
        
            
                
            
        


THE VELVET PAW OF ASQUITH NOVELS

[image: Image]


A MASTERFUL REVENGE

 

THOMAS CORFIELD

 

M E R I D I A N  P R E S S

 

“As ground breaking as a magnitude nine, but with far fewer casualties.” 

- Austen Austenson, An Emotional Singularity. 

 

“These books are the New Fiction in the same way the Bronze age should again be aspired to.” 

- God. 

 

“The first books in history that will never require copyrighting.” 

- Suzanne Grey, Suitable for most things except marriage.

 

THOMASCORFIELD.COM


Licence Notes

____________________

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

Written in Australian English.

 

Thank you for purchasing this ebook. If you didn’t, and it’s pirated, then a pox upon you. I don’t do this for fun, you know. This is work. And it’s quite hard too. Especially some of the spelling. This book must not be reproduced, copied or distributed, nor can it be printed out to write shopping lists on. If you enjoyed this book, please return to ThomasCorfield.com to discover further books. If you didn’t enjoy it, then I suggest you re-read it paying closer attention.

 

Consider visiting thomascorfield.com to learn more about the Dooven Aesthetic, which includes Dooven Muzak, Fable Pop and Extractionist artwork.

 

Copyright Thomas Corfield.


Contents

____________________

Title Page

Licence

Excerpt

Important Note

Cinematic Audiobooks

Opening Chapter

From the Next Book


Excerpt

____________________

 

THEY sat upon thrones in their Hadora, with a ceiling higher than stars and a perimeter only marginally smaller than one.

Around them, animals sawed planks and assembled scaffolds from rope and pulley. Nearby, a group of several were struggling to raise massive curtains above a window larger than most fabrics, an act hindered by those involved having no idea what curtains were, let alone how to hang them on a rod far sturdier than the scaffold upon which they collectively teetered. Moreover, their concentration was continually interrupted with worried glances at the Ar’dath-Irr and serious concerns about falling from ladders.

After a particularly nasty thud, Clive turned from glaring at their antics and glared at the Ar’dath-Irr instead.

“Is this really necessary?” he yelled over some more hammering and screams when nails were missed but claws were not. “We are perfectly capable of rendering whatever modifications to this place you desire with a mere sweep of paw. There is no need for all this paraphernalia, especially when it seems to be doing more to bring the place down than spruce it up.”

Sandra tutted at his lack of vision. “You have been with those animals too long,” she said, though it was broken into three parts because of more hammering. “You have completely lost any sense of occasion. It is not the result that matters, Clive, but the anticipatory build to it. I understand this, the Ar’dath-Irr knows it, and even Gerald has an inkling, which is really saying something, considering he even struggles to spell the word.”

Gerald gave a withering look and continued munching a sandwich.

It was reinforced by one from Clive.

“I think you will find, Sandra, that my understanding of festivities unconditionally trumps yours by virtue of having infiltrated the ranks of said animals. Despite their numerous deficiencies, they nevertheless know how to celebrate.”

A scoff. “I see. Well, I must admit, Clive, that I am becoming increasingly concerned at the extent that you defend them. If I did not know better, I would say that your infiltration borders on assimilation.”

“Then it is fortunate that you do not know better, which, by the way, infers that you only know worse, being an intellectual confession of deficiency that you have—”

“You know, either be clever or try not to be, but never try to be—”

“Enough!”

The growl split through hall and resulted in dropped hammers.

The Ar’dath-Irr stood from throne and descended steps. “The cat is on his way. Nothing else is relevant.”

“Then why all this farce,” said Clive, indicating animals who cowered when attention was drawn. “If it is a sense of occasion you wish for, then why not impose the necessary changes upon this place and then simply conjure ample festivity to celebrate it? I do not understand why we have to put up with all this mess and chaos when it is doing nothing other than getting us nowhere while making things worse.”

As though illustrating the point, the curtain-related scaffolding that was already six storeys high, began teetering dangerously when those upon it, having been concerned about falling, all gathered at one end. There was a sound of twisting wood, splitting rope and screams, followed by the sort of thumps that all Seven felt were well deserved. Raising whiskers at colleagues, Clive implied his point had been so well illustrated that it bordered on photorealism. They, however, ignored the collapse, which was not difficult, considering its moans of aftermath were muted by a large animal pyramid covered in broken ladder.

“We need Dooven,” said Addadh, “to arrive as either poet or an immiscible combination of poet and Velvet Paw. He must not arrive wholly as Velvet Paw for reasons we all know well enough. That cat needs to be broken. You were tasked to ensure this, Clive, so what can you tell us of your success?”

“He has had no success,” muttered Sandra, with the sort of scoff that made someone drop another hammer. “They probably discussed capes and the importance of colourful lapels.”

Clive smiled in a manner that rendered doing so redundant. “For the sake of those present who are uneducated in the way of cultural diversity,” he said, “capes are terribly under-rated.” He stood and swept his theatrically. “See? Excellent sweepage. Try doing that in a robe and the world would become rapidly perpendicular.”

They ignored the scream of a falling animal who had been valiantly clinging to the curtain rod since the scaffold’s collapse.
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The Velvet Paw of Asquith Novels are international jet-setting adventures with large casts of characters. As examples of New Fable genre fiction, they do not have individual protagonists and antagonists, but instead have character couples known as protagona and antagona.

 

These character couples afford greater immersion into the books’ expansive cinematic atmosphere through carefully constructed shifts in character point-of-view. It is hoped that this cultivates greater vibrancy and depth to the books’ cinematic ludicrousness.
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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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“That life is transient is part of its liveliness.”

—Panoli Ruben.

 

 

 

Our thoughts become the stars,

In the skies of other worlds,

Building out the universe,

As time and space unfurl.

Each idea a brilliant orb,

A beacon shining bright,

Guiding wanderers on their path,

Through a vast expanse of night.

Our minds, the universe within,

Create constellations so divine,

A symphony of thought and light,

Eternal, infinite, sublime.

So let us dream and let us hope,

And watch as stars take flight,

For our thoughts are limitless,

And our universe, a canvas of light.

 

OSCAR awoke to prods that, due to disorientation, coupled with visions of shredded world, left him vaguely wondering whether he was still in the final chapters of book two.

“Oscar!”

This was unlikely, however, considering book three was particularly memorable.

“Oscar! Stop pretending that you’re unconscious. You’ve done enough of that already and it didn’t work last time!”

Words were muffled. He was prodded again, which was followed by an uncomfortably familiar shaking. When recollection returned with more derailment connotations, so did realisation that it was Tabby. He fought through covers and sat up, though lay down again when room inverted and made him feel vomity.

He said her name, despite the arrival of a little bit of sick.

Everything went dark and squeezy when she lunged at him. She said something about not losing him and something else about Jeffemeries and Mironaelk.

He fought through embrace to sit up again.

“They’re all right,” she said, eyes wet with tear. “Don’t worry, they’re safe!”

He tried asking what happened, but found it difficult to speak, before realising that bandages were responsible for both this, and everything being muffled.

“My head is bandaged.”

She nodded in a manner suggesting he need not be concerned despite a serious need to be.

“Is it unbelievably serious?” he said, feeling their contour. They were tight and thick, which made them hard, and he felt as though he wore a cantaloupe.

“Try not to think about it,” she said. “And there are far more important things to consider anyway—”

“What about Jeffemeries? What did you say about him?”

“He’s fine—”

“And Mironaelk?”

She found a smile. “I’m relieved to see that you care.”

“Please tell me that she’s been very badly injured.”

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s not supposed to be,” Even though it was. “I’m completely serious.”

She looked at his bandaged head, and not in a good way. “There have been untold injuries to countless animals.” She ran a paw over them and expression darkened. “I’ve never known anything like it.”

“How long have I been here?”

“Three days.”

He swore and tried getting out of bed, before wondering where it was. “Is this the palace?”

“No. It’s a field hospital.”

“A what?”

“A field hospital. It was set up in a field. As a hospital.”

He looked around, realising it was makeshift to some extent. Practical and clean but with none of the palace’s opulence, which went a long way to indicating how used to it he had become.

“And I’ve been here for three days?”

“Yes, but don’t feel too bad. Jeffemeries and I were here for one. Mironaelk only had an overnight stay, which is amazing, considering her age.”

When visions of soil-filled air and splitting ground arrived, he asked what had happened. Before she could reply, however, curtains around the bed were swished open and an animal arrived. She wore a white coat splattered with blood, held a clipboard splattered with more, and peered at him through glasses obscured with red. After a satisfied humph, she jotted something down.

“He’s only just come round,” Tabby told her. “I was just about to tell him what happened.

“Well, I’m glad that someone knows,” said the dog, still jotting, “because the official word is that it has something to do with curry.”

“Right,” sighed Tabby, exasperation apparent. “We’ve been over this, haven’t we? It wasn’t anything to do with curry. I’ve already explained this to you and everyone else in this place. It’s a result of the Ar’dath-Irr and his pathological insanity and should be taken very personally and extremely seriously.” She looked at Oscar. “They think it’s to do with curry.”

