
  
  
      
        
          Tales From The Rook: Just As You Like It, Or, If You Really Must (A Comedie)

          
		      
          MICHAEL WHITE

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Michael White 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.K. copyright law. 
No A.I. was used in the writing of this book, nor were any bears harmed in its creation.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.







  
  

“All the world’s a stage—

And an under-rehearsed one at that—

Where men and women strut and fret,

Forgetting lines and stepping on the scenery.

They enter, they exit, they trip on the curtain,

And each, in his time, plays many parts—

Rarely by choice, often by mistake,

And always with the vague sense

That someone else has the better lines.”




Just As You Like It (Act 2, Scene 7)
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  Matters Pertaining to The City of The Rook

The city of The Rook is a glorious misstep in architectural history—a London that overshot the mark. With Elizabethan arches elbowing Georgian façades and Victorian rooftops flirting with steampunk plumbing and ambient sorcery, it teems with whispers and wonder. Home to oddities both human and hypothetical (goblins are never ruled out), the city beckons the curious to poke about its secrets. 
Originally visited in three books, in Book One – The Hydromancer’s Stone, an ancient statue was unearthed beneath the city—though “unearthed” is a generous word for something that tried to summon a demon. To stop the aforementioned fiend from breaking out of stone-and-mortar prison, the four sigils of the city’s peculiar brand of mafic were required. Cue a series of close shaves involving untidy assassins, sulking mages, and goblins with murky loyalties. The stone was secured. Three more remained.
In Book Two, the Circumancers’ head honcho nabbed two more stones, with one fatal scuffle on the Skyhook Balloon Docks for good measure. The Terramancers’ leader—perhaps out of guilt, perhaps out of boredom—handed his stone over willingly. But when all three were finally used to silence the statue, it turned out the third was a ringer.
In the final volume, the last stone had to be wrested from the cold, possessive hands of those who intend chaos. But time was against our heroes, for the demon, long slighted and hell-bent on revenge was railing at the bars of its cage - and so the masquerade began.
Now the tales continues, with the adventures of one William Makepeace, the Bard of Blackheap Street, and as the story begins, Bill's latest theatre seems to be in trouble of the "burning to the ground" kind.






  
  Dramatis Personae – in order of Fee Appearance


Sidney "Serious" Phillips ~ Accountant and actor (though not at the same time usually)
William Makepeace ~ (The Bard of Blackheap Street) – playright 
Huxley ~ Actor, handyman and member of The Chancellor's Men. Good with a brush. Even better with corn that pops.
Captain Virgil Steel ~ Captain of the City Guard
Richard (Dicky) Bubbles ~ Actor and member of The Chancellor's Men
John Hedgerow ~ Actor and member of The Chancellor's Men
Henry Condor ~ Actor and member of The Chancellor's Men
William Camp ~ Actor and member of The Chancellor's Men (Alleged Jester)
Diggit Brains ~ Engineer and Tinkerer.
Clarence, Humphrey and Nell ~ Ghosthunters!
John Humble ~ Stage Door Manager of The Wish Playhouse 
Lord Abercrombie ~ Gentleman of the city, art patron and bankruptee
Obadiah Dregmoor ~ Seafood entrepreneur and general all-round bad guy
Bob Leggup ~ Professional Jester. A bit odd. Expert on itching powder and fart cushions
Kate ~ an octopus
Ben Nudger ~ Playwright, drama critic, asshole
Albertus Cod ~ Lighthouse Keeper
Neep ~ Assistant Lighthouse Keeper
Scooter and Cogbolt ~ Circumancers from the town of Cirrus in Skyhook
Jon Edwards ~ Stage Door Man

No bears.
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“Is now the two hours' traffic of our stage;

The which, if you with patient ears attend,

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.”



