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OSCAR sat on a bench and tore holes in a copy of the Daily Spoon, which he peered through as a means of looking without anyone realising that he was. It took several attempts, however, as he had trouble lining them up properly. After making a general mess of it, he peered through his efforts at the apartment building. Its entrance was hidden by green plants in white pots above steps with black railings, and its muted grandeur blended nicely with the row it was part of. Although the building was white, early afternoon gave everything a yellow hue of warmth. Behind it, towering edifices glinted in sunlight and bathed everything below in a diffuse whitewash of pearl glow rather than slathered shadow, though residual smoke haze certainly contributed to the overall effect. Everything was pleasant and warm, and aside from a duck’s occasional quack, presumably regarding curried water, it was quiet. There was no rumble of traffic or hooting horns, nor cries of indignant pedestrians and impatient drivers. Indeed, when he closed his eyes and listened, it could have been the countryside. When a flittering arose above, he looked up to see a flock of birds rise through spires. Higher still, balloons meandered in gentle conveyance like dark bubbles of soap. Such stillness was odd for a metropolis, though not disconcerting. He was accustomed to noise; Asquith is notorious for having some of the most irritable inhabitants of any city, a reputation generally attributed to its harsh weather, dark stonework and strict parking restrictions, and his momentary contentment in a place that looked and sounded nothing like home, especially when so homesick, was most peculiar.

It may have been the unique anonymity in populace that the city afforded: an opportunity to be part of something without actually having to be. He was hardly anonymous here, however, and certainly better known than in Asquith or any other part of the world that he had become embroiled in, with the added irony that this was one place that he was actively not involved in saving: being more famous when not a Velvet Paw said much about the wisdom of his resignation. It would not be long, however, before he became even better known for brilliant avant-garde imagist poetry, the extent of which was unknown even to the D’dôdô-Sette.

While vaguely wondering what effect dilute curry had on duck buoyancy, he was interrupted by a passing animal.

“Are you Mister Dooven?”

He looked up to see a little dog with messy fur wearing a revolting coloured jumper and carrying a fork. 

“I’m sorry?”

“Are you Oscar Teabag-Dooven?”

Oscar raised his newspaper, which had sagged significantly during his rumination, not wanting attention drawn when essentially on a stakeout.

“No,” he said, “so please leave me alone while I read my newspaper.”

“It’s got holes in it.”

“What?”

“Your newspaper has holes in it. Look.” He poked his fork through one of them.

“It’s for ventilation,” said Oscar, irritated.

“Who for? You or the newspaper?”

“None of your business.”

“I think it might be, considering you’re here to meet us.”

“Us?”

“Yes.” He indicated the apartment building. “We’ve been watching you watch the ducks for some time.”

“Why?”

“Because we were so excited when Miss Bearthz told us you were coming to visit.”

Oscar stared, wondering how they could possibly know more than he. “Bearthz?”

“Miss Bearzthy-Bells, yes. She met you in a restaurant recently that you insisted be set on fire. I’m assuming that’s quite naughty?”

“You’ve been watching me?”

“That’s right.”

The nods that followed made Oscar want to damage the neck they arose from. He glanced at the building’s upper windows and was disappointed to see animals waving frantically from it.

“How did you know it was me?” he said, annoyed at having not managed to execute a basic Velvet Paw stakeout that essentially involved sitting down.

“Because we could see you.”

“But I was hiding behind my newspaper.”

“Yes, but it has holes in it. See?” He indicated them again.

“But how could you possibly see me from up there through these?” He indicated the holes also.

“Because we watched you cut them out first.” A moment of enlightenment arrived. “Is cutting holes in newspaper an example of being naughty?”

“What?”

“Cutting holes in newspaper: is that being naughty?”

Oscar shook his head slowly.

The animal’s disappointment was short-lived. “Do you like my jumper?”

“No,” said Oscar.

“I’m wearing it backwards.”

“I don’t care.”

His eagerness remained. “I was hoping that wearing it backwards is an example of naughtiness, you see. We’ve been trying so hard and have been experimenting for ages.”

Any initial intrigue at attending the invitation waned in the light of such sad desperation.

“We’ve got a laboratory and everything.”

Oscar lowered his newspaper. “You’ve got a laboratory?”

More nods. “That’s right.” He glanced around to make sure no one would overhear. “We conduct experiments in it, you see: naughty ones. But we’ve reached a dead end!”

“Good.”

“So we’re really looking forward to your advice.” He waited expectantly. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“What’s your advice?”

“How about go away.” He folded the newspaper. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. I was sitting here looking at ducks when you arrived and poked things through my newspaper.”

“It’s a fork.”

“Why are you even here?” said Oscar. “I mean, I’m not supposed to be meeting her until midday and it’s only a quarter past two.”

The little dog waved it in case Oscar had never seen one before. “A fork, see? Look, I’m waving a fork!” He pranced around the bench. “And my jumper’s on backwards!” There were some mildly hysterical yelps. “I’m being naughty, you see! So very, very naughty!”

“You’re not being naughty at all.”

The prancing stopped, and the fork, having been held aloft, withered. “I’m not?”

“No,” said Oscar. “You’re being an idiot.”

An explosion of enthusiasm. “An idiot? Goodness, that does sound impressive!”

“It’s really not.”

“An idiot, indeed! Wait until I tell the others! They’ll be so excited.”

“They really won’t.”

Having deliberated the wealth of corollaries that being an idiot would surely afford, the little dog spun back to him. “Will you teach them to be idiots as well?”

“I suspect that won’t be necessary.”

“Oh, please? Would you teach Miss Bearthz how to be one?”

The hope in the animal’s eyes made Oscar want to remove both with the fork.
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The Velvet Paw of Asquith Novels are available as award-winning audiobooks, with lush orchestrations and immersive cinematics. Find them at all good online retailers, and some less reputable ones.
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For my precious daughter Susie, who takes the stage here as the formidable Miss Bearthzy-Bells.

I love you so much, my dark sunshine, and will one day hug you again.
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“Through tempest we become.”

—The Boevis of Bisarah.

 

“Our thoughts become stars in the skies of other worlds.”

—Panoli Ruben.

 

 

OSCAR leant against palace balustrade and looked across the bay as evening fell and day died a beautiful golden death.

He had seen many beautiful things here.

Towering edifices along coast of thundering sea and thick forests above high cliffs. Dark cloud upon luminous horizon. Terracotta skies, turquoise waters and mountains of mauve. Below, Bisarah rose from rocky shoreline, its facades gleaming in failing sun. Sea burst in silent plumes around rocks in its bay, and thudded softly against cliff where palace gardens fell into ocean and sky. In the distance, mountains rose like sentinels, their peaks dissolved into soft pastels. Despite a threat of brewing storm, sky remained a warm hue that hung above bronzed waters. If imagist verse arose anywhere, it was here.

