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MORE confusion arrived with lots of luggage that it began throwing around the inside of his skull. “What is this madness?” he cried, clutching head and trying to remove it. “Where in Sinted Verse am I?”

There was a reply from the doorway.

The voice refined and composed: the sort that commands silence in its wake.

“You are safe within the palace of Alephia.”

He turned to see a dog approach.

She was beautiful.

Dressed in layered gowns of colours he did not recognise, she approached with the sort of poise that was only available overseas. Hair was braided and curled like soft spun gold, upon which resided a modest crown. Eyes were so dark that he could not look upon them. As a result, he fell to the floor in kneel. Although she held a majesty, it was not imposing. Like the palace, it was warm and welcoming. He closed his eyes, hoping that she would ask nothing of him. Despite his new attire, he felt wizened and made of no more than chalk in comparison.

“You have been fed?”

He tried a reply, which was a burp that brought up evidence in the affirmative.

“And you have been made comfortable?”

After a nod, he watched the hem of her robes.

“He doesn’t look comfortable,” she said. Pleats moved when she turned to the cat.

“I suspect that is the disquiet of your presence,” the cat said.

“Disquiet? Surely not.”

“You have a presence greater than most, Boevee.”

More pleats swayed when she returned her attention.

“Perhaps you will sit?”

She indicated the chair with a well-groomed paw adorned with rings. He stood, hoping his new robes afforded some credence, and shuffled to it.

After he sat, she did the same on one brought by the cat. She studied him for some time, which left him even more uncomfortable then when flung from Sheer Magnatherials.

“Are you injured?” she asked.

He shook his head, finding sudden fascination with the ceiling’s sugared architraves.

“Yet I am led to believe you fell from the sky?”

After a cough, and swallowing what it brought up, he muttered that it had nothing to do with lunches, dancing or hot air balloons.

“But you fell, nonetheless?”

It was asked with such gentleness that he surrendered to her gaze.

“I did, yes.”

“May I ask from where you fell?”

“In truth, Boevee, I have no idea. Just as I have none regarding where I have landed.”

Her gaze was intense. “Can you recall your whereabouts before falling?”

“A thousand paws underground, Boevee, in a darkness that chokes air from lung and replaces it with lead.”

Kilerete addressed her guards. “And no others fell with him?”

“None that we witnessed, nor have there been reports of others having arrived since.”

“Have you a name?” Kilerete asked, when returning her attention.

He began an answer, though stopped when considering the complications of poorly written fictional logistics. “I do,” he said, “though it is rather peculiar. For reasons of continuity, I am known as the Returned Poet.”

“That is peculiar.”

He managed a shrug. “After one and a half books, it’s just easier.”

“It has a ring of nobility.” She pulled her chair closer. 

She had a fragrance that reminded him of orchards in Spring.

“What do you know of creatures who fall the same way?” she said.

“I’m sorry?”

“There have been others that fall from the sky. What can you tell us about them?”

He stared, having not considered other poets might have escaped as well. “Others fall? What, you mean poets?”

“I wouldn’t describe them as poets, no. Not unless they’re particularly avant-garde.”

“Avant—?”

“Garde, which is something that we’re not familiar with here. We’re quite traditional in that respect.”

“You are certain they are not poets?”

“They’re almost the complete opposite, I fear.”

“The opposite?”

“Yes. As tall as buildings while being, ironically, allergic to them.”

“Allergic?”

“Well, they certainly don’t seem to like them very much.”

His heart sank. “Then forgive me, Boevee, but I know of no others.”

“Are you quite certain? They fall from the sky and accost our land.”

“But I have done nothing more than squash clover.”

The dog stepped forward, an urgency apparent. “There have been others who have arrived like you,” he said, “though with more scales, burning and roaring, all of which wreak havoc in Alephia. They arrive from the sky and then eat the place.”

“Eat it?”

“Yes. Eat it. And burn it. And throw large portions of it around. They roar, too, which we’re assuming is a cultural thing. We’ve tried attributing the eating, burning and throwing to cultural things also, but it’s become such a stretch of the imagination that important bits have recently snapped. Our parliament has been debating it for ages now, which has meant fewer festivals—other than parliament, naturally, which is considered an official one. So, when you arrived in the same manner, despite not eating walls, we hoped you might offer some clue as to how to manage those that do.”

After looking at each in turn, the Returned Poet tried making a broad comment about social inclusivity through cultural diversity.

“Well, obviously,” said the cat, “but we’ve found that no spoons or invitations to curries curb their wanton destruction. In fact, considering the extent of said destruction, we’re wondering whether curries and spoons might be inflammatory.”

“Inflammatory.”

“Yes. You know: insulting.” He glanced at the dog. “It’s the main reason parliament concluded it was a cultural thing. We don’t want to inflame them, you see. We’d love to welcome them as we did you. But it’s so difficult while being set on fire, and we’re worried that if this cultural misunderstanding continues then we won’t have much city left to welcome them to. Certainly curries will be few and far between.”

“Let alone spoons,” the dog said.

“Let alone spoons, indeed,” agreed the cat. “Or festivals.”

“So, you now see,” said Kilerete, “why we’re hoping you might help us understand what these creatures want, and how we can make them welcome. I mean, would they enjoy fetes, for example?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Do you think they might like fetes? Or theatre, perhaps? Or maybe festivals? We love festivals here, and I’m hard pressed to think of anyone who doesn’t like theatre, other than these creatures.”

“They don’t like theatre?”

“Not unless burning them down and treading on them is a peculiar sign of artistic appreciation.” She frowned at this. “Do you think it’s a peculiar sign of artistic appreciation?”

“I have no idea,” he said, uncertain what peculiarity was anymore. “But if it is, then it’s certainly a most peculiar one.”

She looked away in frustration. “That is disappointing.”

“It certainly is,” said the dog, halberd sliding to shoulder. “We’ve built several new ones, you see, in the hope they’d like a nice play, and they ate them.”

“Ate them?”

“That’s right, before setting fire to what was left and throwing it around.”

“That’s why we think it must be a cultural thing,” said the cat. “Do you think it’s a cultural thing? We all think it’s a cultural thing.”

When all three looked at him expectantly, he said, “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about. Although I accept that I must have fallen from the sky, I know of no others who do the same, and certainly none who would destroy things afterwards.” He regretted their disappointment after such hospitality. “Have you considered it might be because of headaches?”

The three glanced at each other and muttered that they had not. He rubbed his head, having a significant one, most of which he attributed to his landing, while the rest he blamed on them. “Falling from the sky hurts very much,” he said. “Perhaps that accounts for their mood?”

The cat repeated the suggestion as though not understanding what moods are.

“You know,” said the Returned Poet. “being irritable. Surely smashing your theatres up could be attributed to irritability?”

“Irritability? What, is that a cultural thing?”

“Well, I suppose it could be.”

“How do you spell it?”

He stared at the animal, uncertain whether it was sarcasm. Although pleased to have given them something to think about, it only highlighted his inability to do the same. “Forgive me, Boevee, but my confusion is no less than yours, and I cannot see how I can help you any further.”

Their disappointment grew.

“What is this place, Alephia?” He indicated the globe. “I do not recognise the shapes upon that. Everything is unfamiliar. Am I dreaming, perhaps?”

Again, the Boevee studied him, her head tilted in deliberation. “If you are that confused,” she said, “then you must be from elsewhere. In which case, I welcome you, and express my relief at discovering your appreciation of spoons, rather than snapping them in half and forcibly inserting the pointy bits into those offering them.”

“Snapped spoon insertion has got to be a cultural thing,” said the cat. “No question. I mean, what other possible explanation can there be?”

Finding their kindness and hospitality stark in comparison to recent endurances, the Returned Poet felt obliged to repay it.

“Boevee,” he said, “although I cannot shed light on your concerns, I can tell you a little of mine. Perhaps the madness I have endured will help make sense of the peculiarities you describe.” He took a deep breath and stood, relieved at opportunity to share. He returned to the window, wanting its light for the dangerous words that would follow. “I have been cast from the Sheer Magnatherial after having been banished there for years, along with my brethren, to scribe the Creed. It appears that I have arrived here after managing to escape the clutches of the Ar’dath-Irr.”

