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"The body is our general medium for having a world."

— Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Phenomenology of Perception

"I had been my whole life a bell, and never knew it until at that
moment I was lifted and struck."

— Annie Dillard,
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek
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CHAPTER 1
The Hiss Between Stars

There is a sound the universe makes when it is not paying attention. It is not the

roar of collapsing stars or the groan of tectonic plates shifting on worlds too
distant to name. It is smaller than that. Quieter. It is the sound of oxygen cycling
through a Life Helmet at three-point-two liters per minute, a sound so constant
that the wearer forgets it is there until the moment it stops, at which point the
wearer has approximately forty seconds to remember everything they ever loved
before the remembering becomes unnecessary.

The helmets had not stopped. Not today. Not yet.

Aboard the ship, which had no proper name because the crew had argued
about it for so long that the argument itself had become the name, Captain
Whiskerfluff floated before the main viewport and contemplated the nature of
regret. He was, by any reasonable standard of measurement, a cat's head. Just
that. A handsome head, to be fair, with fur the color of a winter storm and
whiskers that a shipyard inspector had once described as "architecturally
significant." But a head nonetheless, sealed inside a Life Helmet that provided him
with two things: oxygen, which kept him alive, and treats, which kept him from
thinking too carefully about what "alive" meant when you had no body to prove it.

"The stars," Whiskerfluff murmured, his voice carrying the low, velvety gravity
of someone who had mistaken melancholy for a personality, "do not care that we
are looking at them. They burned before we lost our bodies. They will burn after
we find them. If we find them. The light we see is old. The hope we carry is older."

A treat dispensed from the small port on the interior of his helmet. It was
fish-flavored. They were almost always fish-flavored, except when the helmet's
morale algorithm detected distress, in which case they were salmon-flavored,
which was technically the same thing but arrived with a faintly apologetic
aftertaste.

"Cap," said Lieutenant Mittens from across the bridge, "you're monologuing at
the window again."

"Viewport."
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"Window. It's a window, Cap. It shows outside. That's a window."

"It is a viewport. A viewport implies purpose. A window implies domesticity.
We are not domestic. We are adrift in the howling vacuum of existence, Mittens.
We are seekers."

"We are heads," Mittens said cheerfully. "Floating heads in helmets. And I
don't know about you, but my existence isn't howling so much as it's making a sort
of low gurgling noise, which I think is gas. Existential dread gives me gas, Cap. I've
told you this. It's empirically documented. I'm practically a case study."

Mittens was a ginger head, bright-eyed, with a chirp in his voice that sounded
like a small bell being struck by an optimist. His Life Helmet dispensed treats at a
slightly faster rate than the others, a fact he attributed to his "sparkling emotional
health" and which the helmet's algorithm attributed to the cortisol readings it
detected every time he told a joke.

Whiskerfluff did not turn from the viewport. "Do you know what I see out
there, Mittens?"

"Stars. Void. The crushing indifference of a universe that didn't ask us to exist
and won't notice when we stop."

"I was going to say beauty."

"Same thing, Cap. Same thing."

The bridge was a cramped, circular room that smelled faintly of ozone and
strongly of tuna. Four docking cradles faced the viewport in a semicircle, each
designed to hold a Life Helmet at a comfortable viewing angle. The control panels
blinked with data none of the crew could physically interact with, since interaction
required hands and hands required arms and arms required bodies and bodies
were, as will become painfully clear over the course of this account, precisely the
thing they did not have. When the ship received a command it could not reconcile
with the physical limitations of its crew, it displayed the message: PLEASE USE
APPENDAGES. This happened, on average, eleven times per day.

"EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY! THIS IS NOT A DRILL!"

Cookie Kitty's voice erupted from the galley intercom with the force of a
detonation. She had a voice that could strip paint from a bulkhead, a talent she
exercised with the frequency and enthusiasm of someone who believed that
volume was the only reliable unit of truth.

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff said, without urgency, "what is the nature of the
emergency?"

"The soup! The soup is the emergency, Captain! I have been simmering this
broth for six hours, adjusting the salt remotely, monitoring the viscosity through
the galley sensors, and do you know what has happened?"

"The soup is fine," Mittens offered.

"The soup is NOT fine! The automated stirring arm has been rotating
counterclockwise for the last forty-five minutes! COUNTERCLOCKWISE, Captain!

13



The flavor profile is completely inverted! We are looking at a culinary catastrophe
of galactic proportions!"