“What is?”

“Everything that happened.”

More recollection arrived, which included creatures made of electricity and Uvie physically inverting Mrs Spinklebottom. “What about the others? Uvie—and Mrs Spinklebottom—and those who were playing Hug-a-side.”

Tabby humphed that the latter were irrelevant. “With any luck they’ll never play again.” She folded paws indignantly. “I can’t believe I was forced to sit through that match when I nearly died watching the first.”

Ignoring this exchange, the doctor took Oscar’s vitals, which he disapproved of, considering they were presumably needed.

“Why are you covered in blood?” he said, brushing some off his fur when her vitality-taking required leaning.

“There have been a lot of injuries, Mister Dooven,” she said, “and lots of hugs as a consequence.” She had an air of disapproval that he did not expect. 

He looked at Tabby. “I thought hugs had been abolished.”

“Let’s just say that everything seems to have defaulted to a sort of caretaker mode with masses of confusion.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that the world is on the brink, Oscar, and is about to tip over the edge.”

He swiped at paws checking bandages. “I thought it already had. From what I recall. I’m surprised that any of us are still around, considering the world clearly ended on Monday.”

“It didn’t end, Oscar. It was just badly beaten.” She indicated the curtain. “And, in answer to your question, your friend is there.”

“What friend?”

“Uvie. Along with the rest of your supposed entourage.”

When the doctor returned to jotting, she pulled back another curtain to reveal an entire ward. Uvie was in the next bed looking confused at the ceiling, while other beds contained Brendan and company. Even Mrs Spinklebottom was present, though appeared distinctly inverted.

“I thought she was dead!” he cried, sitting up.

“She is,” said Tabby, “but they’re keeping her in for tests.”

“Tests?” He stared at her. “But she’s green!”

“Yes.” Tabby looked also, though without any surprise. “That’s one of them, apparently.”

“One of what?”

“The tests. She was blue when they brought her in, so they’re seeing if she goes through all the colours of the rainbow and returns to something more normal.” She shrugged. “Acceptance, remember? It makes everything easier in the long run.”

Bewildered, he craned to see Uvie. When he called, the dog turned away. Being such unexpected behaviour, he fell silent.

When Tabby spoke, it was with regret. “I’m afraid a lot has happened in the past three days, Oscar. It seems the world has turned. The entire experience has been so traumatic that our teachings appear to have become collectively integrated into the psyche of populace, and although this is what we were hoping for, it turns out not to be the result we wanted.”

Having finished jotting, the doctor glared at Oscar in a manner not seen since book three.

“Things were confusing enough when following your induced global financial collapse, Mister Dooven—”

“That wasn’t my fault!” he said, indicating Tabby. “It was hers!” 

Tabby raised whiskers to this, equally unimpressed.

The doctor continued, regardless. “Not only that, but your poetry recital has decimated what little stability remained.”

He stared in astonishment at the implication that what had unfolded was intentional. “Now wait a minute,” he said. “Just hang on a fluffing moment here: surely you don’t believe that Monday’s disaster had anything to do with me?”

Her stern look suggested otherwise, and, after a glance at Tabby, she left—though not before glaring again when redrawing the curtain.

Oscar stared at everything, including the back of Uvie, as realisation continued dawning in a manner suggesting the world had stopped turning clockwise and was unwinding.

When finding words again, they were meek. “They don’t think that, surely?”

“To some extent, yes,” said Tabby. “A great extent, in fact. But I can assure you that I have tried explaining the reality to them. Unfortunately, I’ve only had a day or so to manage, and it’s been such an utterly horrific experience that everyone seems to have drawn their own conclusions, some of which, perhaps unsurprisingly, include curry.”

“I don’t understand.” He sat up and glanced at Uvie again. “They think that all that destruction was part of my recital?”

She shrugged again, but said nothing, which said enough.

“So—wait—are you saying that everyone hates me?”

“Well, they’re certainly not pleased—”

“But I saved them! I’ve saved them several times already! It was in the papers! The Echelon knew! Everybody knew!”

“You have to understand, Oscar, that what unfolded during your recital was unprecedented—”

“No, it wasn’t! They’ve been through this before! The end of book five, for a start—and throughout its middle bit! Even some of the previous one was deeply traumatic!”

“Yes, but that was before they were educated. Back then it was all unprecedented, yes, but now it’s a sort of precedented unprecedent. Even the rules and conditions of your recital were unprecedented.” 

She rested a paw on his bandages. “Try not to think about it. Everyone’s still in shock.”

“But they shouldn’t be cross with me!” he cried. “They should be cross with the Ar’dath-Irr! He’s the one who destroyed everything!”

“Yes, but they don’t know the Ar’dath-Irr. They only know you and your avant-garde tendencies. Mind you, the forced restrictions on their behaviour as an audience didn’t help—”

“What do you mean? I only insisted they sit quietly and not pooh on furniture!”

“Yes, but sitting quietly was followed by unimaginable destruction.” She looked sheepish. “You must admit that there is an element of sitting duck to it. And to be perfectly honest, I can understand why the Ar’dath-Irr’s arrival was seen as theatrical—theatrics that you arranged—as it was beyond extraordinary.”

He stared all over the place, unable to fathom the explanation despite it having an undeniable logic. The horror that had unfolded—details of which continued stabbing through awareness like a fork through gravy—had exploded upon an audience only recently educated in the ways of violence, which could only exacerbate the situation.

He looked up when realising her role in such a perfect storm. “This is all your fault!” he growled.

“Mine?”

“Yes! You’re the one who educated them in viciousness and extreme loathing! You primed them—and when the Ar’dath-Irr turns up uninvited and slaughters everyone, it all finally sinks in—at least for those who manage to avoid being massacred! Oh, well done, Tabby! Brilliant! Not only does everyone finally get loathing and put it into practice—but it’s against the wrong fluffing animal!” 

She looked at the floor in conceding his point.

“I don’t believe this!” he said, struggling out of bed and wobbling dangerously. “All I wanted was to be a poet with flowers and everything, and I end up being loathed by an entire planet! Even the worst poet imaginable wouldn’t manage such biblical failure!”

“You’re blaming the wrong animal, Oscar—”

“Oh, so it’s all my fault, is it?” He stabbed a paw at bandages. “Of course! I see it so clearly now! There I was just wanting to recite some imagist verse—which, incidentally, I was ordered to ensure was all about hatred—when all the time I was clearly plotting my own downfall!” He teetered at her. “No, Tabby, this is not my fault! It is very definitely yours! And Mironaelk’s! In fact, all of you in your desperation for this world to learn hate!”

Her response was quiet. “No, it was the Ar’dath-Irr’s.”

“It—what?”

“It was the Ar’dath-Irr’s fault. Not mine, not Mironaelk’s and not yours.”

Still wobbly, he reversed his teeter, though maintained a glare.

“You know that,” she said. “You said that. We all know that. Well, those of us who understand what the fluff actually happened, which is, to be fair, only a few.”

He sank back to the bed, dizzy and exhausted, despite three days of lying down. He glanced at Uvie, who still refused to look. Even if the dog heard their argument, he would not understand it.

None of them would.

It had been hard enough educating them this far. Trying to explain further had an air of impossible double-bluff about it.

Upstaged.

The Ar’dath-Irr had destroyed him intentionally.

The dog had taken his dream and crushed it into broken dust.

He sank face into pillow and screamed until it became hot. Overwhelmed, he sagged dangerously, though Tabby caught him, before saying something about seeing Mironaelk.

More recollection arrived: visions of cartwheeling animals, exploding light, splitting soil and raining stone.

He spun to her in despair. “Wait—Tabby—how many animals actually died?”

She blinked through tears, both for him, and the answer. “Thousands.”
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LEAVING the hospital was like waking up in a ridiculously messy bedroom, the extent of which had been overlooked when falling asleep the night before. There was a distinct sense of mature chaos in the air, as though a major battle had been over for some time, while its reverberation still rang.

Shell shock, that was it.

A distinct sense of shell shock.

Air had a haze of residual smoke, along with scent of cinder, concrete and recently turned earth. There was lots of activity, however, despite the apparent bewilderment that animals endured. Many were armed with tools and buckets, while others less suited to labour wandered around offering spoons half-heartedly.

Oscar could not tell where he was: it all looked unfamiliar in the same way that a spent bonfire no longer resembles its pile of logs.

Tabby led him between huge mounds of material, some of which looked fresh and ready for use, while others appeared snapped, singed and twisted. It resembled a building site that was not certain whether things were being constructed or dismantled.

He wanted to ask where they were, but she marched ahead with a determination he struggled to match after three days of lying down.

His pace slowed when a procession of animals passed, each laden with sizable bags on their shoulders, their attire soiled and ragged, while others were trying to make a tent at the top of a particularly large pile of rubble. Having climbed uphill, he turned to see what lay below. Sun was high, suggesting midday. He saw the field hospital along with several other makeshift structures, all with the look of temporary barracks, perched on an unfamiliar hillside. 