“Oscar?”

He turned to see Tabby step onto the balcony. 

“Are you ready now?”

He looked back at the view, wanting to watch sun disappear behind an island in the bay. “Not really,” he said. “You can continue without me.”

She wavered, before arriving beside him to look also. “You’ve been out here too long. They’re starting to wonder why.”

“So am I.”

Afternoon light made her fur golden. “They’ve seen and heard enough,” she said. “As have we. It’s time to sort this out. Mironaelk has nearly finished.”

“I don’t think Mironaelk ever finishes.”

“Come on, Oscar. It’s time.” Her voice was gentle like the breeze. “There are buns, you know. With icing. Jeffemeries’ even made you a hot fin to have with them.”

Oscar said nothing, suspecting it would probably blow his head off.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, “but he assures me that its lumps aren’t remotely explosive. He threw one at a wall to prove it.”

It had been three days since the palace was de-cornered by a massive fire-breathing beast, and the amount of confusion that had erupted in its wake was almost on par with his own. Bisarah’s bewildered populace had come to the consensus that what had fallen from the sky was, in fact, an enormous prototype balloon, thanks to the front page of The Daily Spoon, which described it as 'very badly flown by someone who ought to know better.' When, in the newspaper’s Letters to the Editor, someone had asked how a prototype balloon could possibly be flown by someone who did not know better, the newspaper pointed out that this was the very reason it was news-worthy, alongside the fact that its landing had decimated a royal pavilion and ruined a remarkable quantity of laundry.

Following its unconventional landing, residents of Bisarah who were not on fire tried coming to terms with the trauma by making curries, which they slopped into a modest lake in the palace grounds that turned it into a huge vat of communal soup. Spoons had been distributed by palace guards that had not been singed by bits of falling palace, and a great night was had by all—until someone pointed out that despite their therapeutic watery gruel, it did not alter the fact that the thing still lay smouldering amidst what was left of the west wing. Concerned for residents’ sanity, Jeffemeries, in a brilliant piece of public dissertation, convinced a Daily Spoon reporter that not only had it been a prototype balloon, but an amphibious one, which resulted in a concerted effort of nearly three hundred animals to prise the thing off what little remained of third-storey flooring, and roll it down the hill, off a cliff and into the sea, where an entourage of boats towed it out into the middle of the bay.

Oscar watched sun descend over it.

Despite knowing a poet had been knitted into the thing, his prior resolve for retaliation had waned after realising that the palatial entourage currently waiting expected him to prevent more of this sort of thing from happening. Considering what he had endured over previous books, he was beginning to suspect that trouble was stalking him. To avoid further involvement, he had suggested that the palace consider instigating an official ’prototype-balloon-flying safety program’, which could, ironically, be celebrated with lots of little ones. Despite this being met with enthusiasm from officials, it had been immediately quelled by Mironaelk, along with a stern look of disapproval. Not that it mattered, as cultivating such enthusiasm countered Mironaelk and Tabby’s insistence that he be more involved. Indeed, a standing ovation from palatial entourage was far more influential than a glare from Mironaelk or a punch in the face from Tabby.

Nevertheless, he was increasingly despondent about the whole affair. And although he had not confessed his growing reservations to Tabby, he knew that brooding from balconies would go some way to imply it.

Fed up with heroics, he was determined to establish a small theatre group and perform some imagist poetry before the world ended.

Unfortunately, everyone else mistook this brooding for strategising.

No one imagined it might be surrender.

He looked at Tabby, who watched sun sink over a massive beast carcass in the bay.

Having punched out the Ardath-Irr, she understood what they were up against, and he no longer shared her determination to fight it.

The Ar’dath-Irr could not be fought.

Even Mironaelk, despite knowing what the Ar’dath-Irr had once been, had no idea what he had become.

“Are you ready now?” said Tabby.

“No.”

He would not tell her yet. He might not tell her at all. He would go along with things and continue offering advice to the Echelon, but it would not be advice that Tabby, Jeffemeries or Mironaelk expected. That did not matter, however, as this whole situation was unprecedented, and the great thing about unprecedented things is their tendency to be surprising.

“You can’t stay out here forever,” she said. It was a difficult balance between impatience and sympathy.

“I can. The view is spectacular.”

“It won’t stay spectacular if we delay much longer. It will all end very badly, to say the least.”

“Rather like the last book then.”

“Something like that, yes.” Breeze rose in agreement.

“I did mention hot fin,” she said.

“And Jeffemeries. And both in the same sentence. That’s not exactly encouraging.”

“Yes, but the wall he threw it at is still intact.”

“Its lumps are probably on a delayed timer.”

“A bit like you then.”

“A bit like me, yes.” He sighed and turned from the view. The palace’s sandstone had become luminescent gold. “All right. We might as well get this over with.”

Despite her impatience, she did not move. “I do understand, you know,” she said, still watching the sea. “Your reluctance to be in this situation, I mean. Your frustration at being here at all.” She gestured at the view. “I understand the irony of this place: it’s beautiful but also utterly unfamiliar and completely ludicrous. And not just this place, but everyone in it. All those ridiculous animals down there, and those even more ridiculous ones waiting inside.” She turned to him. “And I also remember what you said in the hotel room. In Liebe, To your Loud Puff—”

“Purr.”

“Whatever. I haven’t forgotten. I’m not completely blindsided by all the madness and violence we’ve endured. I still remember what you said to Bingle-thingy—”

“Binklemitre.”

“Yes. That your survival had been chance and luck—and that your luck had run out. But that was two books ago, Oscar. Two.” 

It seemed far more.

“And yet you’re still here—we’re both still here—despite having endured so much. I mean, you wouldn’t fluffing read about it.” She moved closer. “And I also remember something else.” 

Uninterested, he folded paws.

She unfolded them and squeezed both. “You described yourself as a farce. A fraud. That you were neither Velvet Paw nor poet. And you insisted that wasn’t being defeatist but realist. Well, I happen to think that in the light of everything we’ve been through, we can ignore anything that includes the word real—”

“Tabby, all you’re doing is emphasising that as luck goes, we’re now officially bankrupt.”

Conviction rose to the fore. “This has nothing to do with luck, Oscar. None of it. I wasn’t lucky to meet you, nor to arrive here and stay this time. It happened for a reason: one I’ve been searching for my entire life. I won’t let it go. I can’t. My purpose to help these animals. To protect them. To teach them. To be useful.”

It was nothing he did not already know, and it would not help him escape being part of it. “Shall we get on with this?”