He suspected their silence was horror. When he turned, however, their collective blank stare had hope falter. “If that means nothing to you,” he said, “then I am sorry. Sadly, that is all I have. There is little more I can offer.”
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“Courage arises when escape is possible.

Heroism arises when it isn’t.”

— Tabby Miss Cakes

 

 

“Modesty is hard: to try is not to try.”

– The Loud Purr of Asquith. 

 

BENEATH countless stars, the city of Alephia twinkled with marginally fewer lights. It was large and beautiful, and sprawled down a hillside as though having been pushed from its crest once upon a time. Despite starlight, it was dark, and although a moonless night, it made little difference to one animal hurrying through its streets. His eyes were strong, as was he, and battling a terrified throng of animals fleeing in the opposite direction, he was about to prove it.

An explosion burst nearby, its flash bathing city in day. He skidded to a stop. Others cowered, before fleeing with greater fervour, convinced they would be the next thing bursting into flame. He pushed between them and tore down a side street, before clambering over walls and through garbage bins that spilt burst bags across bitumen. When rooftops lit with a rolling fireball, he realised his direction was wrong and doubled back around another corner. He arrived on a street, again crowded with panicked animals, and fought against their flee. With flailing paws, he struck through fur and limb, sobs and spoons, until reaching a laneway. He stumbled through it and burst out its other side, where he skidded to a halt and gawked.

Determined to find the creatures responsible, Letherin then wished he had not.

The beasts were huge.

Several times his height, and Letherin was taller than most.

Their dark bulk shimmered in a heat of blaze roaring in their wake. They lumbered with enormous trunks of limb that were hairy and muscular, and pounded at wall, powdering chunks of masonry into rubble that skittled and sparked through air like firework.

Nearby, some animals wandered, dazed and numb. When one passed too close, it was swiped sideways and flew across road to slam into wall. With a crumpled whimper, it slunk to pavement and rolled into gutter. Horrified, others hurried to drag him from harm’s way. Doing so drew attention, however, and the beasts stopped pulverising building and turned like slowly rotating rock. When one roared, Letherin eased along a blistered wall to flank them.

Their mass was dark and calculating, and hissed with breath so vile that were flames any closer, it would surely ignite. Through inane blinks of bewilderment, the stragglers gaped up the things, before participating in a communal defecation.

“Please,” one began, raising a tentative paw. “Please don’t set fire to us! We haven’t got our spoons, you see. And we really ought to have our spoons under these sorts of circumstances.”

He glanced at those trembling with him, and then at the crumpled one they had sat on when their knees no longer worked.

“Ideally, I’d go home and get one,” the cat continued. “Enough spoons for us all, you included, though can’t by virtue of you having set fire to it.” He waved paws in sudden apology. “Not that I blame you for doing so! I mean, clearly you had some pretty compelling reasons to set fire to my home. I’m honoured, actually, considering how many homes you’ve merely smashed to pieces. Perhaps you’d enlighten us as to why? We’d like to help, you see. It’s clear you’re not keen on buildings. I feel that way myself sometimes. Not about buildings per se, but I’ve certainly been indifferent on occasion: when slamming my paw in their doors, for example, though I’d probably refrain from responding with arson.”

He stopped talking when realising it was ramble.

The beasts snarled.

“Perhaps you might like to come over for dinner or something?” he tried, though with wilting confidence. “We could have some curry. I’m rather good at curries. We could sing songs. Although I’m not very good at those.”

The beasts took a collective step closer.

“May I say that you attire is most exotic,” the cat continued, after everyone hid behind the one they had initially sat upon. “You are not from around here, perhaps? In which case, may I welcome you on behalf of all residents of Alephia—even those burning—and hope that your stay is filled with warm hospitality, rather than the choking fumes of our now burning infrastructure. Had we been notified of your arrival we could have organised some buildings for you to destroy without harming those residing within—though that is in no way a criticism of you and more a reflection of our eagerness to offer hospitality. We could have organised a fete. We like fetes.”

The beasts roared again, as though eager to roast small, fluffy things on the buildings they had set fire to.

The cat swallowed and glanced at those cowering with him, none of which had anything to offer, much to the dismay of the limp one they hid behind.

“It can be frustrating not to find a decent hotel,” the cat said. “Is that why you’re particularly annoyed with buildings?”

After another thudding step closer, the beasts raised massive limbs in a stance bristling with power.

“Perhaps you might like to stay with us?” he added. “I’m certain my mother would love to meet you. She likes foreigners, you see.”

When another roar erupted, it suggested agony rather than declining impromptu dinner invitation. After arching backwards, the beasts went rigid until large chunks of them slid to the ground. For a moment, what was left swayed like trees and juddered, before collapsing to road in a thud that shook everything.

A relative silence followed: one filled with roaring inferno and distant screams. With eyes wider than delegates at an Annual Astonishments’ Convention, the cowering animals peered over their colleague and stared at the pile of inert beast.

The cat humphed. “A simple no would have sufficed.”

His neighbour did the same. “Clearly they’ve already met your mother.”

Through billowing smoke, a dog appeared. He panted and held a shovel, and his robes glistened as though wet. They watched him climb the slain mass and stand upon its summit, blaze framing him in golden shimmer.

After a swallow, the cat said, “Do you require a hotel?”

“Or indeed some curry?” said another.

“Though you certainly don’t have to meet my mother.”

Letherin ignored them and ensured the beasts could no longer wreak havoc by driving shovel into skulls a final time. He descended the mound and approached: shoulders broad, shovel fearsome.

“Their journey had been long,” he growled, pulling a hood over his snout. “They were tired and in dire need of sleep.”

“Well, that makes sense,” the cat said. “I thought they were looking for a hotel.”

“I don’t think they were,” another said, “because they set fire to that one over there. And you don’t set fire to hotels if you want to stay in them, surely?”

“Well, perhaps they didn’t like its wallpaper.”

“But they didn’t have to burn it down, did they? They could have found another hotel after making some suggestions regarding wallpaper.”

“Unless they really loathed it. They might burn it down if they really loathed it. You know, as a sort of community service.”

“That depends how tired they were,” another suggested.

“Yes, but they obviously weren’t tired enough to not set fire to it,” said the first.

“Or perhaps they weren’t too tired to set fire to it.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Did you?”

“Possibly.”

“Well, anyway, they did set fire to it.”

“Yes, which suggests just how tired they were.”

“But in that case the wallpaper wouldn’t have bothered them.”

The animals gave up when realising the discussion was not helping anyone.

Letherin ignored them and kicked a severed bit to ensure it did not move of its own accord.

“But what about their loose bits?” the cat asked him, watching it roll into the gutter. “Won’t they be needing those in the morning? I mean, they can hardly have breakfast if important bits of them are all over the place, surely?”

Letherin growled with exhaustion. Despite slaying beasts, he had other concerns. “Have you heard how your palace has fared this night?”

The animals looked at each other until the crumpled one beneath them stirred.

“The palace?” the cat said, helping him up. “I have no idea. Certainly, I’ve not heard that it’s been harmed. Mind you, we’d only just begun fleeing ourselves. I was cooking curry, you see. A nice one, too, so I was keen to delay my flee because I didn’t want it to burn, which is ironic, considering my house is currently a blazing inferno.”

“They arrived so quickly this time,” another said. “Without any warning at all. They just appeared. None of us had time to take our spoons.”

They peered at the shovel Letherin held.

“That’s an awfully big spoon,” the cat said. “I’d wager it’s bigger than a ladle.”

Letherin glanced at bits of slain beast sliding down its handle, blood and gristle glistening in firelight. Sickened, he discarded it, before stepping closer.

Having unfolded their crumpled comrade, the cat was about to enquire after the shovel again when more animals arrived with buckets of water. These were sloshed onto flames as a bucket brigade formed.