It was only when Tabby called that he stopped watching. She was ahead by some distance and waiting. He did not continue, however, and instead tried for orientation. Her insistence continued, which he also ignored by sitting down on a piece of singed furniture lodged in a pile of rubble.

Realising he was not going to follow, Tabby returned.

“What are you doing?” she said. “We need to hurry.”

“Where to.” He did not pose it as a question.

“Away from here. We’re needed elsewhere.”

“Speaking of elsewhere,” he said, “where are we?”

“Bisarah. Obviously.”

“Are you sure? It doesn’t look familiar. It looks like a war zone.”

She looked also, before both watched more animals pass, this time carrying shovels and rakes.

“You should have seen it before they began tidying up.”

“Three days I’ve been unconscious?” he said. “Are sure it wasn’t weeks?”

It looked like the end of the world.

Things had been ominous during his recital, but three days later must have passed the end’s deadline. 

It felt like a Thursday.

More animals passed, some loaded with bags of rubble while others dragged spades lethargically, as though they had finished digging their own graves but were too exhausted to lie down in them. The end of the world’s wake was not supposed to be populated. The insurance ramifications alone would be biblical.

Tabby left to continue on. He watched her, the path to summit reminding him of the mountainside they had awoken on at the beginning of book five. He stood to follow, despite a headache that shovels were occasionally responsible for. At least following would allow better vantage. Her pace was considerable and not well suited to recent invalids.

When he reached the top, everything had a distinct sense of slant, as though they had not climbed a hill but instead traversed a massive slab of angled ground.

With paws on hips, she caught breath while taking in what view was apparent. He arrived beside her, muttering things about haste that she ignored. 

He turned to look at the view and fell silent.

It was indeed Bisarah, though with noticeable exceptions.

Hillside that had contained the Pavilion was no longer present, Instead, the meadow it had resided in was a massive gaping chunk of nothing after having slid into sea. Indeed, despite distance, even the portion of land that they stood upon had been pushed upward in a massive, jagged splinter of fresh mountain still sharp with edge. Where huge slabs of cliff had also plunged into sea, chasms punctured what little was left of hillside, like savage cut into crust of world that still bled fumes. Hundreds of animals scoured the great cleft of broken land, portions of which smoked as though deep fires still smouldered. Above their smoke and plunder, sky was peppered with huge balloons billowing with sail. Tethering ropes swung from their gondolas, moving masses of debris far greater than those hauled by despondent animals they had passed. While the city appeared unscathed, the Palace, did not. Its magnificence was only partially standing, its majority a savaged and broken pile of smoking stone, having been shattered by the ferocity that had torn hillside and sheared cliff into sea.

He stared while trying to orientate to this broken and brittle shape of world that had become so familiar. When he asked what happened, she replied in a tone no less bewildered that the Ar’dath-Irr had broken everything. He realised then what was odd: animals were no less broken than the land they now crawled upon. Unlike the inane enthusiasm following the devastation at Vierlême and the eagerness surrounding Bisarah’s trendy infernos, the populace had undergone a seismic shift no less severe than the land they lived upon.

Broken everything, she said again. And everyone.

“You said thousands died?” he whispered, as the extent of destruction settled in and made itself comfortable.

She nodded, though only slightly, before saying that was not the worst of it.

When he asked what she meant, there was no reply. Instead, she continued down the other side toward activity at its base.

“What do you mean by that?” he said, following.

It was steep, and they almost slid down its loose stone while animals struggled up it as though having done so repeatedly for the past three days to little avail.

“Tabby? What do you mean? How can it be worse than thousands having died?”

Still, she did not reply, her pace increasing as though keen to get away from questions. With the incline steep, he said nothing more and concentrated on skittling down after her. With devastation now hidden, its immediate horror lessened, though remained apparent in the fatigue of those he skittled past.

At ground level, a conglomeration of coaches and buggies waited and jostled. Some were being piled high with rubble while others had rubble removed from them. Both situations involved shovels and dust and fatigue. Amidst chaos, horses waited patiently, snorting snot and pounding at dusty and broken earth, while others arrived in a patterned clipping of hoof and wheel. Such sounds had become rhythmically familiar, along with the warm, thick scent of manure, the latter reminding him of gardens in Summer, despite an inability to recall visiting any.

Unless he counted the Ar’dath-Irr’s.

Taking his paws, Tabby led him through bustle toward a coach far more regal than the worker lorries cramming the place. Upon arrival, she said something to an animal waiting upon it, before opening a door and ushering Oscar inside. She glanced around while doing so, as though he was an escapee she was illegally harbouring.

He got in and she followed, before thumping the roof that they move.

Coach jolted and rolled forward, bouncing over potholes in a road that had not been designed for such intense traffic. He watched passing construction that had no obvious focal point: stuff was being taken up the hill and down it, though with no sensibility in either. As they moved away, what they had traversed became apparent: a massive slab of upturned rock, as though fundamental ground had buckled and ruptured. It appeared to be the opposite to what had occurred on the hillside: while that part had broken and sunk, this had severed and risen.

An enormous earthquake, perhaps, though not a natural one.

He was about to ask whether that’s what had happened, though refrained when realising she was looking at him with a sadness not seen before.

He asked whether she was all right.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what?”

“Everything.”

Grateful that she was talking after recent arguments, he indicated the mess they left behind.

“You mean that you’re responsible for that?”

She shook her head while swaying gently. “No, but I’m sorry that you are.”

He looked out the window again, the comment being something of an exaggeration. He rubbed at bandages. “At least it explains these.” He looked at her again. “Was I really unconscious for three days?”

“Yes, though it’s fortunate to some extent because it took two days just to remove your residual bells and untangle them from popped balloons.”

Having forgotten about said paraphernalia, he rubbed paws where some main attachments had been, noticing fur had been badly worn. “This is all a bit odd, really,” he admitted. “I’m not quite certain whether I’m awake or not—which seems to be something of an ongoing conundrum.”

“Oh, you’re awake, all right,” she said. “But this is still a complete nightmare.”

Recalling the state of palace, he looked at her again, though did not say anything, as she recognised dawning ramifications.

“It’s gone, Oscar. Everything’s just gone.”

The words were whispered and her expression became distanced. He looked from his window again, not wanting to know details. Not wanting to know anything. Regardless of how infuriating he had found the palace, the loss of such magnificence was devastating. It would hurt her far more, however, considering her intimate involvement with it.

Her involvement, his gallivanting.

“The Returned Poet?” he said. “Is he alive?”

“Yes.”

“And Jeffemeries—you’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“What about Bearthz and the rest of her insane entourage?”

“Everyone is alive, Oscar.”

“The Boevis?”

“Which one?”

He shrugged. “Any of them.”

“Yes.”

“Kilerete?”

“They’re all alive, Oscar.”

“And Letherin?”

“Everyone is alive.”

“But I thought you said thousands died?”

With a deep sigh, she turned away, exhausted at the prospect of explaining. She rested head against carriage and looked blankly from window. He did the same, not least because of the sort of headache expected with a bandaged head. He did not ask where they were going: it did not matter when leaving a warzone. It obviously was not the palace. Instead, he watched passing world sway.

Tall pines rose up a flank of hill that remained as hills ought to: sleeping and rounded and still, and he wondered how long it would take for the recently erupted serration to be whittled by rain and time to become gentle, tree-covered mound.

Certainly longer than next Thursday.

He sat up in sudden realisation.

“Wait a minute—three days—does that mean the world has actually ended?”

She looked at him, though head still lolled against carriage. “Only a bit of it, Oscar. Not the whole thing.”

“Oh. That’s a pity. I was hoping it was all over.”

She closed eyes and let the coach’s sway become a massage of sorts. “Three and a half books, Oscar, and it’s still only just beginning. Honestly, sometimes I wonder if anyone will bother reading this far.”

She was right. It had been page after page of onslaught, disappointment and pain. Nevertheless, the beginning of this book left him feeling very different to the previous one.

Upstaged.

It was amazing the amount of work that can put into something only to discover it’s nothing. His dream of becoming a world-renowned bard—the greatest and most adored poet in history—had been stolen via the cruellest humiliation imaginable. To have worked so hard, only to have it snatched, torn and broken in front of him was almost unbearable. He was, therefore, surprised at the calm felt, particularly after witnessing the destruction of its truncated aftermath. It became apparent, however, that calm had purpose: it afforded opportunity to breathe and assess not only the extent of humiliation but calculate the unprecedented reprisal that he would unleash in its wake.

Anger, it seemed, would burn too fast.

Instead, a controlled heat arose that was so irrefutable that even mentioning it to Tabby was redundant. Instead, it afforded a need for revenge so sweet and intimate that it rendered the Ar’dath-Irr and him to be one.

And alongside such realisation was a suspicion that this was exactly what the Ar’dath-Irr intended.
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THE coach pulled up after a long journey East. Oscar had been dozing: three days of lying unconscious having left him surprisingly tired. Tabby alighted first and helped him from the coach. They had arrived at a beautiful old mansion nestled between large mounds of white rock that were blinding in morning sun, either side of which were pine groves far darker. Glare lent everything a vibrance that rendered the mess left behind to be little more than theatrics.