The Court of Fools sits between Amblefield and the School of Hydromancy to the west, and the winding road that climbs to Skyhook to the east. Beyond it to the north lie only farms and open fields. But this gathering of theatres that makes up The Court of Fools faces south, toward the city of The Rook, and with good reason. The district is known for its many inns, which makes it particularly popular with university students who live in halls nearby to find the convenient walking distance to the nearest inn an extremely good reason to suddenly develop an interest in drama. 
As it is also north of Rooksway and Smokestack, it is highly accessible from both of those areas of the city too, and though The Shambles are further south than that, the theatres always frequently enjoy the patronage of - if that can be considered to be the right word - all of the common folk that live in that part of The Rook.
There are currently five theatres in The Court of Fools, each with its own merits and annoyances. Each is unique to some degree in that it is run—and sometimes owned by—a unique set of players, each comprising a certain number of actors, stagehands and tradesmen.
The actors themselves are a highly revered group whose loyalty is usually as large as the purse offered to them for them to perform, and so an awful lot of gossip revolves around these characters and the troupe that they are currently performing for. It has been rumoured that the editor of the local newspaper, The Rook Recorder, being one Quentin Blake, was seriously thinking of starting a “Theatre Gossip” column if he had space for it. Local bakery and knitting columns had kept it out of the newspaper so far, but as they say in newspaper speak, “tomorrow is another day”. 
So to the five theatres, then. They are arranged haphazardly around the area of The Court of Fools in a rough star shape—or a star shape if an extremely overweight person has sat on it for a week or so. The furthest north, and therefore the top left spike in our crushed star, is the Redmonk Theatre. This is the home of the acting troupe known as “Palsgrove’s Men”, or colloquially, “The Pals”. It is a medium-sized theatre, popular with the locals, and usually entertains modest audiences. To the east of the Redmonk is a similar-sized building, which bears a large sign that reads “White Cow Theatre”, which is the home of “Butch Anne’s Men”. Butch Anne herself is the formidable owner of the theatre itself, which is an unusual situation, as most of the other theatres are owned by the nobles of the city, who are often eager to sink some of their hard-earned cash into artistic endeavours such as the plays “Doctor Foster”, “Tambourine”, and “Drunken weekend in Paris”. 
Butch Anne was very much the opposite of the nobility and was loath to let you forget it if you ever came across her prowling her theatre in search of someone - anyone, really, to berate about women not being allowed to act. 
To the south of that is The Wish Playhouse. The troupe here is known as “The Right Charlie’s” for no other reason than they tend to perform primarily comedies. The Wish is a very popular theatre as it has a very aggressive ticket policy and a very lackadaisical approach to Cockle-sellers. It is one of the oldest theatres in The Court of Fools, and to be frank, it looks like it, too.
To the west of The Wish is The Cashcow Inn. Its name accurately suggests that it used to be no more than an inn for travellers and the like, but now it also has theatrical pretensions, though its stage and audience numbers are both extremely small. The troupe in residence here are “The Cheese Men”, and nothing riles them more than the appearance of a patron brandishing an onion at one of their performances, a state of affairs that has existed since the infamous “Field of Onions” incident a few years back.
This leads us to the last but largest theatre. This is appropriately named, The Theatre theatre, and the troupe of actors who are in residence here are known as “The Lord Chancellor’s Men”. They are the most prestigious, revered and popular acting troupe of them all, headed by the esteemed bard himself, William Makepeace.
The Theatre theatre is unusual in several aspects. First, and probably the most important, is its size. It can hold approximately one thousand people and is the newest place of entertainment. The theatre has three separate audience spaces, and therefore, tickets are priced separately for each area. The first is for the common folk, or as they are known in the theatre world, the groundlings. There are no seats here, and it is (quite literally) every man for himself. The next area is designated for the galleries with hard benches and an elevated view. This area is best suited to those with a little extra cash in their pockets or those who are fed up with being bothered by cockle salesmen.
The last area is known as the Lord’s Rooms, which are the most prestigious area of the theatre. They have specially cushioned seating and wide balconies that look down onto the stage below. This is the most expensive area of The Theatre theatre, and it shows. It smells of polish and cut flowers. The groundlings area just smells, and the galleries suffer primarily because of their proximity to the groundlings. 
The other unusual aspect of The Theatre theatre is that the actor's troupe owns it—that is, the Lord Chancellor’s Men themselves. Each of the actors has a share in the theatre, so it is owned by all of them, which is quite a forward-thinking idea if you stop to consider it, though their ownership is only actually when the stipend, or building cost, is paid off by (usually) a noble patron.
It is also, right at this very moment in time, very unfortunate, for if you look across The Court of Fools, you will not be able to escape the column of smoke rising from the centre of it. Judging by the pile of smoking wood, the Theatre theatre appears to have been burnt to the ground. 
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“We will begin these rites,

As we do trust they’ll end, in true delights…”



“Burnt to the ground, has that,” said Serious Phillips, staring at the smoking remains of what, but a day before, had been a large theatre.
“Really?” said Bill Makepeace sarcastically, kicking up a pile of ash and soot smouldering underfoot. “I thought perhaps it was just a small blaze, and we’d all be back on stage for the evening performance.”
“Oh no,” said Phillips, a man who was more used to totting up columns and rows of figures and whose imagination was barely functioning. His resistance to sarcasm was also legendary.
“Can’t be back on stage, Master Makepeace, I can assure you that, basing it upon the complete lack of stage, you see.” He pointed to the debris laid out before him. Thin wisps of smoke rose eerily into the morning air. “Or lack of theatre at all, come to think of it,” he concluded.
A small man was hopping from foot to foot beside them. Makepeace had employed him a few months ago to look after the various livestock about the theatre, though that was usually confined to a few chickens and, from time to time, an occasional bear.
“Yes, Hokum?” Makepeace asked the man, barely keeping the irritation from his voice. It was turning out to be an extremely tiring day.
“Begging your pardon, Mr Makepeace, sir, but we’re plum out of chickens now, and that’s a fact. Means
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