“I say,” said the crumpled cat to those who had sat on him. “Thanks awfully for your help. I really don’t know what happened.” He peered at the pile of slain beast. “And judging by the state they’re in, I don’t think they do either. Were they looking for a hotel?”

The others admitted that they wondered the same, before peering at Letherin again.

“May we inquire,” the cat said, “as to how you put them to sleep? I mean it was very good, whatever you did, as they’re clearly out ‘til morning. But we’re not entirely sure what it entailed. I’m presuming it had something to do with your massive spoon. It’s just that my mother snores dreadfully, you see, so I’m keen to do to her whatever you did to them.”

“Go home,” Letherin growled, turning to leave. “Go home to your curries.”

“They’ll be burnt now.”

He ignored this while surveying the aftermath of carnage.

The cat continued, “It’s just that next time they arrive we’d have a better idea of what to do if you told us what you did. I mean, our offers of curries didn’t pacify them nearly as much as your massive spoon. Clearly, they’re not really into curries.”

“Or hotels,” said another.

“Or hotels, indeed.”

Another wondered, “Do you think the hotel perhaps offered them a curry?”

“Would you like to join us?” the cat said, hurrying to Letherin. “My curry might be salvageable, considering I took it off the stove before my house exploded.”

“You can bring your massive spoon if you like.”

Letherin did not reply, but staggered on through heat and smoke, past brigade and cinder until hidden from them all. Once alone, he covered his face with paws, knelt to the ground and wept.
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IN a large stone hall, animals sat at tables and wrote feverishly. Cloaked in black garbs, they scribbled upon paper, their attention on task absolute. None dared raise their heads or lift pencil from page, and instead scribed words in a frenzy at expense of legibility. In scratched silence, air sang with a high note of tension: a whining that pierced air and skull.

It was why they wrote with such fervour.

All were watched.

Occasionally, an animal would stand and hurry with paper to rear of hall, where scrawlings would be copied into typography using stone letters upon an altar. Once done, paper was crumpled up and eaten, after which author would brace and recite words in a manner suggesting that while paper had just been eaten, its defecation was imminent. Should recital conjure nothing in its wake, animal, trembling with relief, would scramble back to table, snatch another piece of paper, and begin scribbling again.

 No glances were shared.

And other than recital, no words were spoken.

Instead, they cowered beneath the high pitched whine of scrutiny.

Fretful glances were, however, thrown at an empty throne at the front of the hall. While it remained vacant, they were safe—providing they continued scribing, didn’t share glances or successfully pooh paper.

A cat who had been scribbling furiously, stopped and stared at what she had composed. Her breathing became shallow, and a heat of despair arose as the whine bore deeper in a scrutiny that bruised skull. She rose upon trembling paws and swallowed some sick. When she turned to the altar, she was not convinced she’d reach it without collapsing. She tried, nevertheless, and stumbled between colleagues’ desks, unable to meet their side glances of horror. At the altar, she placed scribed paper upon stone and scrabbled at pieces of stone letter. Having duplicated her words, she scrunched up the paper and stuffed it into her mouth. It was dry and scratchy and she gagged. After managing a swallow, she braced while reciting words punctuated with terrified whimpers.

There was a flash, altar spat stone, and she was hurled across the hall. After smashing into desks, she sagged to the floor. In a chorus of fright, her colleagues scrabbled to get away from her. Their efforts withered, however, as the omniscient whine grew louder, leaving all to turn and stare in horror at the throne. A sound of whipping wires had everyone duck, and they covered eyes against a great surge of light. When it lessened, along with whine, paws were lowered.

Bulbs fizzled and spat, and sparks burst from metal.

Upon the throne sat a large cat.

His steeled gaze surveyed them for a time. He sat casually, as though having been present all the while. In a flurry of golden robes, he stood, which had his audience wither further.

“Who was responsible?” he said.

None dared reply.

The question was repeated.

Helped up by colleagues, the cat, dazed and bruised, was made to raise a paw.

The arrival’s attention was magnetic, and when he glared, she struggled not to cry.

“What Sinted Verse have you found, cat?”

She tried words, but they came out strangely, as though having two tongues entwined. Pressed toward throne by colleagues, she stumbled forwards, none wishing implication by association.

“Do you truly speak in tongues, cat, or merely pretend to?”

His tone was crucifying.

Horrified, she shook her head before panicking that doing so convicted her, so she nodded instead, before worrying that this did the same. She tried words again, but they came out garbled, which was unsurprising considering she had eaten some powerful ones.

The arrival descended steps and approached. Before him, strewn desk and chair retreated of their own accord to scribe a path through shattered furniture. A fragrant incense gave him an ethereal omniscience.

“Let us see what you have found.”

Audience retreated further.

“Let us see whether you have honoured us or stumbled across little more than mist and spark.”

He strode to the still-smoking altar, indifferent to bursts of sparks still skittling from it. While she implored her colleagues for help, they examined their paws or found sudden fascination with ceiling.

At the altar, the arrival raised his paws until sleeves of robe fell back. “Stand beside me, cat.”

Whimpering, she struggled back to altar before cowering beneath silent sobs.

When raised paws were flicked, another flash skittled world sideways. Animals lurched as hall began turning. It gained speed until wall blurred into floor, altar, and throne. Nausea overwhelmed, and most succumbed. When blurring lessened and spinning slowed, all teetered against each other, retching and gagging.

Two, however, had disappeared: neither the arrival nor cat remained.

In an eruption of panic, poets lunged to upright desks and chairs before dragging them back into position, while others scrabbled at strewn paper and scattered pencils. In frenzy, two animals hurried to where cat’s desk had been and groped through papers. One froze when coming across a copy forged before cat had left her desk. The poets looked at each other. When whine began again, it was rolled up and hidden beneath cloak before both hurried back to their desks.
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“HUSH now and sleep,

I am here.

 

Close those tired eyes,

I am here.

 

The night is warm,

I am here.

 

While the world turns,

I am here.

 

Be still—”

 

Tabby clutched at wet rock with eyes screwed shut and wailed and, as she had countless time before, begged that she return home to a world far less frightening.

She clung.

Amidst ferns.

Between crags of rock.

This time, however, her plea withered, not wanting a return to Oscar crushed into pavement.

Her wails withered and became sob.

Trapped within madness, she waited for the screaming to begin.

In the distance, it arose.

Choking on sobs, she sang her mother’s lullaby.

 

“Hush now and sleep

I am here—”

 

The screams neared, their volume drowning her words, and fear surged when realising that this time, she would not escape.

This time, they would claim her.

She braced, hoping the pain would be no less than what Oscar had endured.

The screams grew louder.

She pressed into wet stone and earth and wept until its rich scent overwhelmed. She withdrew, blinked through tears and peered at it, and then at tangles of root she had dislodged. She looked at soil-caked paws and watched dirt fall, amazed at detail her madness conjured. She looked up at ferns crowding the crevice. Above them, green-grey cloud passed, suggesting forest was thick enough to colour sky.

It was cold, too.

Such detail.

To have insanity conjure terror was one thing, but an entire world to perform it in was quite another. With puzzlement staunching dread, she peered from the nook. Darkness had lessened, as though dawn broke. Leaves still fell and swamped path in muddy pages. Beyond it, a valley fell away in mist, while behind her, mountain rose steeply, thick with fern and tree, as though the entire world had become vertical.

When screams worsened, she retreated with paws over ears. She cowered again and thought of Oscar and everything they had been through together, which afforded a sudden resilience. She lowered her paws, deciding to face what she had spent a lifetime avoiding.

She peered from the nook to see a horde of animals on the path.

Rather than leap upon her in frenzy, however, they scurried past in flee.

She stared in astonishment, having always imagined their screams were in anticipation of flaying her, not because something wished to flay them.

There were lots of them, too, and they all waved spoons as though tickets to get them aboard something that could travel much faster than their scurries.

There was nothing threatening about them at all.

They wore nice jumpers, for a start.

She left the nook, unable to believe that a lifetime of avoiding their screams had been even more delusional than the delusion that gave rise to them.