She squeezed harder. “I’m not a fool. Nor am I delusional. At least, not in this place. Mironaelk has given me the sort of perspective that horizons were fluffing-well invented for.”

Indignation grew. “That phrase belongs in the narrative, Tabby, not dialogue.”

Another squeeze. “Look, this isn’t going to be easy for any of us, I know that. I mean, there still another book after this one. The thing is that we have no choice but to be involved. Those living here have no choice. They need our help. It’s down to us. And Mironaelk. And Jeffemeries and Letherin, and the Boevis: all of us. The Echelon has gathered for a reason, Oscar: to stand together so we don’t fall apart.”

When she squeezed harder, he looked away, annoyed she overlooked his acrobatics beneath Kilerete’s gondola as a heroic fluffy pendulum.

“I need you to stand with me, Oscar.”

He did not say anything, knowing she needed no such bolstering. If anything, she would prop him up. “I’m not a wonky table leg, you know.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean that I don’t need stabilising. I’m not going to fall over. I can stand by myself.”

She released him. “I didn’t mean—”

“Look, I’m thrilled that you’ve finally found purpose, Tabby. Really, I am. After your social pariahism, I can understand your determination not to let this go. And I would imagine that getting torn to pieces by insanely violent creatures with breath like the aftermath of Jeffemeries’ culinary experiments borders on something you’d like to scribble on the back of a postcard and send to your parole officer. However, regardless of how much you preach, I don’t share your enthusiasm and I never will.”

She tried again. “Oscar, you’re braver than anyone I’ve ever met.”

He marched into the palace with a scoff. “You have no idea.”

She hurried after him. “I do, actually. I was there, remember? I’ve seen you. I’ve been with you. I know you!”

He stopped and turned to glare. “Know me?” He scoffed again. “We only met a week ago!”

She frowned. “Why are you being so horrid?”

Her fur was a halo highlighted by descending sun. Everything was gold and vine and old stone. He had no right to be horrid. It might have been a week, but they had been through more together than most animals battle in a lifetime. Perhaps he was envious of her purpose and courage. He, however, was frightened. Being dragged into the serrated pages that followed meant he would not be able to form a theatre group and experience what it was really like to be a celebrated poet.

He took a deep breath and looked past her at a shining bronzed sea, preferring one night as a famous poet than a lifetime as a Velvet Paw, not least because the life expectancy was longer.

Regardless of how inadequate his imagist poetry might be, here, in a world where everyone loved everyone else, his efforts would be revered.

He could not refuse such opportunity.

It was a risk he would never dare take back home.

Here, he could be a bard even greater than the D’dôdô-Sette.

This was not his fight. Having done enough fighting, he would pretend involvement in whatever she and Mironaelk might insist upon but would not become embroiled again.

This tetralogy’s cast had become large enough to fight on its own.

He looked at Tabby. Her eyes were wide and beautiful, and fur shone as though Jeffemeries had tried cooking her.

He put a paw on her shoulder. He would not lie, but instead would simply not tell the truth. If this world was full of animals who had no secrets, then his would be safe.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just—I don’t know—”

“Homesick?”

He smiled. “Homesick, yes. That’s it. I suppose I just need to know that we’ll get back again. One day. Without dying first.”

Hopeful again, she moved closer. “Of course we will, Oscar. You’ll see the Loud Puff again—”

“Purr.”

“—and Binkle-thingy.”

“Binklemitre.”

“Him too. And you’ll see your cataclysm again also—”

“I’m sorry, my what?”

“Cataclysm?”

He frowned. “What the fluff does that mean?”

“Where you work. The Velvet Paw place.”

“The Catacombs?”

“That’s the one.”

“How could it possibly be called cataclysm?”

“I did think it odd.”

“It’s not odd, it’s ridiculous.”

She shrugged. “Well, I thought it might be called that for secretive purposes. You know, as a ruse.”

“A ruse.” It was not a question.

“Yes, a sort of tactical disguise.”

With a scoff, he continued indoors. “Please tell me that you haven’t been put in charge of anything important.”

They left the rose glow of evening and balcony for the palace’s hallways of green and gold leaf. He had become accustomed to the building’s opulence and size, and the ridiculousness of it being a free hotel for everyone. The bewilderment felt upon waking up in the place after trying to ladle a beast to death had been replaced with a conviction that the only important things were poetry recitals and the establishment of a short-lived theatrical troupe.

Tabby was talking again, but he did not pay attention. Uninterested in anything already discussed with the Echelon, he refused to be tainted by her and Mironaelk’s determination. While both hoped to teach this world’s armies about violence and defence, as a poet, he would not. Moreover, neither could blame him for refusing involvement. After all, he had renounced his role as a Velvet Paw in the last book, so educating the Echelon on the importance of breath control while reciting imagist verse, rather than how to smash animals’ snouts in, should not come as a surprise.

Mironaelk and Tabby would not be pleased, certainly. They may be experts in strategy and violence, but he was the expert in poetry. Neither could ask him to be what he was not, nor would he pretend to be. After all, there was no place in this world for pretence. He was a poet and no longer a Velvet Paw, and provided whatever he offered the Echelon involved pleasantries, it would be well received and make his refusal for further involvement easy to defend.

Numbers were on his side, and he wondered whether he might have made a good politician. “I wonder whether I would have made a good politician.”

Tabby stopped talking to consider this. “I think you’d be good at anything you put your mind to.”

“Even though it’s become insane?”

“Particularly because it’s become insane.”

“I wouldn’t like to be involved in a curiosa that’s political.”

“Oh? Well, I’m surprised to learn that they’re not political,” she said. “I mean, they’re internationally jet-setting, from what I’ve gathered, which implies borders and governments and airports, and presumably filling in lots of forms.”

He felt a pang for Vaasi-Vee, who had mentioned something similar once upon a time in Plempt. “I find politics to be little more than noise,” he said, refusing to wonder where she might be now. “It’s just complicated ways of getting along. And while it’s pivotal to everything, it does nothing to influence how the world turns.”

Having taken the lead, she glanced at him. “Why are you saying this now?”

He shrugged. “Because of what we’re heading back into: a big, horrid political convention.”

“I think this is rather more than politics, Oscar. It’s life and death—for an entire world.”

“Sounds pretty fluffing political to me.” It was muttered.

Despite continued efforts at ignoring her, Tabby explained that training grounds had already been agreed upon, alongside preliminary discussions about whether trestle tables could be adapted as artillery—before admitting that Jeffemeries had been forced to give several lectures outlining what artillery actually was, which he eventually managed by destroying several hundred trestle tables with a batch of Class-Three Pavlovas. When she asked Oscar whether he would prefer lecturing on Snout Assault or Introduction To Revenge, he did not hear the question until it was repeated.