The mansion was tall and grand, and despite its obvious age, was so well cared for that it appeared to have been built a week earlier. Its four storeys had creepers growing up one side, latticing wall with a varicose vein of vine, and a steeply pitched roof was laden with slate so heavy that a distinct bow had developed. Its grounds were narrow, beautifully manicured lawns lined with flower-laden trellises. Dappled greens and rose beds spread out further until truncated by white boulders at its perimeter.

Behind him, horses snorted when the coach moved on down a path leading around one side. An extraordinary view was revealed that looked out across a summer haze of valley and reminded him of his first glimpse of Bisarah. Although sea was apparent, it was almost at the horizon, indicating how far they had travelled inland. The city was little more than glint amidst blazing greens and yellows of valley and countryside. After some deep breaths of air scented with warm straw and baked pine, he asked where they were.

“At the beginning of the end,” said Tabby.

Without explaining further, she marched toward the building.

From it, two animals appeared and hurried down steps. Ignoring her, they continued in haste along the front of the house before disappearing around its side. He was about to follow when something rose behind roof. At first, he thought the thing was straightening beneath its apparent weight of slate, before realising that it was an ascending balloon. As its orb appeared, it turned slowly, tethers retracting until ropes no longer dangled, other than those suspending flags, their designs unfamiliar. Its rise was graceful, though began moving south toward trees long before appearing high enough to do so. When it arrived at groves, clearance was apparent, indicating both haste and skill of pilot. A second balloon followed, its orb and flags different again, to quickly follow the first.

There was a clatter behind him when another coach arrived and stopped where theirs had been. Animals alighted, deep in discussion, and strode to the mansion where they were met by others. There were some interesting paw gestures, before they all went inside. The coach clattered away as though making room for a third.

In all this activity was an apparent urgency, and he again sensed the seismic shift that had occurred since his recital.

Tabby was gesturing that he hurry up.

When he arrived beside her, she straightened bandages as though trying to make him presentable. He asked again where they were. This time, however, she said nothing, though had a look suggesting that when answers did arrive, he would not like them. 

He indicated the view. “Is that Bisarah down there?”

“What’s left of it.” Still she fiddled.

“I saw some balloons leave.”

She nodded. “There have been so many recently that it’s like a birthday party here.”

“Really?”

“No.” It was said without amusement, and she suddenly appeared tired and scared. “It’s not good, Oscar.”

“I can see that.”

“No, I mean it’s really not good. We thought it was bad before, but no one had anticipated anything like this.”

“What do you mean?”

Her eyes scissored across his with an uncertainty not seen before. “The end of the world is far worse than any of us imagined.”

“Well, it was never going to be a dinner party.”

“You don’t understand: it’s bad. Worse than you can know.”

“What’s got into you, Tabby? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

She continued fiddling until tears welled. When she wiped at eyes, he took her paws, grateful that their prior animosity was over. And then, despite it shitting him, he hugged her.

“It’s going to be all right,” he said. “I know it will. You don’t, but I do. After all, it seems we have a habit of surviving this sort of thing.”

She laughed through more tears and pulled away to wipe them. “That much is certainly true.” A sob was stifled. “Survival, it seems, is inevitable.”

“Then what’s the problem?” He pulled paws from her face, which she had covered. “Whatever has you so concerned, you don’t need to be. I’m here. Things are different now. Things have become distinctly—” He searched for the right word. “Personal.”

Another sad laugh. “Oh, Oscar, you have no idea!”

While she had experienced the immediate aftermath, his three-day coma had afforded an immunity that he was grateful for.

When she hugged him this time , he felt to be on the verge of losing everything.

An uncertainty hung in the air, and he did not like it.

They hurried through a beautiful lobby lined with chandeliers and huge paintings of landscapes resembling the view outside. They passed rooms in which regaled animals were in frantic discussion, and almost collided with several hurrying from the other direction with masses of papers and clipboards. After dragging him up a curve of stairs, she hurried to a stately room and burst through its door. Panting, she did not bother announcing his presence to those in it and instead gestured vaguely that they could work it out for themselves.

Oscar stood before animals he knew, though none appeared familiar. Rather than unconditional amiability, they had the same lost bewilderment as Tabby. Twenty or so stood around a large table upon which were masses of papers and charts in various extents of unroll. Everyone looked at him with a sort of delayed onset recognition, which began with bewildered stares to gradually dawn into thrilled despair. In the end, it was Jeffemeries who hurried over to give a grateful hug, after which others did the same in relief and welcome. While passed from one animal to another, he made no sense of their fervent explanation or demands, and it was not until Tabby intervened and pushed them away that he had space enough for air.

While he straightened inadvertently dishevelled attire, communal relief quickly matured into a briefing that rendered those giving it no less confused than he.

In the end, Mironaelk suggested that everyone be quiet to allow him to ask questions.

There was a murmur when the sense of this prevailed, along with apologies for accosting him with everything all at once.

While the Returned Poet led him to the table, everyone else gathered around. Some, like Mironaelk, the Boevis of Bisarah and Kilerete, sat also. Others, many of whom he recognised but could not place due to his previous lack of interest, remained standing. He felt ashamed: whatever had unfolded during and after his recital might have been avoided altogether had he not pursued it at their expense.

He almost saw its uncategorical failure as something of a reprieve.

Tabby and Jeffemeries flanked him either side, as though ready to take over if he did not feel capable. Indeed, Mironaelk asked how he was feeling.

“I have a sore head,” he said.

There were murmurs of understanding from everyone along with some comments about how nicely the bandages went with his fur.

Realising that opportunity to apologise might never arise again, he studied his paws in shame. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For everything. For letting you all down. For not being among you while your world was being torn apart.”

“But you were in a coma,” the Boevis reminded him.

“I mean before that. Before any of it. From the moment I pretended to be in one during the middle of book five. I’m sorry for abandoning you—”

“But you didn’t,” said Jeffemeries. “You were always there, Mister Dooven. Always. In Vierlême. In Bisarah. With Boeva Letherin. Fighting our cause. Helping us all.”

“Perhaps,” he said, still fiddling with paws. “At least, up until I realised that I wanted to be a bard. Then I left you all to fend for yourselves. It was selfish and I apologise.” 

The Returned Poet approached. “Mister Dooven.” It was said as though speaking for them all, which seemed appropriate, considering his way with words, “I, perhaps more than anyone here, understand the calling of a poet. You could not have resisted had you tried. The recital was never a choice. It was the difference between breathing and suffocation. You would have been unable to give anything of yourself had you denied its call, and while many will never understand that, not being poets, we all understand, nonetheless.”

Tabby rested a paw upon his shoulder in an apology of her own.

Overwhelmed at their kindness, he fiddled harder and fought back tears. “I was blinded by need, you see. Nothing mattered other than becoming a recognised poet. It wasn’t for fame or adulation, though, because that comes afterwards and there wasn’t going to be an afterwards. It was just for me. It’s what I am, you see: a poet at heart, not a mercenary. I’ve always known that. It’s a battle I’ve never resolved. Yet here, in this place—this world—was opportunity to become a great one. And while it didn’t quite work out as I had hoped, I’m nevertheless grateful to have had the opportunity to try, because, ultimately, I suspect that’s all we can do.” He wiped at eyes. “In the end, it seems that such dream was torn from me just as great chunks of your world appear to have been torn from you.” He looked up, touched by their gentle stares. “And so I perhaps understand your loss just as you might understand mine. Is that what has happened out there? The Ar’dath-Irr broke your world?”

The Boevis began an answer but faltered when not knowing where to begin.

Kilerete replied for him. “It’s difficult to know how to explain this, Oscar. So much has happened in the past three days that our world has become utterly unfamiliar. We are possibly more confused than you, considering you have had the advantage of being unconscious. Ironically, you are probably better off than any of us.”

“Perhaps you could ask questions, Oscar,” said Mironaelk, “and we shill answer them. Otherwise, things are going to get very confusing very quickly.”

Her smile was warm and kind, and he wanted to apologise about his behaviour ever since they met. He looked at Jeffemeries, their first meeting seeming an aeon ago. “All right,” he said. “Where are we? What is this place?”

“It’s a Summer Residence,” said the Boevis. “We are in the hills southeast of Bisarah. Quite some distance from it, in fact. You can see it during clear days and certainly at night.”

“And you’re here because the palace has been destroyed?” 

Saddened glances were shared.

“Yes. The Palace of Bisarah has been terribly broken,” he said. “It was bad enough to have one corner cracked off at the end of book five, before losing another from Jeffemeries’ baking—”

“Yes,” said Jeffemeries, gingerly. “Sorry about that.”

“—but there is now little of it standing. It was not attacked directly, but collapsed because of its proximity to the Pavilion, which was taken when the earth split open and swallowed it whole. The earthquake shook the palace to pieces and broke it into dust. I don’t know whether you saw what was left?”