When a screaming dog spotted her, he stopped in surprise. Those behind him did not, however, resulting in a pile-up that turned their screams into a mess of apology. After the dog assured them he was fine, the others took a deep, collective breath, screamed, and ploughed onwards.

The dog hurried closer, waving his spoon frantically. She stared at both it and him, having no idea what to do with either. When his spoon-waving worsened, she took it. Relieved, he screamed at her, before scarpering after the others.

While staring at the spoon, she tried reconciling a lifetime of fear that turned out to be little more than unconventional cutlery acquisition.

It was a spoon.

An ordinary, everyday spoon.

She clinked it against stone. There was nothing peculiar about it at all. The only explanation for them waving the things and screaming was in response to some particularly dreadful soup. She peered behind the remaining stragglers, hoping to see a chef with a horrid, flaky skin disease hurrying after them.

Leaves no longer fell, though piles had been bulldozed to the side by the torrent of fleeing animals. She left her nook and stood in them, alone with her spoon, before realising that the last time she had held cutlery was when trying to insert forks into Oscar. Reminded of him, she sank into leaves and sobbed again, before howling at low clouds, her cries echoing off shapes of world she knew nothing of. She stabbed the spoon lethargically through wet leaves, needing to punish the world for its invention of suffering. Once exhausted, she lay back among them and stared up at swirling grey. She closed her eyes, bruised with loss and a pain that somewhere, in a world far removed, Oscar did the same.

“Well, I hope you have something resembling explanation,” Oscar said, “because I have none, whatsoever.”

She did not open her eyes, knowing insanity was responsible, though grateful for the illusion, nonetheless.

“Can you hear me, Tabby? I said I hope you have something resembling explanation to all this because I don’t.”

Amidst wretched joy, she smiled.

“Tabby? I’ve had enough bizarre behaviour for one day and am not keen on yet more from a clinically insane dog who lies around in leaves clutching spoons.”

She opened her eyes in surprise that imagination might conjuring such insult.

Silhouetted against cloud, Oscar glared down, paws upon hips in a stance befitting his indignation.

“Oscar?” she whispered, before flailing through leaves until able to get a better view. “Oscar—is it really you?” She froze, concerned that further movement would have him disappear into mist. She wiped at tears. “I thought you were dead!”

With a lunge, she grabbed his pantaloons and sobbed in guttural relief, refusing to let go despite his indignant tugs.

He was here.

Her only friend.

She ignored the impossibility, considering he had been run over by an ambulance. 

When his cries surpassed hers, she let go.

“You’re really here?” she said, clasping paws in thrill. “I thought you were dead!” She lunged at him again, this time grabbing his neck without any consideration for the important tubing in it.

He coughed through her tugs, unable to reply.

“Why aren’t you dead!” she cried.

After some serious gurgles, she released him. He doubled over and coughed up something nasty, which he let dribble onto leaves.

“Are you sure you’re not dead?” she cried. “You’re dead aren’t you! You’re dead, and I’m having an episode within an episode!” She grabbed her ears. “I should have known! You’re a figment. You’re a figment of my imagination and you’re dead!”

Pulling at his collar, he slunk into leaves. It had been difficult enough dealing with the latter chapters of the last book, but to end up on a mountainside with a dog even more insane than she had been previously did little to encourage. “I think,” he said, “that is quite possibly the single most insulting thing I have ever heard.”

“You’re dead!” she continued, pointing angrily. “I saw it happen right in front of me! You’re dead. It’s as simple as that. I saw you get mashed into the pavement by an ambulance!”

“And that’s not much nicer.”

She shrugged. “Well, that hardly matters if this is all made up. You’re dead. You’re not real. None of this is. It’s my screwed up mind deciding to really let its fur down and come up with the most insane episode of insanity I’ve ever experienced!”

“Tabby—”

“Shut up, figment!” She hit her head. “I should have known! How can this be anything other than utter immersion into psychosis? After years of struggling against complete immersion, it’s finally happened: I am now irretrievably insane-of-the-mind. There’s no way back from this. ‘Welcome to insanity, Tabby! You’re here to stay!’”

He stared blankly, amazed that she thought it possible for a worsening of her existing diagnosis.

“I just watched you die!” she growled. “You got run over by an ambulance! Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

“Well, yes, actually—”

“It was horrible! I mean, just awful! There was nothing good about it at all! And witnessing it has clearly pushed me over the edge.” She turned away as detail fell into place. “I understand now: all these years of punching animals in the face and not speaking to anyone for longer than twenty minutes was a means of prevention: a way of preserving the small bit of sanity that kept me away from this place!”

Impressed that she had found explanation, Oscar hoped his own would soon be forthcoming.

When she turned back, there was no hint of her prior affection. “This is all your fault!”

“What?”

“Getting run over has pushed me off the edge! I am here because of you! So thank you, Oscar! Thank you very much indeed!”

He sighed and looked across the valley. Asking Tabby for explanation as to how they had ended up here was asking for trouble. The simplest explanation was that insanity is contagious. “Is insanity contagious?”

“What?”

“Insanity. Is it contagious?”

Her glare hardened. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t think so.”

“It’s just that insanity could be my explanation as well,” he said. “Remember in the library? You thought you were about to have one of your turns and I said that I thought I was about to join you.”

“Not really.”

“Well, I think you are possibly so deeply disturbed, Tabby, that I’ve caught it off you.”

“You must be joking!”

“No, I’m serious. Think about it. How in fluff did I end up here after being run over?”

“You didn’t. You’re dead.”

“I’m insane, Tabby. Not dead. There’s a difference. You of all animals should know that.”

“You’re dead, Oscar.”

“I can assure you that I’m not.”

“You must be.”

“I think I’d know.”

“How?” she said. “You’re dead. You can’t know anything when you’re dead.”

“No, but I can if I’m insane.”

“I think you’re dead.”

“Well, I’m not.”

“You are.”

“No, I’m not.”

“I’m telling you, Oscar, you are dead. I saw you get run over. We all did.”

He frowned. “But I don’t feel dead.”

“Well, you must be. You were in pretty bad shape before being run over, and I dread to think of the shape you were in afterwards.”

“Do I look dead?”

She peered close. He did not look dead at all. In fact, she had never seen him so smart. He wore a splendid pair of fresh pantaloons, and his fur was no longer grubby or singed, but beautifully white and fluffy. His collar even had a bell.

“You don’t look dead,” she said. “In fact, you look wonderful.”

He humphed. “If I don’t look dead, and I don’t feel dead, then I don’t think I am dead. Therefore, I’m insane.”

“You’re just a figment of my imagination, Oscar. You’re here as a coping mechanism.”

“A coping mechanism?”

“Yes. To manage my immersion into full-blown psychosis.”

“Well, that’s strange. I don’t feel like a coping mechanism. I do, however, feel completely insane-of-the-mind.”

She lunged again and held him tight, despite his clamour for air, which went some way to proving he was not dead. “Welcome to my world,” she said, when relinquishing him.

He doubled over with splutters and pulled at his collar.

“Are you absolutely certain that you’re not dead?”

With a sigh, he collapsed into leaves again. “I don’t know. One minute I was extremely sore in Liebe, and the next I’m standing on the side of a mountain without a hint of bruise, except for those you’ve just bestowed.” He shrugged. “Perhaps I am dead and you’re a figment of my imagination.”

She shook her head and sat down beside him. “I’m not dead, Oscar. And this place is not new to me. I have been here many times before. And anyway, I didn’t get run over by an ambulance.”

“I do remember the ambulance,” he said, “and the thump, but I feel remarkably well for someone who’s been parked on.”

“Well, it must be one or the other. Either you’re dead or insane. I can’t help you with the former, but I’ve ample experience with the latter.”

“Perhaps I was already going mad,” he said, “but wasn’t actually aware of it. I’ve had some pretty strange experiences in hallways recently, and heard paws bereft of owners, and seen horrible monsters and battled animals that simply disappear—”

“I saw then too, remember?”

“Yes, but you’re already mad. Perhaps I was merely in the process. It wouldn’t surprise me, actually. I’ve dealt with a fair bit of absurdity over the past four novels. Maybe meeting you has pushed me over the edge as well.”