“Oh,” he said, before pretending to care. “Revenge, probably, as I’ve had more to do with that during earlier books. I rather suspect that Snout Assault is your area of expertise.”

A thrill became apparent, and she continued with details he did manage to ignore. His enthusiasm grew also, but only at the prospect of conducting auditions.

By the time they reached large doors, he was convinced he could feign helping by using unconventional methods that, conveniently, only Velvet Paws could fathom.

She continued talking while straightening his collar and giving his pantaloons a symmetrical fluff. He opened a door slightly and peered into the same auditorium that had housed the ridiculous farce of goat allergies and chicken impressions had culminated in dinner invitations and communal hugs. How Tabby imagined the animals of this world could begin to understand, let alone implement, violence seemed even more ridiculous than said farce.

She peered also, eyes wide with enthusiasm.

“It has to be done, Oscar,” she said. “You must help. You know that.”

He nodded. Certainly, it did. And he would help, just not in the way she would appreciate.

Despite Mironaelk’s lecturing prowess, he doubted any audience member understood what she had been on about, let alone put it into practice. Violence and revenge were entirely unknown concepts in this world, and educating its leaders how to fight lethal poets was even more ludicrous than suggesting that beasts setting fire to cities were prototype balloons piloted by animals who ought to know better.

He wondered about discussing the merits of gardening magazine subscriptions.

“I don’t like public peaking, you know,” he said.

She nodded while continuing to fluff remaining bits of him. “What about when you recite poetry?”

“I don’t recite it.”

She stopped fluffing. “Oh? I thought that was what poets did. The D’dôdô-Sette certainly does.”

“Yes, but he’s a bard, not a poet, according to his ego. And anyway, you’ll recall that I’m not a proper poet, and certainly not a bard. We went over this in book four.”

“I remember,” she said, finding an unfluffed bit. “And I reminded you that that the entire book was about poetry.”

“That’s exactly my point: I haven’t done any poetry. And if I haven’t done any, then I’m hardly going to recite it, am I?”

“Is that the correct expression? Done poetry? I thought it would be a little more eloquent. It sounds rather a-grammatical.”

“It sounds what?” He twisted away from an annoying bit of fluffing. 

“A-grammatical.”

“That’s not even a word, Tabby.”

“It must be if I’ve just used it.” She shrugged while sizing up her efforts. “And if not, then I just invented one.” Satisfied, she pushed open the door, before winking at him. “Perhaps I’m a poet.”

He peered at an audience he had been relieved to escape during Mironaelk’s lecture. The Echelon consisted of animals from across the world: kings, leaders, palatial officials, generals, hoteliers, industrial fete advocates and emergency flag menders; essentially any animal with influence and sway, and all of whom had witnessed the wanton destruction of their world by marauding beasts, disappearing suns and inconveniently erupting volcanoes.

Mironaelk and Tabby, along with an initially reluctant Jeffemeries, were determined to educate them in violence, hatred and extreme prejudice in a concerted effort at converting their armies of trestle table setters and festive flower arrangers into armour-plated killing machines.

The notion was ridiculous: a week would not suffice, no matter how many of Jeffemeries’ exploding pavlovas were thrown around the place.

Violence and revenge were complex, dense emotions arising from bitter dissent and festering rumination. Not only did both need time to ferment and congeal, but they required nourishing by everything missing in this peculiar world.

Success was not only impossible but would make his pending contribution utterly sensible in comparison.

Although Tabby had to be aware of such futility, it was overwhelmed by her need to try, regardless.

“That’s better,” she said, smoothing the last of his fur. “I was beginning to worry about you.”

“About me?” He scoffed and peered down at Mironaelk, who returned to sit as the Boevis of Bisarah stood to address the audience. “I’m not the one you should be concerned about.” He looked at the Returned Poet, whose gaze was elsewhere. He sighed. “I feel for the Returned Poet. He knew the animal embedded in that beast.”

“So did you.” 

“I didn’t know her. You should be worried about him.”

“I am,” she said, “but grief requires its own time.” She peered also. “We must wait until he is ready. Admittedly, he appears even more reluctant to be down there than you do.”

“That’s because he’s sitting between Mironaelk and Jeffemeries.”

She sighed. “I still can’t get over the sight of that poor creature knitted into those scales. I can’t imagine how much that would have hurt. I mean, it would have really hurt.”

Despite agreeing, he said nothing, as it only highlighted the futility in trying to counter the Ar’dath-Irr. The world was going to end, that much was certain, and after five books of saving it, he no longer wanted involvement. Instead, he would do something unimaginable back home: arrange a poetry recital. Rather than go out with a bang, he would go out with a standing ovation. He glanced back along the hallway, remembering the impromptu one he and Tabby had received after their fight during the last book: even if his poetry was rubbish, it would be considered genius here, and the one thing he wanted to experience before he died was what it was like to be one.

While impossible in his world, it was certainly possible here.

If everything exploded the day afterwards, he would die happy, not least because there would be no negative reviews in The Daily Spoon. If he got things organised soon enough, he might even be able to enjoy some positive ones before everything went bang.

Although horrid to discover a skewered poet, the animal would certainly understand this need.

He looked at Tabby. “How is he?”

“Who?”

“The Returned Poet.”

“Quiet,” she said. “Like you.”

“I doubt it’s for the same reason.”

She nodded. “I know. Seeing a colleague skewered like that must be awful.” She peered at the stage again. “I’m relieved, actually. After seeing him so subdued, it’s good to see a return to involvement.”

“A return?”

“Yes. He’s itching to teach Module Two of Extreme Violence and Module Three of Tactical Assault Manoeuvres: Artillery Barrage for Beginners.”

Oscar humphed again. “It sounds like you’ve already organised a timetable.”

“You know we have. You were there, remember? When Mironaelk insisted we’d need to teach on weekends, which meant cancelling three neighbouring fetes and a serious curry party.”

“They won’t like that.”

“No, but there’s no choice. If we don’t get things moving there won’t be a world left to have fetes in. That’s the point that she’s been making all day. If you hadn’t wandered off, you would have heard her.”

He shrugged, uninterested. He had not even paid attention during the initial planning meeting, despite Mironaelk’s insistence he take minutes. Rather than listen, he doodled a theatre program that merged poetry recitals with more of what had elicited their impromptu standing ovation. When, at the meeting’s conclusion, Mironaelk had asked for the minutes, his paper was covered in stage direction rather than strategic warfare. To irritate her further, he had pointedly scrunched up the paper, put it in his mouth and chewed until she stopped glaring and left in exasperation.