“Briefly, Boevis, yes,” said Oscar. “It certainly looks smaller. And lower. And not nearly so palatial.”

“We were some distance from it,” Tabby explained to everyone. “The field hospitals, as you know, have been set up a considerable distance away.”

Reminded of casualties, he turned to her. “You said thousands perished?”

When she nodded solemnly, he glanced at everyone else. “And yet you all survived?”

“To some extent,” said Tabby. “Although it’s rather complicated.”

 A silence arrived that was both highly disturbing and owned by Oscar.

“So—”

She left his side to deliberate over how to explain something that made no sense unless supported with diagrams, with the added complication of not knowing what to draw.

Before she could conjugate anything resembling explanation, he reiterated his confusion. “I don’t understand,” he said. “How many animals actually died because of what happened?”

“Thousands, Oscar.”

“Though it didn’t last long,” said Mironaelk.

“What didn’t?”

“Being dead.”

“There’s was no way we could have considered the possibility of what ultimately eventuated,” said Jeffemeries, his tone equally despondent, “because it simply isn’t possible.”

“What isn’t?”

“Look,” said Tabby, “most animals would consider being dead fairly definitive of The End, yes?”

Oscar nodded, it having been fundamental to avoiding obligations in the wake of his recital because there literally would not be any.

“And in many ways,” she continued, “the end of the world—and the being dead that accompanies it—means that it’s all over, and that no one has to worry about anything, at all, ever again, correct?”

“I had been counting on it.”

“Well, it seems that the Ar’dath-Irr has other ideas.”

He said nothing to this, the implication having a distinct air of the insurmountable.

“Ideas that we didn’t anticipate,” she said, “principally because they’re not possible. Technically.”

“Technically?”

She glanced at Mironaelk for help, which Oscar added to.

With a sigh, Mironaelk stood upon cane and wandered from the table in thought. Muffled discussion from other rooms became apparent, as though similar conversations were being held throughout the place, which, he realised, would explain the urgency and haste seen upon arrival.

They had not even attempted to hug Tabby.

“Again,” said Mironaelk, looking from a window as though answers resided outside, “it appears that we have been outmanoeuvred.”

“There does seem to be a lot of it about,” said Oscar.

“We are not simply dealing with an extraordinary poet,” she said. “The Ar’dath-Irr has abilities beyond our imaginings.”

“We already know that,” said Oscar, keen to get on with sorting things out. “I warned everyone that he does more than card tricks during chapter one of the last book. He confiscated the sun for an afternoon, remember? I mean, that’s impressive. He could have made a fortune if he’d turned professional.”

There was a growl from the other side of the room when Letherin weighed in on proceedings.

“Your flippancy is not appropriate,” he said. “What the Ar’dath-Irr bestowed upon these animals was beyond extraordinary. Beyond anything we had anticipated. His powers are incomprehensible.”

“You mean that he does do card tricks?”

Letherin glared and eyes narrowed. When he neared, Oscar had forgotten how large he was.

“He takes life, cat, and then returns it, ad infinitum, should he wish.”

The silence that arose in the wake of this left Oscar looking at everyone in turn. Although not understanding, he was not going to be intimidated by it. “Is that a card trick?” 

While Letherin’s glare solidified, Mironaelk continued explanation.

“Eighty thousand animals were there to see you, Oscar—”

“And a flock of pigeons.”

“—and when the Ar’dath-Irr arrived in such an extraordinary stance and elongation—”

“Which was mainly the lighting.”

“—most thought it was all part of the recital. But when the earth opened beneath the Pavilion, thousands and thousands fell into its burning soil and slid to their deaths.”

He looked at the floor, recalling smoke and flashes and an awful lot of rumbling. 

“Thousands died, Oscar: their bodies broken and twisted and charred.” 

He did not understand why he felt oddly responsible.

“Though that wasn’t the worst of it,” she continued, returning to him, “because once the storm of air and ground had ceased, each broken corpse rose from crevasse—literally suspended in air—ascending through fire and brimstone—before falling to ground where they spun like fireworks, flailing limb and spraying vomit in spiral screams.”

Recollection had someone whimper up the back.

“They were killed, Oscar, and then brought back to life.” She waited while this sunk in. “That is the power of this poet: he can take life and return it at will. No greater power could there possibly be.”

Having sunk in, his head became heavy and he rested it in paws. “But that’s a good thing, surely?” he said, surprised at the extent he was not surprised. “I mean, in a way it’s almost an apology for going a bit overboard.”

Letherin’s tone was hard. “It was no apology, Dooven: it was a warning.”

“Why can’t he just make a placard?”

“A warning,” Mironaelk continued, “that he can repeat such suffering for as long as he wishes.” With difficulty, she knelt beside him as though begging. “He can not only destroy this world repeatedly, Oscar, but when he tires of torturing it, he could do the same to ours. This is beyond anything we anticipated. I always knew he was dangerous and unpredictable, but nothing like this.”

She stood again, which required the Returned Poet’s help. “It seems that the end of the world is not the end. Indeed, it may never end.”

“Ad infinitum,” he realised.

“Forever,” said Tabby.

“Sinted Verse,” said the Returned Poet, “in perpetuity.”

When he relinquished his head, everyone was staring. He knew their concerns: he was their last chance. Having consistently let them, they were worried he would continue to. Their worst-case scenario had been braving one nasty penultimate episode of destruction, whereas now it would become an unending serial.

He stood, placed paws upon table and leant as though holding the thing down.

“That dog stole my dream,” he said, “and turned it into a nightmare. As a consequence, things have become very personal indeed.”

“So, you will help us?” said the Boevis, paws clenched in hope.

A slight smile. “No,” he said, before looking at their despairing expressions, “but that’s only because we’re not the ones needing help. He is.”

The relief released around the table was so potent that Jeffemeries had to open a window.
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THE rest of the morning was an intense debriefing to bring Oscar up to date with what had unfolded over the past three days. He had been saddened to learn that Uvie and the rest of the insane entourage had been among the thousands killed and then brought back to life in spinning pinwheels of sick, being the principal reason they remained in hospital. Mrs Spinklebottom, having already been dead, did not suffer such horrific return, though the extent of her technical inversion following her colleagues’ efforts at hiding inside her had fascinated doctors and resulted in the proposition of a new medical condition known as tenting, being another reason they were keeping her in for tests.

Having been overwhelmed by the extent of upstaging, Oscar recalled little more than the Ar’dath-Irr’s sheer size. He did, however, recall smoke and flashes, and a sense of imminent implosion, which turned out to be rather insightful. Tabby explained that his multitude of balloons had afforded a buoyancy that prevented his descent into chasms that had claimed so many. Sadly, the same could not be said of the Hug-a-side team, despite the extent they deserved it, or indeed his entourage colleagues. Having been underground, Bearthz had managed to avoid the devastation by retreating along the same means as arrival, after which she had fled with thousands before the earth split open and swallowed the Pavilion. When Oscar asked how she fared, Tabby said she did not know, though had presumably gone into hiding because of cowardice. He doubted this, however, suspecting she felt even more responsible than he did. After all, being artistic director essentially made her the recital’s architect: a recital that had, effectively, encouraged eighty thousand animals to participate in the worst kind of death imaginable, and one that technically redefined post-traumatic stress syndrome to become pre-traumatic.

If not insane before they died, animals certainly would be afterwards.

When he mentioned this, Tabby shared another glance with Mironaelk, before changing the subject. He would have pointed this distraction out had the new subject not been equally disturbing.

Insurance.

Apparently, the ridiculous number of policies taken out beforehand had put a run on an already crippled financial system, thanks to the Echelon’s brilliantly successful, albeit inadvertent, global financial collapse. This pressure on a burgeoning insurance sector, coupled with the new currency of punchés, meant that things were now even more financially dire than the circumstances preceding the Hugonial Policy Reformation of 1903, principally because, despite the avalanche of corporate bankruptcies that had necessitated it, none of them involved smashing each other’s faces in.

Moreover, the recent abandonment of the reform’s Alternative Appreciative Gestures, such as dinner parties, ladles and nice holidays down south, meant that a hospital system already swamped by facial trauma had to deal with a sudden influx of dead animals coming back to life, all of which had sick down their jumpers. Such chaos had been too much for the population to bear, and their once immutable optimistic irreverence had decayed into clinical despondence, confusion and a growing sense of hopelessness—the latter a particular concern, according to Mironaelk, because their lack of immunity threatened to fracture the very bedrock of society. In addition, and perhaps even worse, was the sudden appearance of ‘insured insurance’ policies, whereby insurance could be taken out on existing insurance policies lest they were claimed—a process that was theoretically also ad infinitum—facilitating a loophole that allowed insurance companies to never pay anyone, anything, at all, ever. While this alone was a recipe for financial collapse, when coupled with everything else that had been going on, it resulted a clinically unmitigated one. Indeed, so concerning was it that Mironaelk had confessed that actual end of the world would currently have more advantages than disadvantages, considering it would wipe a horrendously messy slate clean.

However, it seemed that even this was no longer an option.