“Perhaps we’ve both gone over it together.”

They sat for a while.

“So where are we?” he said.

She shrugged while playing her spoon through leaves. “I have no idea, which is odd, considering how often I’ve visited. It is both familiar and unfamiliar. Whenever I arrived previously I’ve not remained long enough to find out. There was always lots of screaming, you see, and I often woke up in a mess of my own making.”

“I sometimes have the same trouble on bath night.”

She looked at him. “What, with screaming?”

“No, mess. Why have you got a spoon?”

She looked at it also. “It was given to me.”

“By whom?”

“One of the screaming animals. You didn’t see them?”

He shook his head.

“They careered past me on this path, screaming and waving spoons around.”

“Why?”

She shrugged and returned to digging. “I don’t know. I’m not surprised, actually. Being mad necessitates acceptance of peculiarities, and a horde of hysterical animals in colourful jumpers offering cutlery is one of them.”

“They were hysterical?”

“Either that or they were allergic to jumpers.”

He turned to the view. It glowed pink with new day and was diffuse with mist. Its shapes had hints of green and grey but .revealed nothing of distance. “Being insane sounds exhausting.”

“It’s not that difficult, really. Just don’t question anything and smile a lot.”

He looked at her. “But you don’t smile, Tabby. You punch animals in the face.”

“Yes, but I’ve had a lifetime of insanity, Oscar, so my bitterness is earned. You, however, have just been born.”

“But why a spoon?”

“Just accept it, Oscar. Don’t question it.”

“Why were they screaming then?”

“Again, just accept it.”

Unable to, he stood in frustration. “But I can’t accept it, Tabby! I don’t know where I am! And where’s the Loud Purr? He was here a moment ago! And Binklemitre? And the Great Library of Liebe, for fluff’s sake?” He pointed across the valley. “It was there a moment ago! Right there! I know it was there because we’d just fled the place! Now there’s nothing resembling Liebe, whatsoever! It’s a great big valley shrouded in mist, which, when you think about it, is almost the complete opposite of a library!” He glared at her. “Where is the city of Liebe, Tabby? What have you done with it?”

“Me? I haven’t done anything with it!”

“Then where is it?”

She conducted a pronounced shrug of acceptance that it was gone.

“Well, don’t you think it strange, at least?” he said, paws raised. “Insane or not, Tabby, you must wonder where we actually are?”

Her look hardened. “As I said, Oscar: welcome to my world.”

She continued digging at leaves.
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“OSCAR! Wait!”

He ignored her and continued along the path. Having descended mountain, it led through a dense grove of tree at the valley’s edge. When they emerged from it, air remained cold and damp, with a heavy fragrance of pine needles and fresh grass. When he stepped into sunlight, it warmed into a blanket far lighter, making the world bright and less oppressive than the wet mists and earthen browns of mountain.

“Do you do this on purpose?” she said, when arriving beside him.

“I’m indignant that the city we’ve fled through is nowhere to be seen,” he said, still irritated despite sunshine. “Liebe should be here, Tabby. It should be very obviously here, considering it was recently.”

He strode onwards.

“Oscar, just wait, will you?”

“No, I shan’t. I’m not going to slow down until I discover where it’s got to.” He strode harder. “Where is Liebe, Tabby? Where is its library, for fluff’s sake?”

“Actually, you know what?” she said, struggling to keep up, “I don’t think you are mad. There’s a certain benign acceptance that insanity affords, of which you’re demonstrating none. Your annoyance suggests a rationality of sorts. Certainly you wouldn’t care where Liebe’s got to if clinically insane-of-the-mind. For me, this sort of peculiarity isn’t remotely unusual.”

He stopped and turned, unimpressed. “In which case, I must be dead, which, as I’ve already pointed out, is not an explanation that I’m comfortable with.”

“That’s hardly surprising if you’re dead.”

“I am not dead, Tabby.”

“You must be.”

“I am not.”

“Well, you’re not mad.”

“So if I’m not dead and I’m not mad, then what am I?”

“Annoying?” She ran a paw through bedraggled fur and sighed. “Just choose one or the other. Really, it’s so much simpler in the long run.”

“Simpler for you, perhaps. Finding yourself in this place is something you’re familiar with, apparently. For me, it’s all very peculiar indeed.” He continued across the valley.

“Yes, I can understand that,” she said, hurrying after him again, “which is further evidence that you’re not mad.”

He stopped again, keen for a fight. “So what’s going on, Tabby? Am I dreaming? Am I delusional with pain because there’s an ambulance on top of me? And if so, why don’t I hurt unbelievably from the cacophony of bruises the previous book left me with?”

“I would have thought their absence would be encouraging.”

He ignored this and picked up a stone. “Look at this. Why am I imagining it? Why this detail?”

“I wondered the same, actually.”

He squeezed it. “I can feel it, Tabby. I can brush soil from it. So can you.”

He offered it, but she did not accept.

“Take it. Go on. Take it and feel its dirt and tell me what dream bothers with such detail?”

With another sigh, she looked away, unable to offer anything that might further appease. She may not need explanation, but he did. Having confronted what had been avoided for a lifetime left her oddly thrilled. As a result, everything had a peculiar joyous glow, as though mind had cleared.

This may be a world she was lost in, but she was no longer lost.

In the distance, sun broke through cloud, brightening a broad plain of grass across the valley floor. There was an air of Spring, and small white butterflies darted between white and yellow flowers.

She bent to pick one, having never felt so free, and offered it to Oscar. “I haven’t seen you this angry before.”

He growled and ignored it. “Of course you haven’t. We only met yesterday.”

Her thrill shattered.

They continued onwards in silence.

After crossing the valley floor, the path rose again on its other side, though wound around mountainside rather than up it, before twisting between large outcrops of rock. Back in shadow of mountain, the world returned to chill.

They rounded a prominence to discover a scene far colder than the warm plain left behind.

Everything appeared wintered.

Trees twisted together with a garish and gnarled brittleness, like wizened claws scratching at sky. Ground they rose from was cold-baked mud, which loaded chilled air with brackish weight. Sky had lost its blue to become grey and oppressive, and hung as though tired of its eternal battle with gravity. Beyond skeletons of tree, was a town. Its buildings were three storeys of dark bricks and steeply pitched roofs, and were huddled together as though seeking warmth from chill.

“It’s cold here,” Tabby said, rubbing her paws.

When they continued onwards, air became stagnant and heavy, as though having not moved for days. Upon it, in the distance, rang strange striking noises, like metal upon stone. Wintered trees closed in and reminded them of what they had fled beneath the Great Library of Liebe.

Oscar halted at the thought.

Tabby did the same. “Too many seasons,” she said.

“What?”

“There are too many seasons here. I always arrived in what I assumed was autumn, considering the falling leaves. And the valley we passed through felt like Spring. But here—” She peered ahead. “Here it’s as chilled as winter.”

He hadn’t considered this. “It is peculiar,” he agreed.

“It feels lonely, Oscar. And dark.”

In the emancipated woods, the town appeared abandoned. Had it trees of green and been lit by sun it would be picturesque. Instead, it slunk beneath a grey wash of lacquered pastel, rigid with chill like the frosted pipes upon its walls. The ringing strikes glanced off stone and dissipated into withered surrounds. Wind rose, carrying upon it a pungency of swamp. It pulled at leafless boughs and made them creak as though old bones.

They followed the path closer until it become cobbled street. Upon it lay upturned carts, some of which had run over discarded buckets, and all of which had their loads strewn across stone.

Oscar glanced back the way they had come. “If the path leads to this place, then whoever gave you that spoon must have come from here.”

“Are you certain it’s even inhabited?”

He said nothing.

“If they fled this place,” she said, looking around uneasily, “then I’m not at all convinced we should be here.”

Tall, narrow houses loomed either side, their doors open.

“This all suggests flee to me,” she said. “Either that or the soup was particularly ghastly.”

“Soup?”

She stopped when wondering whether someone more insidious than a hopeless chef was responsible. “You don’t think this has anything to do with, you know.”