Cookie Kitty was the ship's chef, a title she held with the ferocity of someone
clinging to the last shred of purpose in a purposeless void. She was a calico head,
her fur a patchwork of orange, black, and white that seemed to vibrate with
nervous energy even when she was still, which she never was. Her Life Helmet had
been modified, against all regulations and common sense, to include a tiny
periscope that allowed her to peer into the galley from the bridge. The galley was,
at this point, still accessible, though the ventilation system had been unreliable
since the third week of the voyage, and the automated kitchen responded to
Cookie Kitty's commands with the selective compliance of equipment that
understood approximately sixty percent of what she said and executed
approximately forty percent of what it understood.

The soup, it should be noted, could not be eaten by anyone aboard. They were
heads. Cookie Kitty knew this. She had always known this. She cooked anyway.

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff said gently, "the soup smells wonderful."

"You can't smell it! The ventilation is broken! You are smelling a memory,
Captain, and memories are not soup!"

"Purrhaps," Mittens said, "the memory of soup is better than the soup itself.
Think about it. Real soup disappoints. Memory soup is always perfect."

"You are a fool, Mittens. A fool with bad taste and worse philosophy."

From the far side of the bridge, nestled into a docking cradle that was slightly
too large for her and padded with what appeared to be the remnants of a shredded
operations manual, Skeedootle woke up.

"Are we having soup?" she said.

Skeedootle was not a cat. This was the first thing anyone noticed about her
and the last thing she wanted to discuss. She was a puppy head, small, with floppy
ears that somehow still flopped despite the constraints of her Life Helmet, and
eyes so brown and so earnest that looking into them felt like being forgiven for
something you hadn't done yet. She had arrived on the ship six weeks ago, adrift
and alone, her Life Helmet on emergency reserves, broadcasting a distress signal
on a frequency technically reserved for lost cat heads only. The crew had picked
her up because the alternative was to leave a puppy head floating in the dark.

She had stayed because, once aboard, she had looked at each of them and
said, "Is this home now?" and no one had been able to say no.

"We are not having soup," Mittens said.

"Oh." A small pause. "Can I have a treat?"

Skeedootle's helmet dispensed dog biscuits. Her morale algorithm operated
on a simpler, more generous logic than the cat-calibrated version: enthusiasm was
rewarded regardless of context, and Skeedootle was enthusiastic about everything,
always, without exception. A biscuit dropped. Her eyes closed in contentment.
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"I love biscuits," she said, to no one, to everyone, to the universe that had
separated her from her body before she was old enough to remember what having
one felt like.

"We know," said Cookie Kitty over the intercom, her voice softening despite
itself. "You've told us. Many times."

"Because it's always true!"

There was a small, wet sound. Mittens winced.

"Skeedootle," he said carefully. "Did you just..."

"I can't help it! Biscuits make me excited! And excitement makes me... you
know."

"You don't have a body. How are you... you know what, never mind. I've asked
this question before and the answer never helps."

Skeedootle urinated. This was, by every known law of biology, impossible. She
was a head without kidneys, bladder, or mechanism for producing liquid waste.
And yet. The wet sound was one of the ship's persistent mysteries, addressed once
by Whiskerfluff philosophically ("the body's memory asserting itself through the
absurd"), once by Mittens practically ("just gross"), and once by Cookie Kitty
bureaucratically ("a health code violation"), which, given that they were
disembodied heads in space, was a position of remarkable optimism.

"Can we focus," Whiskerfluff said, "on the fact that we are drifting through
uncharted space in search of our missing bodies, sustained only by oxygen and
treats, and that every passing hour carries us further from anything we have ever
known?"

"Yes, Cap. But also, Skeedootle peed again."

"These two facts," Whiskerfluff said, with the dignity of a cathedral, "are not
mutually exclusive."

The helmets hissed. The treats dispensed at intervals the morale algorithm
determined were optimal for psychological stability, which meant the treats came
fastest when the crew was saddest, which meant the treats were, in a sense, a
measurement of grief.

Whiskerfluff received a lot of treats.

It was Mittens who heard it first. Not because his hearing was superior,
though he would have claimed it was, but because he was the one paying attention
to the sensor array while Whiskerfluff contemplated the void and Cookie Kitty
screamed about soup and Skeedootle napped in a small puddle of impossible urine.

"Cap."

"Mm."

"Cap, there's something on the sensors."

"There is always something on the sensors, Mittens. Space is full of
something. The question is whether the something is meaningful or merely
present, and that, my friend, is the question that separates the philosopher from
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the cartographer."

"It's a signal, Cap."

Whiskerfluff turned from the viewport. When he turned, his Life Helmet
rotated smoothly in its docking cradle, a motion that looked, from the outside, like
a severed head swiveling to face you in the dark. It was not a comforting sight,
even for those accustomed to it.

"What kind of signal?"

"Rhythmic. Low frequency. It's..." Mittens paused, tilting his head inside his
helmet the way cats do when they are hearing something they recognize but
cannot name. "It sounds like a purr, Cap. Translated into electromagnetic
radiation. It's a purr made of light."

