said, watery gray eyes averted from her and from the paperwork that lay on the desktop. To look at her, sitting across the corner of the desk, would mean looking at the papers, fanned out atop the yellow manila envelope.

"I can see that it's hard for you, but it has to be done. You need to fill out these forms to state your case and explain your situation if we‘re to give you the assistance you need," Cass Archer, the young man's case worker, said, leaning across the corner of the desk, careful not to lean too close, lest he felt crowded.

"I know that in my head, but in my heart..." he paused, rubbing at his stubbled cheek with a still-childlike hand, clearly collecting the thoughts spiraling in his head. "It's like I’m wearing a mask, a mask with a normal face turned outwards for everyone can see and they're fine with it. They suspect nothing, they can't see what I look like and it's just as well that they don't, because if they did, they would see how disordered and damaged I really am. And so... the mask has become my real face.

"But when I apply myself to this paperwork, the mask comes off – tears off, rather – and then everyone, including me, can see my face, how horrible it looks and is,” he concluded, his gaze going to the shelves of books against a wall behind her, as if seeking solace in the titles. At least he looked in her direction, if not at her.

"And taking off the mask feels scary and reveals too much," she said, trying to speak his language.

He looked at her that time, nodding slowly, his eyes trying to look hard and confident, for having made that admission, and failing at that expression. He widened his eyes with renewed wariness, rather than narrowing them.

"You know you don't have to fill out all of it at once. Try doing a page or two or a few each day till you've finished it," she said. "You still have time to finish it."

"I'd rather be done with it. I'd rather finish it quickly and be rid of it, be rid of the pain, so I can put my mask back on and leave it on," he said, looking away,  He slid the pages back into their yellow envelope before shuffling it into the rucksack he carried.

"Whatever you think will work for you," Cass said, trying to sound soothing, but somehow the words sounded tired and hard even in her own mind. He must have sensed it as well: his shoulders rose toward his ears, as he stood up from his chair to leave. He muttered some standard response about returning as he prepared to scuttle out of the cubicle farm that comprised much of the office space. She rose with him. “I can walk you out, if you like.”
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