“Right,” said Tabby, standing back with exhaustion, “I suppose you look presentable. There are a lot of important dignitaries in there, so you need to look the part.”

“The part of what?”

“An expert, of course. Remember, you’re a Velvet Paw of Asquith and have lots of experience in this sort of thing. What’s more, you’re the only one who can explain who and what the Ar’dath-Irr is.”

Again, he said nothing. Having resigned in the last book, none of what he would offer should come as surprise in this one. “How are my ears?”

“Quite vertical.”

“They’re upright?”

When she nodded, he had a quick feel to be certain.

“Are you ready?” Her paw was on the door.

“I am,” he said, “though I’m wondering whether you are.”

Her smile withered. “What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing.” He indicated the door. “Let’s get on with it.”

She refused, however. “What do you mean, Oscar? You’re not having second thoughts again?” Her tone had a distinct edge of desperation.

“No, not second thoughts. Still very much my original ones.”

Eyes scissored across his. “This is about the skewered poet, yes?”

“Certainly, though not in the way you’re expecting.”

She relinquished the door and grabbed his collar with sudden desperation. “Wait a minute—you are going to help with this, aren’t you? You’re not having second thoughts about helping?”

“Oh, I’ll help, all right,” he said, unhooking her paws. “I’ll do the absolute best that I can.”

“Because we need you, Oscar! We’ve been over this so many times: we need your expertise. You know what the Ar’dath-Irr is more than any of us. You must play your part. I might have a talent for extreme violence, and Mironaelk for strategy—and Jeffemeries for explosives—but you’re a Velvet Paw of Asquith!”

He looked at her with a kindness only possible when no longer concerned about consequence: there are none when the world is on the brink. “I prefer the Velvet Poet of Bisarah.”

“Oscar—”

Refusing to discuss it further, he pushed through the door. Having said enough to her, he had much to say to the Echelon.

A rolling thunder of murmur arose as a vast sea of animals turned. He swallowed. If he was to become a famous poet—if only for a fortnight—then public speaking was inevitable. Tabby was right: what is a recital if not public speaking?

He felt rather like the D’dôdô-Sette, despite the absence of applause. Unlike his previous visit to the auditorium, this time its vast, domed ceiling was not supported by columns of midday sun. Instead, a rose and gold of evening bathed everything in more of the luminous terracotta that had become this tetralogy’s theme. Air still smelt of dust and aged wood, however, and as he descended, rolling murmur soon dissipated into expectant waiting.

Circular seating spiralling down to the auditorium’s stage was pregnant with animals in robes and sashes. Some held flags and banners, though neither did much in the absence of breeze. That it looked even more like an enormous theatre than last time only encouraged his determination not to be involved militarily. He wondered how this theatre’s grandeur compared to other venues across Bisarah, and whether he could get a discount on hiring, before realising there would be no need, considering any payment would be in hugs. Presumably he would not need to charge for tickets, either, which would mean no empty seats, and he shivered in excitement at imagining success akin to the D’dôdô-Sette’s.

He was uncomfortable beneath their gaze, despite knowing they considered him particularly talented, thanks to the accolades of Mironaelk, Letherin and the Boevis. The Daily Spoon had already run several articles on him, and while Tabby’s beauty had dominated the front page over the days since the beast crash-landed, he featured in editorials, especially after an interview with Jeffemeries resulted in the inadvertent incineration of the newspaper’s staffroom. When questions arose as to who had been flying the prototype balloon and whether they should know better, Oscar had advised that, strictly speaking, it had been an animal known as the Ar’dath-Irr, and that yes, he most certainly should. Jeffemeries, however, had stated for the record that if it was not for their heroics in Kilerete’s balloon, Bisarah would have lost far more than its palace’s wing. Before any journalists could ask what he meant, Jeffemeries brought out some buns that inevitably exploded. Following everyone’s discharge from hospital, Oscar had been left to answer for him, since Jeffemeries was refused further admittance. When asked again about heroics, he reminded those journalists whose ears still worked that the sun had gone out and that it had been difficult to see anything. Although this had been met with communal understanding, it did not explain how a prototype balloon could set fire to everything it sailed over, until Oscar reminded them of Jeffemeries’ involvement, which was met with even more understanding. Mironaelk had commended his explanation, describing Oscar as quite the diplomat, and when The Daily Spoon shared said editorials with neighbouring publications, such as The Cutlery Drawer and Ladle Monthly, not only had Oscar, Tabby and Jeffemeries become overnight sensations, but so had the Ar’dath-Irr, though for very different reasons.

Despite everyone now being aware that something extremely serious threatened the world—about which Oscar apparently knew a great deal—it was also thought that the size of the curry required to counter it was inconceivable. As a result, the Palace of Bisarah had organized a meeting of the Echelon, an enormous conglomerate of animals from all over the place, to determine what to do about it. However, despite the Echelon’s understanding of his pivotal role in countering recent horrors, Oscar intended addressing them as a poet rather than mercenary, because that’s what he was.

The Boevis noticed his arrival also.

“Mister Dooven,” the dog said, indicating him with a robed paw. “We are relieved at your return. I was rather concerned that some more horrid things had happened again that needed more of your remarkable expertise.”

“No,” said Oscar. “I just went for a quick pooh.”

The paw withered. “Indeed? I trust it went well?”

“It’s certainly elsewhere, if that’s what you mean.”

It wasn’t, and the paw fell.

With the auditorium being enormous, this exchange was shouted, which highlighted its faecal theme. Oscar did not mind, however, as the first rule of theatre is to get audience attention, with the second being not boring them to death.

“We were just discussing, Mister Dooven, the direness that threatens to ruin us all.”

“Well, that’s probably unnecessary, considering I flushed.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I flushed. After my pooh.”

“No, I mean we were talking about the inconceivable horror that has befallen our land.”

“I know. I had to do some scraping, admittedly, but most of it peeled off in the end. I think it’s all the pumpkin.”

“Pumpkin?”

“Yes. I’m not used to it, you see. Especially in curries. A decent hot fin would sort my tummy out. Even a bad one. I have a distinct feeling that its lumps would work as a sort of intestinal broom.”

Still descending aisles, he pondered incorporating this style of entrance into his recital, considering the astonished sea of stares it had elicited, and he wondered whether anything similar had been done by the D’dôdô-Sette. It would require a certain choreography, however, as one wrong step would have him cartwheel in profanity down to centre-right with none of the finesse he would aspire to. Considering the awed stares abounding, he suspected that even personally painting their snouts with said faeces would probably get a standing ovation before even reaching the stage.

They would probably be considered autographs.

Here, he could do no wrong.