The bridge went quiet. Even Cookie Kitty's intercom crackle fell silent.

"Source?" Whiskerfluff asked, and his voice had lost its velvet. It was stripped
down now. Bare wood.

"Bearing seven-seven-mark-four. Distant. Very distant. But consistent. It's
been pulsing for at least nine hours. We just entered range."

"Could it be a body beacon?"

No one had ever confirmed that body beacons existed. The theory was based
on a paper published in the Journal of Feline Cosmological Studies by a scientist
who had subsequently disappeared, which was either suspicious or perfectly
normal for someone who published in the Journal of Feline Cosmological Studies.

"Could be," Mittens said. "Could also be cosmic noise shaped like wishful
thinking. Space does that sometimes. Gives you what you want to hear and then
charges you for listening."

"Or it could be a TRAP!" Cookie Kitty's voice exploded back through the
intercom. "A trap, Captain! A lure! A cosmic anglerfish dangling a purr in the
darkness to attract desperate, bodiless cat heads! I have read about this!"

"You have not read about this," Mittens said.

"I have IMAGINED reading about this, which is functionally the same thing
when you live in a state of permanent crisis!"

Skeedootle's ears perked inside her helmet. "What's a body beacon? Is it like a
treat, but bigger?"

"It is," Whiskerfluff said slowly, "the sound of something we lost, calling us
home."

"Oh." Skeedootle's enormous eyes grew, if possible, larger. "Like when I bark
and nobody answers but I bark again anyway because maybe this time?"

"Yes," he said. "Exactly like that."

The crew voted, because that was how decisions were made aboard the ship,
by voices raised in argument until consensus emerged or exhaustion won,
whichever came first. Cookie Kitty voted against pursuing the signal on the
grounds that it was almost certainly a trap and also the soup still needed attention.
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Skeedootle voted in favor because "what if it's something good?" Mittens voted in
favor while noting, for the record, that hope was "the most expensive emotion in
the budget and we are already overdrawn." Whiskerfluff voted last. He always
voted last. He said, "We follow the signal," with the finality of someone who
understood that this decision, like all real decisions, could not be taken back.

The ship adjusted its orientation by three degrees, fired a low burn from its
port thrusters, and began to move toward the signal. The fuel readout ticked down
by a fraction so small it was invisible to the naked eye. But fractions accumulated,
and fuel did not replenish, and the ship had been running on careful margins since
before Skeedootle arrived.

"We'll need more speed," Mittens said. "The signal's moving. If we maintain
current velocity, we'll be in range in nineteen days. If the signal doesn't drift
further out."

"And if it does?"

"Then we'll need to be lighter. Or faster. Same thing, out here."

Whiskerfluff knew what lighter meant. The ship carried very little that could
be discarded. The crew had no personal possessions because possession required
hands and hands required bodies. The ship's operational systems were essential.
The galley drew power whether anyone was in it or not. The docking cradles were
non-negotiable. The Life Helmets were the last thing anyone would sacrifice. What
remained was infrastructure, redundancies, and one item that was neither
redundant nor, in the strictest sense, essential: the Star Map Memory Core.

The Core was the ship's navigational history. Every course they had ever
plotted, every sector they had traversed, every anomaly they had cataloged and
avoided and survived. It was the record of everywhere they had been, which meant
it was also the map of how to get back. Without it, the ship could navigate forward
using real-time sensors. But it could never retrace its steps.

"The Core," Whiskerfluff said.

Mittens understood immediately. "Cap, no."

"It is the heaviest non-essential system on the ship."

"It's not non-essential! It's our history! It's every route we've ever taken! If we
dump it and the signal turns out to be nothing, we can't go back to known space.
We'll be improvising forever."

"We are already improvising, Mittens. We have been improvising since the day
we woke up without our bodies. The Core is a comfort. It tells us we could go back
if we wanted to. But we have never gone back. Not once. We have always moved
forward, because the thing we are searching for is not behind us."

"The soup is behind us!" Cookie Kitty interjected. "The soup is in the galley,
which is behind the bridge, and it is STILL STIRRING COUNTERCLOCKWISE!"

"Cookie Kitty, this is not about the soup."
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"EVERYTHING is about the soup, Captain! The soup is a metaphor for our
LIVES!"

There was a silence. The kind that happens when someone says something
accidentally true and everyone recognizes it at the same time.

"She's not wrong," Mittens said quietly.

Whiskerfluff closed his eyes. A treat dropped. Salmon. The apologetic kind.

"Eject the Core," he said.

"Cap..."