“Tabby, as I have no idea about anything at this point, please be a little less circumspect and say what you mean.”

“You know who I’m referring to.”

“I don’t.”

She glanced behind again. “You know: the Ar’dath-Irr.” 

They stared at each other, expecting the dog to suddenly appear.

Oscar swallowed. “That is something,” he whispered, “that I was hoping to keep at the very bottom of my explanatory short-list. So, thank you, Tabby, for promoting it to the top.”

“You did ask.”

They cringed at a loud clang that was followed by the crack and thud of something large and structural splintering up ahead. They took cover behind an inverted cart and watched smoke rise over rooftops.

“What in fluffiness is going on here?” said Oscar.

When a little dog appeared from smoke and hurried across the road, Oscar moved to follow, but Tabby stopped him. “Don’t,” she hissed. “If the residents have fled this place, I don’t think we should announce our arrival.”

He relented and they watched.

Smoke fell over rooftops and billowed across the road to obscure the animal before he reappeared and scurried back. When another clang and thud arose, he tripped and sprawled across cobbles, before scrabbling to his paws to disappear into a building.

“Right,” said Oscar, “I’ve had just about enough of this. If I don’t get something resembling explanation soon, I will make one out of that bucket, your bottom and that fluffing spoon!”

“I really don’t think we should do anything other than leave, Oscar. I have a bad feeling about this place.”

“I can assure you that my efforts in forging explanation will feel far worse. And anyway, you’re forgetting something important.”

“Which is?”

“That I’m a Velvet Paw of Asquith who’s trained for this sort of thing.”

“Really?” She scoffed. “And what sort of thing are you referring to, Oscar: being mad or being dead? I think that under these circumstances, I am rather more qualified, and I strongly suggest that we don’t do anything rash!”

“So what do you suggest as an alternative, Tabby? Hide behind upturned carts until explanation materialises inside one of these buckets?”

She raised her whiskers at the notion. “Why not? Why wouldn’t explanation arise in one of these buckets?”

“Do you seriously expect me to answer that?”

“Think about it: I’m currently enduring a severe episode of deep hallucinatory psychosis, which means that finding explanation inside discarded buckets is just the sort of absurdity that might eventuate!”

He stared. “Are you actually suggesting that a bucket might explain what’s going on here?”

She grabbed a discarded one.

“Tabby,” he said, rubbing his face, “we’ve already been through this. I am not a figment of your imagination. I am here. I don’t know how, but this is real. And I’m growing increasingly frustrated with your fallaciousness that being insane-of-the-mind is an excuse for everything—especially my existence!”

She peered into it and had a rummage.

“Other than proving you are indeed insane-of-the-mind,” he continued, “examining buckets will get you nowhere. If you don’t stop, then you can consider this partnership over!”

She looked up with a glare. “What partnership? We only met yesterday, remember?”

“Yes, yesterday. Exactly. Not a month ago, let alone a year. I’ve had longer relationships with my pantaloons. And I wouldn’t even describe ours a fortunate one, considering your attempts to physically dissect me.”

“Oh, really? Well, you seem to be forgetting that I wasn’t the only one trying to! In fact, I’m beginning to understand those animals’ grievances! I’m just disappointed I didn’t let them finish you off!”

He choked on disbelief. “Wha—? But I told you to let them finish me off! I specifically told you that after you slammed us into a burning building! Look it up if you don’t believe me! Chapter eighteen, as I recall!”

Her glare hardened. “Are you saying that all this is my fault?”

“No more than you suggesting that it’s mine!”

“How dare you! You practically begged for my help! Or have you conveniently forgotten. I’ve never seen an animal more desperate to find that vault! And you dare suggest I’ve hindered you?”

“Yes, actually! And considering your definition of helping involves punching animals in the face and stuffing them in a box, it’s clear that you not only hindered me yesterday, but have hindered yourself far longer!”

She turned away when tears welled. “You needn’t remind me, Oscar. I’ve endured a lifetime of not knowing anyone. It might mean nothing to you, but for me, one day of friendship means more than years between friends.”

She stood with bucket in defiance, before being thrown sideways when a large piece of house slammed into the ground beside her. She tumbled through air and bounced across cobbles as though made of rag, where she lay while shattered wood and tiles skittled everywhere.

With a cry, Oscar clawed through debris, fell to her side and brushed splinters from her crumpled shape.

“Tabby!”

He cringed when a roar echoed through the street and ground thudded from massive steps. He turned slowly, concerns for Tabby evaporating when something huge emerged from billowing smoke. It was ghastly, with a wiry and skeletal design that benefitted from shrouds of smoke. It had no fur, but was shiny, as though covered in scales. Its blackened brow was furrowed like deeply scribed bone and eyes were lost in black sockets. A domed skull, caked with scales, had fine wispy hair trailing behind as though charged with electricity. It grasped bits of building in a manner suggesting more hurled rooms would follow, and that tearing them apart was its equivalent of picking flowers. Limbs were dark bones pulled at by thick ribbons of tendon that made everything move with disturbing naked mechanics, and a huge tail thrashed and pounded at cobbles, fracturing them into fragments like jackhammer. When the thing took slow, lumbering steps closer, Oscar swallowed some sick, which he brought up again when a second one appeared behind it. Grabbing Tabby, he dragged her back toward the cart. He tried reversing into it as though it were both his home and invisible. With ground shifting beneath their steps, he waited to be impaled on torn girders. He spat at welling sick, before wiping it off Tabby while vaguely wondering whether being hunted was a form of flattery.

A large bang erupted and everything shook. There was screeching, followed by a monumental thud that shifted the cart. He peered past a wheel to see the nearest creature had been torn apart. It writhed and teetered in a flaming, horrid contortion, before crumpling in a slump of burning meat. He retched when bits of flaming tendon splattered nearby, along with charred shards of splintered girder.

Unable to look away, he tried rousing Tabby again. Air stank of burnt meat and was thick with wet, granular smoke. When there was no response, he peered through a rain of barbeque to see the second beast stagger sideways, its tendons severed and flailing like frayed rope. It clattered to the ground and lashed shattered limbs at cobbles in the worst temper tantrum imaginable.

“Get up unbelievably quickly and follow me!”

He spun around to see the dog grab Tabby and drag her toward the nearest building.

“Come on!” he cried. “Hurry!”

The dog, whose tendons were internal and covered with fur, dragged her with the sort of desperation that bruised everyone involved. Oscar scrambled to help, deciding demands for explanation before introductions were acceptable under the circumstance. Together, they dragged her through a doorway, after which the dog dropped his half and hurried inside. Oscar checked that she was breathing, certain their frantic hauling could break lungs.

“Quickly,” said the dog, having peered up a staircase. “Help me get her up the stairs.”

“Stairs?”

“Yes.”

They lifted her, pulled paws over their shoulders and shuffled to them. The house was small and narrow, and its walls had a distinct lean.

“What in fluff is going on here?” said Oscar.

There was a grunt when Tabby was heaved. “To be truthful,” the dog said, “I have no idea.”

“Where are we?”

“A hallway, I think.” This was confirmed with a stubbed paw and obscenities.

“No, I mean what place is this?”

While the dog pulled, Oscar pushed from underneath, which left little breath available for answers or questions.

The dog stopped to peer up the remaining stairs. “There ought to be an attic above us,” he said. “With a window. We can scarper through that and then out across the roof.”

Oscar felt a distinct lethargy. The last time he scarpered across rooftops had ended being trapped in a burning building. “Is that really necessary?”

“Not unless you’d like to become an impromptu supper.”

“Supper?”

“Yes. An impromptu one.”

He pushed again as their ascension continued, not keen on becoming a main course. “What were those things?”

“I have no idea.” Effort was apparent. “But they’re not nice at all. They’re terribly rude and break things.”

“I had noticed.”

Further breath was used for the remaining stairs.

“Where is everyone?” said Oscar, while manoeuvring Tabby across the attic as though she was a wardrobe.

“They fled to the mountains, but they’ll be back later. Once I’ve finished baking.”