Here, he was already a theatrical avant-garde genius.

Concerned, Mironaelk stood and joined the Boevis, whose confusion threatened to infect the first three rows and cause a nasty rash in the fourth.

“Oscar,” she said, “perhaps you would be good enough to offer you contribution to proceedings?”

“But I’ve already flushed.”

“Oscar—”

“I can’t go again, just like that, Mironaelk. And even if I could, I’d require a bucket at the very least, and a mop, as bits of it were quite squirty. I suppose if we got enough mugs we could then share it around, but I honestly fail to see what the benefit would be, unless anyone here is a doctor.” He stopped to address the audience. “Is anyone here a doctor?”

The third rule was audience participation.

Nearby, a paw rose hesitantly, before retracting when its owner realised the extent to which she was out of her depth. He glanced back at Tabby, who had covered her face with paws and was shaking all three in slow synchronisation.

As he neared the stage, Mironaelk’s disappointment became increasingly apparent, though was countered by the Boevis’ utter bewilderment. On thrones behind them, Letherin and his mother sat, and Kilerete too, while the Returned Poet stood to one side along with Jeffemeries.

It was quite the gathering.

A distinct rumble rose in his wake as audience awe and confusion grew, both of which he intended exploiting. He climbed onto the stage and strode across it. Ignoring Mironaelk’s concern, he smiled at the Boevis, who returned it with one of relief, as smiles were rather more familiar in this world.

At a lectern, he looked at an audience towering up and away as though an avalanche of dignitaries was imminent. Their number made him feel like an internationally celebrated bard of even greater standing than the D’dôdô-Sette, and he wondered what the reformed cat would make of such unearned triumph.

Although glowing editorials did much for confidence, having ears helped more, and he fiddled with both to ensure they were upright and pointing forward.

He glanced at Mironaelk, whose concerns had become encouraging nods that he begin. He looked at the Returned Poet too. With attention elsewhere, he still ruminated over the discovery of a flayed colleague. Oscar felt for him, the dog’s despair having crusted into a dark sintering cloak that sectioned him from the world. Jeffemeries, however, offered encouraging nods also and a small wave.

At the top of auditorium, Tabby stood. She, however, did not wave, still concerned about what might follow. He would give a lecture on the Ar’dath-Irr, but not one she or her colleagues might anticipate. After all, the Seven were a cauldron of ambition, pragmatism and unadulterated superiority, and considered themselves the rightful wielders of Sintered Verse by virtue of having discovered it. That they were willing to embrace destruction while doing so meant everyone else would have to lump it.

With the end of the world inevitable, he could at least make it enjoyable.

He tried channelling the D’dôdô-Sette. Despite it having been three books ago, post-traumatic stress tends to linger.

“Well, good evening,” he said, surprised at how well his voice carried in the auditorium’s acoustics. “I’m really pleased you could all make it here for this very significant meeting about a very significant dog, especially since a previous meeting was interrupted by a collapsing palace and a disappearing sun, though not necessarily in that order. I must admit, however, that the audience of this meeting is significantly larger, though I suppose that’s understandable, considering that collapsing palaces and disappearing suns really highlight what this dog’s capable of. Now, I’m certain that most of you are either tired or hungry, and that those of you who aren’t are both.”

When he paused for effect, there wasn’t any.

“And I’m certain there are some buns awaiting outside, somewhere, ready for some serious scoffing. But before we get to them, I am obliged to say something.” He indicated Mironaelk and the others. “Before I do that, however, I’d like to acknowledge the excellent lectures you’ve had today from so many experts. Let’s give them a round of applause, shall we? And what lectures, indeed! I mean, not only have these animals got real staying power, but so have you lot!”

When this had no effect either, other than another glare from Mironaelk, he decided to get on with things.

“Look, I’m obviously not here as a dignitary, all right? And despite what you’ve read about me recently, or heard from this lot today, I’m not even here as an expert. If anything, I’m merely a guest who’s just passing through. Well, not through exactly, as I’m still waiting for that bit. But I’ve arrived, nonetheless. And although it’s lovely to be a guest in your peculiar world, I’m quite keen to leave it and go home.”

He took a moment to allow a mood to descend.

“The thing is that when I first arrived in your world, I encountered something rather odd: a crowd of screaming animals that had been forced to flee their home. You may have heard of it, Vierlême.”

There was a small murmuring thunder that many had.

“Lovely place. Lots of roofs. Excellent tiling. But the thing is, it was being eaten by beasts. Absolutely massive ones that didn’t have skin.”

Recollection hit him like an out-of-control cart.

“Why didn’t they have skin?” he said. Despite it being rhetorical, several paws rose. “I mean, I have skin.” He indicated the Boevis. “He has skin, so why didn’t they?” Several paws remained and waved frantically, but he ignored them. “The fact remains that they were eating Vierlême and setting fire to many of its lovely bits. Coming across those fleeing their homes made me realise how much I’d appreciate returning to mine. I’m from Asquith, you see, which is north, apparently.” He gestured in the general direction. “And although Asquith isn’t on fire or being eaten, it’s had some dreadful parking restrictions recently. What I’m getting at is that once your home has gone, you’re really going to miss it. I miss mine, terribly. The simple fact is that you must listen to these animals.” He indicated his colleagues again. “They’ve all got really useful tips on how to remove the metaphorical parking restrictions that have recently been imposed on you lot. I mean, they’re real experts. You have no idea how much they know about this sort of thing. Tabby, for example, up there.” He waved, but it was not returned. “The skills she has in inadvertent hospital admissions are extraordinary. The things she could teach you about inadvertent rhinoplasty. I mean, you wouldn’t read about it—”

“Oscar!”

He ignored Mironaelk’s growl. “And Jeffemeries. Again, fluff me, the things he can do with flour, petrol and ovens literally redefine the word ridiculous. Yes, it’s unconventional, but so is throwing ensuites around and eating staircases.”

He let this sink in for a moment as it was heavily context-based.

“Look, the thing is that there is someone behind all this madness: a dog whom I have met on several occasions. He’s not from here. I mean, he’s not from your world. He’s from mine. Not Asquith, but a place called Liebe, which is renowned for being the seat of poetry. And he wasn’t up to much good there either, I can tell you. So, the thing is that he really ought to be stopped before he turns this place into the sort of thing that Jeffemeries’ baking specializes in. Frankly, if you don’t get your act together and do something about him, fetes will not only be the last thing on your minds, but you’ll really be struggling for reasons to celebrate anything. And considering that organising fetes is the only thing on your mind, then that says a great deal about his influence. I’m talking about the Ar’dath-Irr, you understand, not Jeffemeries, whose influence you are already all too aware of after The Daily Spoon’s incineration—”

“Inadvertent incineration,” Jeffemeries corrected.