Oscar had listened to all this with growing bewilderment.

All he had wanted was to recite some poems.

How things had got to this state of unadulterated disaster was beyond him, despite the detailed explanation given.

While Tabby and Mironaelk sat with him in a corner, the room remained a bustle of animal, table and charts, with others coming and going with an urgency that warrants not only clipboards but an unending flurry of scribble upon them. He was reminded of the chaos abounding in the Palace of Arabesque as the Celebrations of Bedlam drew near, despite having been on the other side of the world at the time.

From their midst, the Returned poet hurried over to inform Mironaelk that their balloon had arrived.

“What balloon?” said Oscar.

“Ours.”

Without explanation, she stood with difficulty upon cane. Tabby helped her as though anticipating such interruption.

“What do you mean ours?” said Oscar.

“We have to leave,” said Mironaelk. “And quickly. There is much to do, despite much having been done already.”

“Leave?” He surrendered to Tabby dragging him from a chair. “Where are we going?”

“South,” said Mironaelk. “We haven’t much time. A great deal has happened over the past three days—”

“I know. You’ve just spent ages telling me about it.”

“—and everything’s on the threshold of change.”

Having hobbled towards the door, she stopped to bid farewell to the Boevis and others poring over papers, clipboards and charts.

The Boevis farewelled Tabby also, before turning to Oscar. “I thank you again, Mister Dooven, for everything you have done for us.”

“I haven’t done anything,” he said, “other than instigate the greatest mass calamity in history.”

Despite the atmosphere of desperation, the Boevis smiled. “You certainly have a way with words.”

“All I wanted to do was recite some poems about sea spray and clouds, and I end up turning the world upside down and shaking it vigorously.”

“I’m sure that in time, everyone will come to realise it wasn’t down to you.” He glanced at the bandages. “Ensure they remain tight, Mister Dooven. We don’t want anyone seeing you—”

“We’re just going,” interrupted Tabby, pulling him sideways. “Thank you, Boevis, and see you all soon if things go according to plan.”

There was a flurry of waving from around the table as he was dragged away. “What did he mean by that?” said Oscar, stumbling after her.

“About what?”

“About not wanting anyone to see me?”

She shrugged while dragging. “A figure of speech. He likes figures of speech. I suspect that there’s a bit of poet in him.”

“In the Boevisisisisis of Bisarah?’ He scoffed between drags. “I doubt that very much!”

“Perhaps you’re right.”

They left the room and hurried down the hallway toward the staircase. Mironaelk’s pace was surprising, considering her age and cane, and he caught glimpses into rooms full of differently regaled animals gathered around more tables covered in more paper and chart. Doors remained open to allow arriving animals from different ones. It all had an air of panicked chaos that complemented the urgent flurry of explanation he had just endured.

“Only the highest ranks of Echelon remain here,” Mironaelk said. “Many of the others have returned home to delegate and oversee operations personally.”

“Did anything happen elsewhere?” said Oscar. “I mean in other cities. Or was it just confined to Bisarah.”

“Fortunately, just Bisarah,” said Tabby. “Not that it makes any difference: so much attention was on the Pavilion that its destruction was known soon enough. Word travels quickly in this world.”

“Yes,” said Oscar in irritation. “I was rather counting on it.”

“The Daily Spoon even did a special edition that was partially shredded.”

“They did what?”

“A partially shredded special edition. You know, to reflect the mess that everything has become.”

“Partially shredded?”

She looked at him with concern. “Well, they’d hardly do a full shredding, would they?”

“Wouldn’t they?”

“Of course not. It wouldn’t be readable.”

He began pulling at bandages, deciding they were not needed amidst such logic. “I don’t need these any longer. They’re starting to annoy me more than—”

“No!” cried Tabby, frantically pushing them back into position. “Please, Oscar! Leave them in place!”

Surprised, he stopped unwrapping. “What’s got into you?” he said. “I don’t want them on anymore. You said I didn’t die so they can’t be that important.”

“They are important,” she said, before glancing at Mironaelk, who had stopped to watch. “Please, Oscar. Just for a while. Keep them on.”

He looked at her suspiciously from beneath a loosened end. “Why? Has it got something to do with my ears?”

“What?”

“Is their necessity something to do with my ears?”

She looked genuinely taken aback. “No, actually. I hadn’t even considered that.”

“Because I don’t mind, you know. If my ears have gone again, I don’t mind. Considering what’s been going on around here their absence will only rile me further, which I can use constructively once I get my paws on that ponce—”

“It hasn’t anything to do with your ears,” She moved closer and touched bandages over them. “I honestly hadn’t thought about it. There’s been so much happening that I’d forgotten they were missing and had returned.”

“If they’re missing again, Tabby, I can deal with it.”

Her look softened further and she kissed his cheek, albeit through bandages. “I know you can. It’s one reason that you’re so amazing.”

He humped. “There are others?”

“So many, Oscar.”

Tears in her eyes made him look away. “All right,” he said. “I’ll keep them on for another day, but no longer, mind.”

“No longer,” she agreed, before taking his paw again and leading him downstairs.

Mironaelk followed, though said nothing in manner suggesting a day would not suffice.

Outside, sun was bright and warm mountain air had a blue crispness apparent after the residence’s scent of regal dust and rugs. Mironaelk led them around the rear of the building where two huge balloons were tethered upon an expanse of lawn, their dark red orbs becoming huge chandeliers of lit bronze when illuminated by sun. From the gondola of one, animals hurried in a manner similar to Kilerete’s arrival during the last book and with a determination equally apparent. Oscar eyed ropes coiled upon grass, not wanting to become caught again. By the second, animals checked ropes while others swept its platforms. Again, he noticed an absence of generic and inane joy, which, considering the weather, should have them rolling around in a stupor of delirium. Instead, there was a sense of seriousness with an absence of reason.

When he again asked where they were going, Tabby answered by hurrying to Mironaelk’s side rather than remaining at his. Despite the cat’s age, her pace was remarkable, as though cane had become an additional limb rather than substitution for one. They were helped aboard a gondola with insignias he did not recognise. There was a theme of dark velvet to its flags, upon which was an apparent design of breakfast bowl with vertical spoon.

“A boat,” said Tabby, when noticing his frown at it. “It’s a boat.”

“Are you certain it’s not a bowl and spoon?” he said. “It looks like a bowl and spoon.”

“I thought the same when I first saw it, but I have it on good authority that it’s a boat with a mast.”

“Then why didn’t they draw a boat and mast?”

“They did, but it’s styled.”

“What?”

“It’s styled, Oscar.”

“Styled?”

“Yes, you know: representative of.”

“Yes: a bowl and spoon.”

“No, a boat.”

Both lurched when their balloon began ascending without time to meet anyone upon it.

Instead, they peered over its edge to see the mansion drift to the left.

“I don’t like these things,” said Oscar. “It worries me that they don’t have wings. Things that go up should have wings, not a bladder of hot air. I mean, what happens if we fly into a duck?”

She looked at him curiously. “A duck?”

“Yes. They have beaks, you know. If this thing face-plants a duck then this balloon is going to pop and everyone is going to regret this thing’s lack of wings almost immediately.”

She thought about this. “Well, presumably they can steer.”

“What, ducks?”

“No, whoever pilots this thing. To avoid them. You remember how manoeuvrable Kilerete’s was. It had remarkable agility. Without it we would have had no chance against that beast.”

He looked to see who was at the helm. It was a large, elderly dog with long whiskers and the sort of cap that suggested he had done a great deal of this sort of thing. Mironaelk was talking to another animal who was drawing circles in the air as though outlining the fundamentals of wheels, while other crew members were coiling ropes. He looked up at the huge, gently floating planet, certain that its size provided a false sense of security.

“South, you say.”

She nodded. “Yes. We have an appointment.”

“Presumably with a psychiatrist?”

“I think we’re well beyond that now.”

He watched world drop away as they crossed treetops. “Yes, I have a peculiar certainty that we could teach the fraternity a thing or two.”

She tucked away some bandage, the end of which had loosened in wind. He did not stop her, though it made him think about those still in hospital.

“Animals really died and were brought back to life?”

She nodded and continued tucking ends that were already well-tucked.

“You’re certain that they weren’t just unconscious like me?”

“Nobody’s unconscious like you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“They were crushed, Oscar. Dismembered. Boiled and charred.” She stopped fiddling and pressed upon bandages, as though wanting to mend him too. “I think we’ve seen enough of that sort of thing recently to recognise it.”

It was true. “But you didn’t suffer the same?”

“No. I was fortunate, as were many in the front rows. I helped them flee when things began veering away from anything recital related. Those in the rows behind, however—those tiered—became part of a veritable animal avalanche.”

“But you were with me,” he said. “On the ground. By the stage. Not in the front rows. You’d taken cover behind a bench that had been thrown, despite some very clear terms and conditions that they shouldn’t be. I remember that much because I momentarily wished I was sitting on it in a park watching ducks.”

She looked at him curiously again. “You’re very odd, you know.”

“So what happened when the ground opened up?”