The attic was small and contained some old wooden furniture and lots of dust. Evening was apparent through a little slanted window in the wall that was essentially roof.

From it, clanging echoed again.

“And what’s that clanging?” said Oscar, despite not wanting to know.

“It’s clanging.”

“Yes, but from what?”

“Those beasts, obviously. They’re tearing the town apart with their tails, which I suspect are armour-plated.”

Oscar struggled with Tabby when the dog surrendered her again and hurried to the window. When he opened its frame, cold air and acrid smoke poured in. The dog leant out. He had short, neat fur and very observant ears.

“Quickly,” he said, returning to take his half. “We must get back to my bakery. Across this roof is the only way. They won’t find us upon its tiles, unless they destroy the walls supporting them. Or we fall off.”

The suggestion was so unwelcome that Oscar retched, leaving the dog to hold Tabby so he could double over and vomit properly.

Once finished, he wiped his chin. “This is madness,” he whispered. “I’m dreaming. This must be dream.” It seemed prudent that asking a figment outright might circumvent some of its ludicrousness. “Am I squashed outside the Great Library of Liebe with an ambulance on top of me?”

“I certainly hope so,” said the dog, “because that sounds much nicer than what’s going on here.”

“Am I dreaming? Please just tell me whether I’m dreaming.”

“Let us just say that I also hope to be waking up shortly.”

When Tabby stirred, the dog lowered her onto the floor.

Oscar knelt beside her. “Tabby?” he said, patting her paw. “Can you hear me?”

She frowned and mumbled something incoherent. He prodded until her eyes opened.

“Oscar?” she whispered. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m still hoping you can tell me.”

“A large portion of house was thrown at you,” the dog said, “by something that’s not very nice at all that I then exploded.”

Oscar looked up in surprise. “You did that?”

A nod. “It’s why we have to get back to my bakery quickly, so I can do the same to those remaining.”

“How many more are there?”

He shrugged. “No idea. But if we don’t hurry, the only things baking around here will be us in the ruins of this place, and that’s one pastry I am not keen on making.”

Tabby sat up and asked where she was.

“In an attic for the moment,” said the dog. “But on the roof shortly, if you can manage. It would certainly make things easier for us. Hauling you up stairs is one thing, but across pitched roofs will be quite another, not least because there’s less carpet.”

Propped up on a paw, she looked at Oscar. “Why is it that every time I wake up I’m in a completely different location?”

He shrugged, before suggesting it must have something to do with insanity.

“Insane-of-the-mind are you?” the dog said, nodding in understanding. “Well, that makes some sense, at least.”

“What do you mean?”

“Later. There will be time for explanation once we’re safe—”

“No,” said Tabby. “There is time now, actually. Explain what you mean right now, or you can fluff off to your bakery on your own!”

“Well, that’s fine by me,” said the dog, indignantly. “I’ve done my bit saving your fur, so you can save it yourself next time.” He went to the window and stuck a hind paw through it. “Good luck with that.”

Tabby looked at the spoon she still clutched. “Why do I still have this fluffing spoon?”

“You’ll have to excuse her,” Oscar said to the dog. “She’s not very good when it comes to social niceties. We’re very grateful that you stopped us being squashed by building.”

“And being torn to pieces.”

“And being torn to pieces, yes. It’s just that all this is a bit strange for us. I mean, I’ve been involved in some very odd things, certainly, but nothing like this. I’m wondering if we’re oddly jet-lagged.”

There was a sigh and the paw was withdrawn. “Look,” said the dog. “I realise that you’re not from around here, despite your spoon, so I can imagine that your arrival is rather bewildering. Sadly, I can’t offer much explanation myself, but I can take you to an animal who might, provided we remain alive long enough to do so. But in order to, we need to get to my bakery. If you want to remain here and take your chances with those horrid things, then good luck to you, but I’m leaving. You’re welcome to come, though, as you could provide a diversion while I continue my baking unmolested.” He shrugged at their stares of bewilderment. “It’s up to you.”

Grappling at each other, Oscar and Tabby clambered upright, leaving the dog to offer a paw when Tabby swayed dangerously. Once she had stabilised, and without another word, he clambered out the window and disappeared onto roofing. When Tabby asked Oscar for clarification as to what had been exploded, he admitted to having no idea, partly because conventional linguistics was unable to convey their ghastliness. He went to the window also and peered up to see the dog scarpering across slate. At the roof’s apex, traversing was easier, and he moved quickly. Realising there was no choice, Oscar struggled onto its sill, before helping Tabby do the same. With careful paws, they clambered onto roofing and climbed its slope. When they reached its crest, balance was easier, and they hurried along terraces beneath a cold, dark night sky.

Oscar insisted she went first, concerned that having rooms thrown at her might impair balance.

“How’s your head?” he asked.

“It feels like it’s been removed, kicked around and replaced at the wrong angle.”

“A bit like mine then.” They concentrated on following the dog’s silhouette. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier. You know, about only meeting you yesterday. That was hurtful. I don’t normally say hurtful things. I think today has been a bit much, frankly.”

“It’s all right,” said Tabby. “It’s been rather strange for both of us. And I’m sorry about the bucket thing.”

“On reflection, I think it actually makes sense.”

“At least something does.”

A moon appeared from clouds and cast silvered light through slow moving smoke. The roof’s slate looked like silver scales and reminded him of what they had only just evaded.

“It gets dark here very quickly, don’t you think?” said Tabby. “The moon’s already high.”

“The whole place is odd.”

The dog was waiting for them at a junction where roof diverged to circumvent a town square. From it, smoke rose, lit with a glow from burning terraces on the square’s other side. He watched flames roar, and when they arrived beside him, Tabby asked for explanation again.

“I think there are three remaining,” the dog said. “I destroyed one before stumbling across the two of you. I think that leaves three.”

The inferno roared. In it, things cracked and shifted. When something inside collapsed, the inferno’s roar became thunderous, and sparks soared upwards to join stars.

The fireworks left Oscar realising the metallic ringing had stopped. “I can’t hear any clanging.”

“Neither can I,” said the dog. “Which is concerning. Not only must I counter them beneath darkness, but I can no longer tell where they are.”

Oscar didn’t respond, the notion of silence as strategic ploy was even more disturbing than their lack of skin.

“Them?” said Tabby. “What exactly are you talking about?”

“Beasts,” said the dog.

“Beasts?”

“Yes. Great big things with no manners, whatsoever. And huge tails.”

Tabby glanced at Oscar when wondering whether such things were to do with the Ar’dath-Irr, considering all this occurred after having mentioned his name. “Why did no one else stay behind to help you?”

“You saw the size of them,” said the dog.

“I didn’t, actually. I passed out, remember?”

He did, and looked at sore paws, before rubbing them vigorously.

“You’re a baker,” she said. “Yet you stayed.”

“Yes, well, my baking’s not exactly what you’d call traditional.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that the residents of this place wouldn’t miss me if I got torn into small, squidgy pieces.”

“That’s not very nice.”

“Considering my baking, it’s understandable.”

She pondered this. “Do you also make very bad soup?”

He humphed. “I struggle to make pastries.”

“But soup is easier, surely? Did you make some that was so disgusting that everyone screamed?”

“No.”

She was disappointed.

“It’s not like that,” he said. “Things are different here.”

“Compared to where?”

“Well, Liebe, for example.”

Oscar almost fell off the roof. “You know Liebe?”

“Not very well. I stayed in its airport once while in transit to Grasbon. I believe my luggage is still there, actually. No one’s ever got back to me about it, though. I suppose it’s a bit difficult considering that I’m now here.”

There was a muted roar from somewhere, and all three cringed.

“Have you dealt with these things before?” whispered Oscar.

The dog shook his head. “Not before this morning. That’s the beauty of this place.”

“You think this place is beautiful?” said Tabby, recalling its wintery, dank chill.

In more thunderous roar and reverse waterfall of sparks, another house collapsed. In its light, the dog’s eyes glistened. “If only they knew,” he whispered, “that such destruction impedes only themselves.” He pointed across the square. “My bakery is over there. I must return before it’s taken. Without it, I’ll be forced to flee like the others and inform them that nothing remains of their homes, and they deserve far better than that.”