“Inadvertent, yes,” said Oscar. “I mean, how can that sort of stupidity be intentional?” He gave Jeffemeries a withering glance, which was met with an encouraging smile and another wave.

He looked across the audience again.

“The Ar’dath-Irr is pretty bad news, it is true, and stopping him and his six minions from destroying this world requires two things. Firstly, you lot learning how to defend it, and secondly, destroying him before you actually have to. Now, while the technicalities of that sort of thing are not my areas of expertise—being the reason you need to heed the advice of Mironaelk, Tabby, and Boeva Letherin—I do, nevertheless, happen to know more about the Ar’dath-Irr than anyone else here. I’ve met him twice. I was even in his house once and helped with his gardening.”

There was an impressed murmur to this.

“In fact, to be honest, I’ve had several dealings with him, none of which were good and all of which were painful.”

He indicated Tabby, whose concerns remained apparent.

“If it wasn’t for Tabby Miss Cakes, I wouldn’t be here now to tell you how dangerous he is, specifically because of how dangerous he is.”

Her stance relaxed a little.

“The reason he’s so dangerous is that he wields magic, but not the sort of magic you’re accustomed to. He doesn’t do card tricks, for example—”

There was a murmur of disappointment.

“Instead, he manifests horrendous beasts that ravage your lands and casts spells that steal the sun, which, I think in anyone’s book, is far more impressive.”

More murmurs conceded this.

“Now, today has been full of lectures on various aspects of behaviour that my world specialises in: violence and revenge, viciousness and loathing. And while these are certainly required to counter him, they will, I suspect, only get you so far. Defeating the Ar’dath-Irr and his minions—saving your world and mine also—requires more than knowing how to effectively smash snouts or make exploding pumpkins. It requires knowing something about who the Ar’dath-Irr, ultimately, is.”

A silence of anticipation.

“He’s a poet.”

It continued.

“A poet, just as I am, though with a shiny certificate from the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe to prove it.”

A low murmur began as animals tried fathoming the corollary of this, which grew because none had heard of the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe. 

Oscar had to raise his voice against it. “And so, while you lot learn how to smash each other’s snouts in, I’m going to work on a small theatre production that should allow me to hone my own poetic tendencies, so I’m better equipped to counter his.”

“Oscar!”

Again, he ignored Mironaelk’s interjection.

“So, while you turn your existing armies in savage armoured killing machines—and frankly, good luck with that—I intend holding auditions next Thursday that will explore some of the vengeance themes discussed today through imagist verse and interpretive dance—the opening night of which you’re all invited to attend, provided we’re all still alive enough to do so.”

The enthusiastic applause, cheers and whistles that exploded to such invitation was remarkable, as was the standing ovation he received for it. Knowing Mironaelk and Tabby would not share their excitement, he basked until Tabby arrived on stage with a look on par with Mironaelk’s.

“Oscar! What in fluffing fluff is going on?”

It was hissed, which was hard to hear over cheers, so he ignored her until fervent clapping lessened due to bruised paws.

“What are you talking about?” she demanded, stepping closer. “What’s this about a theatrical performance? You’re supposed to be giving a lecture on the Ar’dath-Irr!”

“I did give a lecture on the Ar’dath-Irr.”

“That wasn’t more than two sentences!” she cried. “You can’t just give two sentences! You must tell them more! Everything you know! Everything you’ve seen!”

“Well, considering you were there for most of the important bits,” he said, “you tell them.”

“I already have! But it isn’t enough! You’ve met him—”

“And I told them that.”

“Yes, but you have to say more!”

“More?”

“Of course! From your curiosa. With Binkl-thingy—”

“Binklemitre.”

“—and the Loud Purr and Messington—and all the things you learnt in the Inaugurate Halls of Liebe! You need to explain. They need to understand!”

A rousing chorus of Let’s All Hug Until Next Tuesday had been instigated by an enthusiastic audience member, before another changed it to Wednesday, which resulted in some surprisingly good harmonies from the first three rows, despite their earlier confusion infection.

“You need to tell them everything you know, Oscar. Everything. Anything that could be useful in determining the Ar’dath-Irr’s weaknesses—”

“He has no weaknesses, Tabby. You may have got one up on him by punching him in the face, but that was pure luck. And as I’ve already explained to you: our luck has run out to such an extent that is borders on marathonic.”

“Marathonic? You actually think that’s a word?”

“I’ve used it so it must be.” He turned back to the audience, which had joined in a refrain and was swaying in unison. “And anyway, I’m a poet, so I can do things like that.”

“Not here, Oscar. You’re not a poet here. That must wait. You need to be more than mere poet—”

“Tabby,” he said, raising paws to bask in adoration, “I’m more a poet here than I’ve ever been!”

With audience distracted by improvised four-part harmonies, Mironaelk arrived and grabbed him roughly.

“Oscar, that’s enough. Stop this at once. You know why you’re here. You know what you must do—”

He pulled away. “I’ve told them and you,” he said, ensuring a growl usually reserved for animals like the Ar’dath-Irr. “I am going to write a play with poems. If you don’t like it, then you shan’t come to its opening night!”

The ovation afforded an assertiveness he could have done with in the previous book.

He prodded her fur. “You focus on the strategy—” He prodded Tabby also. “You teach them violence—” He prodded himself. “And I’ll work on poetry.” He moved closer and glared at both in a manner also reserved for creatures like the Ar’dath-Irr. “You clearly haven’t been listening: you can use all the strategy and violence you like, but it will get you nowhere. The only way to counter that creature is with his own weapon: verse. And as you constantly point out, I’m the Velvet Paw, and I know more about any of this than you. So, stop lecturing me, Mironaelk, and start fluffing listening. If you’re so desperate for my expertise, then fluffing accept it when given! Everything hinges on poetry. And I’m the only one who knows about both verse and the Ar’dath-Irr. And if you can’t get that into your combined thickness of skull, then you don’t deserve to have any!”

A genuine frown from Tabby. “Any what?”

“Skulls!”

Without waiting for a response, he turned and marched off stage.

There was nothing more to be said.

No greater defence could there be. He knew about the Ar’dath-Irr and about poetry, and arguing only highlighted their ignorance of both.
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IN the evenings, Oscar often left the palace, keen to avoid Tabby and Mironaelk, or anyone wanting to discuss his attitude. Bisarah’s tall architecture reminded him of home, and he had taken to nightly strolls through it. Not only did it allow escaping Tabby and her irritating palatial entourage, but afforded the sort of Anonymity in Populace that the term had originally been invented for. It was wonderful to wander busy streets without talking to anyone, and with no chance of bumping into someone he would prefer being nowhere near. He enjoyed being part of something without actually having to be.