“It didn’t happen immediately. Don’t you recall?”

“Not really. Everything went dark and there was an awful lot of rumbling.”

“Yes—well—that’s when things began veering away from anything resembling a recital. The problem was that the audience had never been to an imagist poetry recital before so failed to recognise its severe veering away from one. It’s why so many were caught up in the avalanche, you see. They thought it was all part of your—sorry the—recital.”

He scoffed. “I find that very hard to believe: this world’s built on theatrics. Certainly they’ve have poetry recitals before.”

“Yes, but not like yours. It was going to be very avant-garde, so they had no idea what to expect. Even your terms and conditions fostered the sort of intrigue that borders on marketing genius, so everyone thought that the arrival of a robed dog the size of a mountain spitting fire and basically destroying planets was all part of the gig.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“They thought it was all part of the gig, Oscar.”

“Gig?”

“Your recital—being so avant-garde—let alone the highly unconventional terms and conditions that insisted no one hurl benches or defecate on them. It was quite inspired as an advertising campaign.”

“Wait—you’re saying that everyone thinks that what happened was actually part of my recital?”

“There’s a significant element of that, yes. And curry, though that was more a panicked response from Jeffemeries.”

He stared at her, not understanding how his initial ambition to recite imagist verse to a cosy cohort could be equated to entombing thousands of animals and reincarnating them afterwards. “I’ve never heard anything so ludicrous! They actually think that I did that on purpose?”

She shrugged in a manner suggesting a nod. “There’s an element of that going around.” When he swore, she took his paw. “I’ve spent the past three days doing my best to convince everyone otherwise, Oscar, and I—”

“And what do you mean about Jeffemeries and curry?”

She released it. “Well, you can imagine the clinical panic that arose afterwards. I mean, it’s bad enough being crushed to death in an animal avalanche, torn to pieces and boiled alive in erupting magma, but quite another to survive it. Death is traditionally final for a reason—”

“But curry?”

Another shrug. “Look, you know Jeffemeries: he tries offering explanations when there clearly aren’t any, and curry was the first thing that came to mind, presumably because everyone’s very fond of it.”

“Curry?”

“Yes, curry.”

“I don’t understand: how can curry come to mind when he doesn’t actually have a functioning one that it can come to?”

“Well, it was either that or gardening magazines subscriptions and pastries, apparently, but the former had already caused enough trouble, and he didn’t think the latter could warrant the death of thousands—”

“His pastries explode, Tabby! I would have thought would provide enough credence for what unfolded!”

“Yes, but he’s trying to keep that under wraps, remember? And anyway, I don’t think he was thinking straight—”

“Are you certain he was thinking at all?”

“None of us were thinking straight.” Her tone had hardened. “The entire situation was unprecedented, Oscar, and because you were unconscious and Jeffemeries had previously offered explanation about such horrors, he took the initiative to do so again.”

“But curry?”

“It’s better than having everyone wanting to punch your face in, isn’t it?”

He stared, remembering the Boevis’ parting words. “What do you mean by that?”

Her insistence faltered and she looked at the world passing beneath. “Look, everyone’s still very confused—”

“What do you mean, Tabby.”

With a sigh, she looked at him again. “Actually, I might let Mironaelk explain.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s only been three days and I’m still struggling to understand myself.”

“Fine.” Indignant, he left her and strode to Mironaelk, who was concentrating on more gesticulations, this time involving either the fundamentals of windows or how not to make a wheel.

Not waiting until she noticed him, he interrupted. No longer knowing protocol regarding hugs and punching anymore, he doubted anyone else did either and was glad to dispense with social convention when there no longer was one.

He was, however, surprised to see a glare from the gesticulating animal, who then left to attend the pilot.

“Right,” said Oscar, “I can accept that there’s some confusion about what’s happened at my recital, but what does Tabby mean when she says that everyone wants to punch my face in?”

Suddenly tired, Mironaelk shuffled to a covered awning at the rear of gondola. As a rule, there was little need for shelter in a balloon, as its orb generally shaded passengers well from sun, unless it was very early morning or evening. The same was true of rain, unless they passed through cloud, which was not unusual. Nevertheless, it could get windy and cold, which the canopy provided sheltered from.

While she settled into a spread of coloured and sequined cushions, he folded paws and glared. Tabby arrived and settled in also. No one else did, however. Instead, crew members coalesced by the wheel, which was reassuring, though their glares were not.

“Oscar,” said Mironaelk, “perhaps you might like to sit.”

“I’ve been lying down for three days,” he said, “so no thank you. And also, where are we going?”

“Perhaps I shall answer that question first.”

“That would be wise.”

Tabby glared also. “Oscar, stop being rude. Unfold your paws this instant and sit down. We’ve had enough of this before your recital. I thought you said things were different now.”

He did want to sit as the cushions looked very inviting and would be soft on his bruises. However, such increasingly disappointing revelations—all of which the Ar’dath-Irr was responsible for—meant that cultivating indignation now would presumably help during the book’s penultimate chapters.

Caught between wanting to sit and not wanting to, Tabby stood and guided him to a cushion. He unfolded paws, sat heavily and maintained an indiscriminate scowl.

“We are on our way to Andadt,” said Mironaelk, “which is where an armada is being prepared: a fleet of fifty warships that will sail north to the lands upon which the Sheer Magnatherial resides.”

After a stare that did nothing to help, he asked her to repeat this using better chosen words.

“It’s true,” said Tabby. “An armada is being readied. The Echelon has overseen it. A lot has happened over the last three days, but that’s perhaps not surprising, given this world’s extraordinary ability to organise. We’ve seen that much in the construction of the Pavilion.”

“An armada?”

“Yes. fifty ships, or thereabouts, each with armies from different lands, all of which will sail north shortly. They’re just organising the final supplies of its support vessels.”

“Some patrols have already gone ahead,” said Mironaelk, “as it is not an area particularly well known.”

“You’re thinking of marching upon the Sheer Magnatherial?” said Oscar. “Marching on him?”

“Naturally,” said Tabby.

“But you don’t stand a chance! You saw what he was capable of! He turns up uninvited to my poetry recital, turns into mountain and wipes out the entire audience!”

“Before bringing them back to life again,” said Tabby.

“Exactly!” He stared at both of them. “He’ll wipe out marching armies with a sneeze!”

“You’re missing the point,” said Mironaelk. “While he watches us, he won’t disturb anyone else. While we move upon him, he will leave these populations alone. Such efforts may be futile, Oscar, but they are a necessary futility. Without such manoeuvres he will wreak ever more havoc upon innocent animals: more of what was unleashed three days ago, and potentially without end.”

“For each ending is a beginning,” said Tabby, staring at nothing.

“Indeed. And he may well continue doing so. At least, until he tires of it here and returns home to our world to do something similar.”

“And your bathtub will probably get cracked,” said Tabby.

He ignored this, despite the horror. “So, it’s distraction?’

“It is,” said Mironaelk. “It has to be. There is no choice but distraction. With the location of the Sheer Magnatherial now known, then so is the Ar’dath-Irr. The Echelon has agreed and extraordinary undertakings have ensued.”

He was glad to be sitting down. “But what makes you think they’ll even arrive? This whole thing seems to be no more than game to him.”

“That’s precisely what we’re counting on: that it is game. To him, at least. What other reason could there be for destroying so many only to return life after taking it? He toys with us, Oscar. That much he has demonstrated. He wants us to march upon him, and while we acquiesce then this word is spared further trauma for the time being, at least.”

He looked away, realising she was right. The Ar’dath-Irr had played with him enough already, and he was beginning to understand why.

Being upstaged tends to have that effect.

“Andadt,” he said, recalling something about a massive pumpkin fete.

“It’s a huge naval port,” Tabby reminded him. “Ideal for this sort of thing.”

“Yes, but there was something else about it,” he said, struggling to remember. “Something irritating that I can’t quite recall.”

“Well, I’m not surprised, considering you’ve never been there.”

“What, and you have?”

She glanced at Mironaelk. “I have, Oscar, yes. Though only briefly.”

“When?”

“While you were in hospital. There was a great deal to organise.”

“It seems you’ve become quite good at that sort of thing.” 

She looked at him quizzically. “Is that a compliment?” 

He did not answer, uncertain himself.
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THEY descended into another extraordinary place.

As cloud gave way, a city appeared, like a thousand clay marbles cast around a river. Much of the city was nestled upon one side of a silver delta that met deep blue sea, across which arced a breakwater teetering with dark stone buildings perched upon each other.

Their pilot manoeuvred expertly, as air traffic was considerable. Indeed, the number of balloons floating above Andadt appeared only marginally fewer than the buildings beneath them. When Oscar mentioned this, Tabby pointed out that it was probably a perspective thing, which had him glare until she could not help but smile.

As they descended, detail became apparent. It contrasted with Bisarah significantly. While the latter was hewn from whiter stone with far taller towers, Andadt’s brown and complex layering around harbour reminded him of Asquith, though with better weather. Its stone seemed to absorb sun, rather than reflect it as Bisarah did, resulting in greater shadow and sharply defined edges. Approaching by air, rather than cart as they had in Bisarah, afforded a greater sense of Andadt’s expanse and shape, much like a table of contents permits context.