“Couldn’t we just do that anyway?” said Oscar. “After all, two-nil is pretty good. We could leave while we still have paws. They’re even harder to re-grow than ears, I would imagine, whereas everyone looks forward to renovating.”

The dog ignored this, stood and hurried onwards. Oscar and Tabby followed until he crouched again to slide down the roof. He did so and expertly caught a window jutting from it, before scrabbling at a latch and disappearing through it. Oscar and Tabby shared a glance, neither keen on further acrobatics that could end in a three-storey fall followed by either inadvertent incineration or very intentional dismemberment. With a tentativeness bordering on adhesion, they climbed down slate until reaching the window, where their frantic scrabbling dislodged several tiles that disappeared over guttering.

Once through the window they followed the dog down more stairs, which was easier with Tabby managing independently and gravity being in their favour. When reaching the bottom of them, the dog raised paw for silence, before peering around a doorway. Satisfied, he crept across a room and flicked on a light—which had Oscar utter an expletive and crouch behind a bench top.

“Are you certain that’s a good idea?” he hissed.

“How else am I going to see my kitchen?”

“Once your head’s ripped off, you won’t be able to!”

“If I can’t see around my kitchen then I can’t stop those beasts, and they’ll tear it apart before morning.”

“It’s a bakery,” Tabby realised, peering through a doorway. “Oscar, there’s a shop front out there that’s still in darkness.”

“Yes,” the dog said. “This is my bakery.”

Oscar stood. “You’re really a baker?” he said, disappointed that it didn’t lessen confusion.

The dog’s ears were pointy and alert, the sheen on his neat fur surprising after the mess they had endured. He donned an apron and began fiddling with a dial on a large oven.

“You’re actually a baker?”

Glancing at Tabby, the dog asked, “Is he always this astute?”

“Sometimes I do suspect he thinks out loud.”

“I thought being a baker was a euphemism,” said Oscar.

“For what?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Something more insidious that would mean we don’t have to worry about those horrid tendony things.”

“Why do you think I’m fiddling with this oven.”

“Presumably it’s got something to do with pastry.” He couldn’t imagine it was for anything more formidable than buns. “Are those tendony things allergic to buns, perhaps?”

“I doubt they’re allergic to anything, except good manners.”

“Why do you keep calling them that?” said Tabby.

The dog stopped fiddling. “Because everyone should have good manners.”

“Not you,” she said. “Oscar. Why do keep calling them tendon-things?”

He wanted to tell her, but conventional linguists remained incapable.

“I specialise in flans and buns,” the dog said. “Although I do the odd batch of crispy scales when the need arises.”

“Buns,” Oscar repeated, flatly.

He nodded, before hurrying to a bench top where he began kneading and punching large lump of dough. “I like buns,” he said, thumping it into a coma. “Particularly if they’re fluffy. I call mine ‘fluffy buns’, because they are particularly fluffy.” He flipped the dough and commenced a second round. “To be honest, though, I don’t feel that they’re fluffy enough. I’m aspiring to make buns so fluffy that they float.”

“Float?”

“Yes. In the air.”

“You want to make buns that are actually lighter than air?”

“Yes.”

Oscar looked at Tabby in despair.

She shrugged. “I quite like buns.”

He approached the dog. “Did you say that you actually exploded those tendony things?”

The dog nodded while kneading voraciously.

“And you intend doing the same to the ones still remaining?”

“I am, yes.” He glanced at Tabby. “My dear, would you be good enough to check the oven?”

She did so, and on further instruction, fiddled with its dial. Her co-operation left Oscar wondering whether he had missed a crucial paragraph containing several important plot points. He fell silent and wished for some of the enviable acceptance that Tabby’s insanity afforded.

Having completed his dough assassination, the dog broke it into several pieces which he shaped on a tray, before asking Tabby to retrieve a specific pot from a cupboard.

“Be very careful with it,” he warned. “Do not spill it, for the sake of us all.”

It was large and heavy, and despite having a lid, it smelt terrible.

“Ugh!” she gasped, once relieved of it. “What in fluff is it? It’s like headache in a bottle!”

Very carefully, the dog ladled its contents into his wells of dough. He closed them up and pinched the edges together to seal the liquid within each. With equal care, he ladled more into a bowl, to which added some powders and stirred slowly, before draping the resultant slurry across each as icing. The loaded tray was placed on a long handled oven spatula and, with Tabby’s help, placed in the oven.

“It smells like petrol!” said Oscar, waving paws at fumes.

While dusting down his apron, the dog nodded. “That’s because it is petrol. My own recipe, in fact, and although it has never been popular, it has certainly come in useful today.”

Oscar stopped swishing and stared. “You make buns with petrol?”

“Admittedly they don’t sell very well. Except on my birthday, when I’m afforded a certain indulgence.”

“But who eats buns made with petrol?”

“No one.”

Oscar’s stare migrated to Tabby, who shrugged, unperturbed.

“But petrol?”

“I said I was a baker,” the dog said. “I didn’t say I was a good one.”

Oscar continued staring until realising that he was standing beside a blazing furnace containing petrol-soaked pastries. While he retreated in alarm, the dog dried his paws on a towel and peered into his darkened shop front. “Their clanging gave some indication as to their whereabouts,” he said. “Their silence is concerning.”

Oscar scoffed. “What, more concerning than filling a raging oven with petrol?”

“Yes.” He returned with a worried frown.

“I’d be more concerned about blowing up your own bakery,” said Oscar. “That’s if this is your bakery. I mean, yours is probably the one burning across the square!”

“Oscar,” said Tabby, “don’t be so rude—”

“Me? I’m not the one with a proficiency in culinary bomb-making!” Having retreated to stairs, he had to shout. “I wouldn’t be surprised if all the wanton destruction around here is because of you!” He considered this for a moment. “Perhaps those things tendony things live here and you blew up their houses! It would certainly explain their temper!”

With concerns elsewhere, the dog ignored him.

Tabby, however, did not. “Why do you keep calling them tendony things?”

He shivered at the thought of their marauding outside. They were ghastly enough during daylight, but their skinless tendons seemed even worse at night. “Because they don’t have any skin.”

“They don’t have what?”

“Skin. They didn’t have any.” He looked at the baker. “Why don’t they have skin? They should have skin!”

Tabby folded her paws. “Oscar, you’re not making sense.”

“Well, that should fit right up your alley!”

“But why tendony?”

“Because they don’t have skin!” He sighed, fed up with the number of explanations he required for rudimentary operation. “Look, the tendony things threw a room at you. They probably live in the house opposite and this insane dog is the one destroying the place.”

“What do you mean ‘threw a room’?”

Pleased at her confusion, he also folded paws in a blatant refusal to alleviate it.

“Oscar?” She strode closer in a manner that had him unfold them.

“Look, some weird tendon thing threw a room at you,” he said. “When you were studying your bucket. It’s why you woke up in an attic.” He indicated the baker. “This animal exploded it, apparently—something he’s clearly about to do to us, if his cooking is any indication.”

She frowned. “Why would he explode a bucket?”

“Not the bucket, the tendon-thing. He exploded the tendony thing.”

“Why do you keep calling them that?”

“I told you: because they don’t have skin.”

“I don’t understand.”

He refolded his paws triumphantly. “It’s not a pleasant state of mind, is it?”

“Just answer my question! What tendony things?”

“I don’t know.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, Tabby. I have no more idea than you, other than having glimpsed them through smoke.”

“What do they look like?”

“Tendony. And without skin.” Another look at the baker. “Why don’t they have skin? They should have skin!”

“You’re not making sense, Oscar.”

“I thought that didn’t matter,” he said, folding harder. “Sense means little to you, apparently. I thought being in a state of perpetual acceptance rendered confusion obsolete!”

“You’re being deliberately irritating.”

“I’m not. I’m simply providing explanation based on having nothing available to make one!”

“Now you’re being obtuse.”
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