He would wander along Rue d’ Bisarah, the only named street in the place, for hours. He had been surprised to learn that, despite the myriad of roads criss-crossing the city, they were not individually named, but were instead considered to be a tangle of one. Every intersection, causeway, alley and lane were extensions of, and subsequently called, Rue d’Bisarah. When originally informed of this, the stare he had given Jeffemeries left the dog concerned assault might follow. Assuring Oscar that such nomenclature was not unusual, he suggested Oscar be grateful that they ended up in Bisarah and not SchmnAaAAl, which had not bothered naming its streets at all, considering the confusion over capital and lowercase As, the sequence of which had not been agreed on in any official capacity. Jeffemeries also pointed out that although another city, Bnna Uhhghten Eracncssd, did have different names allocated for different streets, it was only because spelling Rue d’Bnna Uhhghten Eracncssd was so difficult that an assortment of random permutations had been assigned in the hope that at least one correct iteration existed, somewhere.

Nights in Bisarah were pleasant and mild, and reminded him of Ruen, which might also have been due to the antiquity of the place upon harbour. Although Asquith could be described similarly, it was built in dark stone and had a climate far less clement. Like Ruen, Bisarah felt bright, having been built from white sandstone. Unlike Ruen, however, it had never suffered grievance, nor seen conflict or loss, which had allowed it to bloom, unhindered.

There were no diabolical Ruling Councils here.

He glanced at passing animals, still amazed that selfishness had not arisen. Although it was understandable that living in a place so beautiful would invariably leave everyone convivial, the same could be said of Ruen, and he would never have imagined the extensive subterfuge that had brewed beneath that city’s beautiful façade.

It seemed absurd that similar ideologies had not arisen here.

He looked up at beautiful buildings, wondering to what extent they may have.

Flanks glittered silver and reflected amber flame.

Many fires the beast had started were still burning across the city because residents had been reluctant to extinguish them, not least because, in the right light, they created a rather pleasant ambience. It seemed a pity to douse what were, in effect, very large candles, and everyone likes candles. Indeed, burning infrastructure was quickly adopted as novel street-lighting. This did wonders for nearby restaurants, as smoke was excellent at reducing mosquitos, which meant a significant increase in alfresco patronage while adding the sort of ambience that war zones were renowned for. Considering Bisarah had never experienced anything of the sort, war zones were considered very much a foreign thing and terribly avant-garde.

He stopped to watch animals involved in the delicate predicament of stoking a fire without making things worse. Many fires had improvised brigades in attendance, formed by volunteers who slopped buckets of water on flames while others fed them with bits of broken housing. Those whose residences were at the centre of blazes were privileged to oversee each fire and tasked with offering those dousing and feeding the thing encouragement and curries, the latter surprisingly quick to procure from burning kitchens.

Although ridiculous, such enthusiasm was not without rationale.

A week earlier, The Daily Spoon had run an article on one of the early fire enthusiasts, a cat whose house had been a raging inferno for three days. Confined to an upstairs bedroom after the landing collapsed, he had been surprised at the benefits of domestic incineration. Not only had it aired the place by destroying most of the ceiling, but it had also peeled wallpaper so overdue for replacement that it no longer resembled anything of the sort. Moreover, being confined to bed for three days had done wonders for his bunions by melting some of the larger ones. Consequently, allowing the inferno to continue in the hope that further benefits might arise seemed almost sensible, despite some obvious downsides. When neighbours had initially rallied in a desperate effort to put the fire out, he had thrown bits of burning bedroom at them until they relented and formed a sort of confused dousing-feeding rota that resulted in the eventual collapse of a supporting wall. Thanks to the article, the trend soon caught on, with other blazes across the city encouraged to continue in perpetuity.

Oscar and Tabby had stared in disbelief as Jeffemeries read them the article over breakfast. Their looks worsened when he reported that another reason the fires were not put out was because they had obviously been started for a reason, and no one wanted to hurt anyone’s feelings, culturally, by interfering.

As a result, all three were left wondering to what extent helping these animals was in anyone’s best interests.

The fire was well-attended.

On one side, a chain of animals flicked ladles of water at it while another fanned it with spoons. Above, leaning from a charcoaled remnant of window was a charcoaled dog waving singed flags in an ever-increasing futility of directional semaphore.

It certainly afforded the city an air of community.

On the street’s other side, a restaurant bustled with patronage, all of whom glowed in flickering gold while watching the antics and consuming meals of food with the sort of wanton abandon more commonly attributed to cabaret.

There was something rather wonderful about the utterly misplaced delight of both brigade and patrons, and he had to admit that it resulted in a sense of triumph amidst adversity alongside a comradery rarely encounter back home. These animals only knew how to make the best of a bad situation, which added to the futility of Tabby and Mironaelk’s determination to help them deal with the worst one imaginable: even if the Ar’dath-Irr burnt this world to a crisp, any survivors would probably just sit around its smouldering remains and sing songs while roasting scalded pumpkins over bubbling magma.

Evening strolls along Rue d’Bisarah only reinforced his determination not to be involved. These animals were fine as they were. If the Ar’dath-Irr destroyed the place they would probably see it as opportunity for the greatest fete in history, despite having nowhere left to hold it.

He turned to watch patrons again, amazed to think that if he went over and punched one of them in the face, he would probably be invited to a party.

Bisarah was a place of such peculiar contrasts, not only with residents’ resilience amidst adversity, but in its appearance. Upon first seeing Bisarah with Jeffemeries and Tabby during the last book, it had an extraordinary aura of light and crystal and haze. When strolling through it at night, however, the city was dark and bronzed.

Beneath sun, it shone like soapstone, while beneath stars, it glistened like wet marble. Streetlights and blazing infernos leant its towering edifices flickering facets of glint and glow. Although Asquith was renowned for tall buildings, he had never seen a place with edifices towering like these. They were, according to Jeffemeries, testament to Bisarah’s history of conviviality. In the absence of conflict, everything can grow, unhindered. Pruning, however, existed for a reason, and the Ar’dath-Irr was an avid gardener in that respect.

Sudden cheers erupted from both patrons and brigade when rafters collapsed, leaving the charcoaled dog pivoting dangerously until one of his flags was used to pry a piece of singed wall into makeshift floor amidst a shower of rising sparks. This resulted in a rousing chorus of Please Pour Some Petrol On My Burning House from everyone, including the charcoaled dog. Composed a week earlier by one of Bisarah’s leading acapella singers, the song had become an unofficial anthem of the current sociopolitical climate.
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