Columns of smoke trailed across the city that Mironaelk explained had similar origins to those of Bisarah, though without the same fanaticism. Being an ancient naval city, Andadt was less cosmopolitan than Bisarah and was, therefore, less inclined to embrace current social trends for their own sake. Moreover, its warfaring reputation had been cemented by the legendary 6th Andadtian Emergency Confetti Support Brigade, which had helped mobilise the stealth placard unit during the Great Pumpkin Fete of 1867—an act that left its inhabitants less inclined to intentionally incinerate themselves than places further north.

All three watched from the edge of gondola.

“That’s one thing that I don’t understand,” said Oscar, admiring dark terracotta roofs and beautiful terraces of stone.

“Only one?” said Tabby.

“How could that incident be described as a stealth unit when it was essentially advertised by the Confetti Support Brigade?”

“Because it was improvised,” said Mironaelk.

“That’s a reason?”

“They certainly seem to think so. Improvising implies a certain flexibility in interpretation.”

He looked at Tabby. “Sometimes I don’t know why I bother asking questions.”

“Acceptance, remember?”

“Actually, speaking of not bothering, you still haven’t answered my first question about me not being seen. The Boevis said it was better if no one saw me, and Tabby suggested that everyone thinks that what happened at the Pavilion was all my fault.”

“Ah.” It was said with a smile, the cat’s demeanour having improved upon arrival. “Well, you can see how it looks, surely?”

“Through the mental fog and bandages currently abounding it’s hard to see how anything looks.”

“Speaking of bandages, and in answer to your question, it would be advisable to leave them on for as long as possible.”

“But they shit me.”

“Oscar,” said Tabby, “you must try and understand what’s happened here.”

“I am, and it’s not working.”

“I mean in a broader context: this entire population has recently undergone a massive paradigm shift in their thinking—”

“You mean that they’ve just begun to.”

“—that has resulted in the concepts of violence and revenge become predominant, though devoid of context.”

“Yes, which my recital was supposed to facilitate, apparently.”

“It was,” said Tabby, “until the Ar’dath-Irr came along and stole your limelight. Consequently, you appear to have become the context. Things have changed, Oscar. Attitudes. Behaviours. This world is not the same one that we arrived in. You saw Uvie’s reaction in the hospital. He was more interested in looking at the ceiling than you.”

He felt a stab of regret, despite the extent the animals had irritated him. “He was already mentally impaired before he was admitted.”

She gave a pitying look. “And what about the doctor?”

“What about her?”

“You didn’t sense her hostility?”

“A consequence of having to treat Uvie, obviously.”

“And the glares from that lot?” She indicated the crew that still glared.

“I assumed they were for you.”

She was right, however. The atmosphere had changed: animals’ prior inane delirium at merely being alive had devolved into a pervading air of hostility and simmering violence. It had been apparent while in the hospital and when leaving it; that it was directed at him was concerning, as though the population had just discovered electricity and did not know how to control it.

“Things have teetered toward the opposite,” Tabby continued. “This world is no longer one of frivolity and hugs, but of loathing and violence. And I regret to say, Oscar—despite Jeffemeries’ best efforts with newspapers and mine on the radio in recent days—it is almost exclusively directed at you.”

His stare became reminiscent of an opening drawbridge.

A regretful shrug. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Things really haven’t worked out as we planned.”

When he spoke, the words were fragile. “What—you mean that no one likes me anymore?”

“I think it would be more accurate to say that everyone clinically loathes you.”

A whimper.

“I mean, not everyone,” she said. “Not me, obviously. Or Mironaelk. Or anyone knowing your true nature. But the populace at large doesn’t know your true nature. They only know about punchés and loathing and everything getting destroyed and your connection to both. And word gets around in this place.”

He turned slowly to Mironaelk so she could advise that it was both exaggeration and wrong.

Instead, she confirmed it. “You must keep your bandages on, Oscar. For the immediate future, at least. We need to keep you safe.”

“Safe?” He swore, clinically. “From this lot of cutlery-wielding nincompoops? They’re about as threatening as a de-fluffed pillow!”

“I know you’re upset, but this is the nature of things currently—”

“Don’t talk to me about the nature of things! I don’t need protecting from anyone! They need protecting from me!” He was furious with indignation. “Why is this world so full of fluffing ponces?”

“Save your anger for the Ar’dath-Irr, Oscar. He’s the one responsible for this—”

“No, he’s not, you are! You and your stupid education program! I wish I had a fluffing spoon so I could educate you!”

When Tabby put a paw upon him, he fought an urge to hit it. Despite how unfair everything had become, he did not want to lose her again, not least because she was technically his only remaining friend.

Instead, he removed bandages in such a flurry of anger that neither cat tried stopping him. Wind caught them like streamers, which only advertised the ceremony, until they were whisked away like uncut confetti to spiral upwards where they became caught on rigging.

Their flapping looked as outrageous as he felt.

“Is that better?” said Tabby, with a hint of amusement.

He glared at the view and folded paws. “No. Now I’m cold.”

There were some scoffs from the crew, as though earlier suspicions had been confirmed. He turned to them with an industrial glare and was surprised at how long it took for them to relinquish theirs.

“You do realise,” said Mironaelk, clearly irritated, “that by removing those you have effectively opened up a second front.”

“I just wanted to be a poet,” he said. “Just to know what it felt like because that’s what I am. I wasn’t interested in its consequences of fame and fortune. The end of the world was rather convenient in that respect. I just wanted to be recognised as one.”

“But you are recognised as one,” said Tabby, before shrugging. “Just a particularly bad one.”

He stared across new world, unable to accept that his stolen recital had resulted in him being worse off than if he had not bothered.

She winced before adding. “It’s not exactly fair, is it?”

He unfolded paws, clenched both and looked around for something to hit. “All I wanted was one little imagist poetry recital. It wasn’t too much to ask. And after everything that I’ve battled—after all the pretence of being a Velvet Paw—it was the only thing that I had left!”

“Well, I think all this frustration will become very constructive at the end.”

“As far as I’m concerned, this is the end.” He folded paws again and waited for them to realise the implication.

They waited too, though without sharing glances, both aware that he would not change his mind.

It had become too personal.
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AS they descended, differences between Andadt and Bisarah became more apparent. On Mironaelk’s request, the balloon turned in an expertly piloted spiral of descent to reveal a magnificent mosaic of terracotta stone terraces nestled between a swirl of dry hills and sea. Once low enough, they weaved between elaborate balconies and towering minarets peppered with pennants, all a vivid and luminous brown beneath bright sunlight. Dotted across its skyline were balloons and dirigibles, some floating gently while countless others were moored to buildings like decoration. Theirs swept over markets bustling with vendors and merchants, cries rising on warm air laced with exotic spices utterly unfamiliar, before weaving past towers technically too tall and thin to remain vertical.

Another turn had the balloon drift westwards until port came into view.

Within it was a flotilla comprising so many vessels that Oscar initially thought they outnumbered the water. Huge warships towered over smaller craft like immutable sentinels, the latter chugging between them with spiralled wakes in a ballet of choreographed efficiency. 

To avoid congregating balloons, their pilot took them lower until a fervent clamour of warmongering, distinctly unfamiliar in this world, became apparent. They sailed over a furious cacophony of incessant industrial ring, as though harbour, ship and dock were comprised of more metal than stone, despite terraced canyons around its edge. There was rope, too. Masses of the stuff: an extraordinary web of knot and rigging embroidered a design that could only have evolve from centuries of accumulated necessity. Boat and ship were moored in a beautiful layered architecture of rope, metal, sea and stone, as though towing shore to an unfathomable battle. The efficiency in chaos was obvious: despite such furious activity, there was no hint of tangle. Rather, a sense of harnessed brilliance prevailed, as though ships were eager to leave, impatient to unleash new purpose worthy of a true navy.

It was certainly a naval port, with an intensity to match.

Tabby admitted her first impression of the place had been of an exotic new language that was only ever shouted. Oscar did not respond, unable to hear over the din.

They wheeled lower, disturbing flocks of gulls scavenging in the fervour, before skirting around great ladders of rope tethering balloons to harbour, that winched crates to the frenzy beneath, and which added a splendid vertical dimension to proceedings. Oscar and Tabby braced when their pilot spiralled still lower, expertly swinging the gondola across tops of mast and crane when circumventing the furore, which left Oscar realising such tour afforded a splendid Anonymity in Populace, despite him being largely responsible for it.

They rose again over more terraces when leaving the harbour behind. So low did they sail that he could see into their upper storeys. Many had laundry airing on balconies, their coloured jumpers decorating brown stone beautifully. Steep staircases criss-crossed facades, adding further to the city’s strange verticality. As they descended again, terraced storeys were far higher than their initial arrival suggested, leaving streets buried deep within canyons. Rather than approaching ground, it seemed that they descended through it.
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