"Eject it, Mittens. We follow the signal. We follow it light, and we follow it
forward. If it leads us to our bodies, the map home is irrelevant because we will
already be there. And if it leads us to nothing..." He paused. He opened his eyes.
"Then we were never going back anyway. Not really. You know that. I know that."

Mittens held his gaze for a long moment. Then he issued the command.

PLEASE CONFIRM: EJECT STAR MAP MEMORY CORE. THIS ACTION IS
IRREVERSIBLE.

"Confirmed," Whiskerfluff said.

A mechanical clunk, like a lock disengaging. A hiss of atmosphere. And then a
silence shaped exactly like the weight of every place they had ever gone, tumbling
away into the dark behind them.

The ship lurched forward. Not much. Just enough to feel, if you had a body to
feel it with. The sensor array recalculated.

"Fourteen days," Mittens said. "Fourteen days to the signal."

"Fourteen days," Whiskerfluff repeated.

"T didn't even get to say goodbye to the Core," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice
dropped into a register the crew rarely heard, not her crisis frequency, not her
declaration-of-war frequency, but something lower and more careful. "My
grandmother's tuna casserole. My great-aunt's fish soufflé. Gone."

"Your grandmother was also a disembodied cat head, Cookie Kitty. She cooked
those recipes from memory, without hands. The recipes were never in the Core.
They were in you."

"Fine. But if this signal turns out to be nothing, I am holding you personally
responsible for the loss of my heritage."

"Noted."

"And the soup is still counterclockwise."

"Also noted."

Skeedootle spoke up from her oversized cradle. "Captain?"

"Yes, Skeedootle?"

"If we can't go back now, does that mean this is really home? The ship, I
mean? Because if we can't go anywhere else, then wherever we are is where we
live. And where you live is home. Right?"
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Whiskerfluff looked at her. He looked at Mittens, whose eyes were bright and
whose helmet had just dispensed a treat at double speed, which meant the
algorithm was detecting something it classified as acute emotional distress
masked by humor. He looked at the intercom speaker, behind which Cookie Kitty
was muttering about counterclockwise atrocities. He looked at the viewport,
where the stars burned, and somewhere among them, fourteen days away, a signal
pulsed like a purr made of light.

"Yes," he said. "This is home. For now. For as long as now lasts."

"Good," Skeedootle said. "I like home."

A biscuit dropped. Her eyes closed. A small, wet sound followed, but nobody
mentioned it.

The ship moved forward. The stars did not move at all. And behind them,
where the Star Map Memory Core had been, there was only the void, which does
not grieve for the things that pass through it. Grieving is for the living, and the
living had fourteen days of forward and no days of back, and a purr on the horizon
that might be the sound of reunion or the sound of the universe laughing at
creatures small enough to hope.

They were heads. Their helmets hissed. The treats were endless. The bodies
were not.

The quest continued.
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CHAPTER 2
The Morale Algorithm

They were three days into the forward when the treats changed.

It began, as most catastrophes aboard the ship began, with Cookie Kitty
screaming. But this was a different kind of scream, not the galley-crisis scream
(shrill, sustained, accompanied by the distant clatter of automated utensils) or the
existential-dread scream (lower, more guttural, typically provoked by the soup),
but a scream of genuine bewilderment, the sound of someone encountering a fact
so wrong that the only appropriate response was to become briefly and completely
unhinged.

"What is THIS?"

Whiskerfluff, who had been composing a mental elegy to the Star Map
Memory Core, opened his eyes. "What is what, Cookie Kitty?"

"This THING that just dispensed from my helmet! It's not a treat! It's..."

"Describe it."

"It tastes like burnt rubber, Captain! Burnt rubber and betrayal and the
underside of a radiator on a hot day!"

Mittens perked up from his cradle. "That's oddly specific for something you're
experiencing through a membrane."

"My palate is REFINED, Mittens! Refined enough to distinguish between
seventeen varieties of tuna and to know, with absolute certainty, that what just
entered my absorption membrane is not a treat! It is an insult wrapped in a
calorie!"

Whiskerfluff received his own treat at that moment. It arrived with the
familiar soft plink of the dispensing mechanism. He tasted it. Then he tasted it
again, because the first taste had been so unexpected that his brain had refused to
process it and sent it back for confirmation.

It tasted like the particular sardine his mother used to leave on the windowsill
when he was a kitten, the one she placed there every evening in a small ceramic
dish painted with blue flowers, the dish that had chipped on one side from being
knocked off the counter by his own tail before he lost his tail before he lost
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everything below his neck.

It tasted like sadness.

"Mine is different too," Whiskerfluff said quietly.

Mittens tilted his head. "Different how?"

"It is... melancholic. It tastes like a memory I did not ask to remember."

"Well, mine just dispensed and it tastes like cardboard soaked in lukewarm
tap water." Mittens smacked his lips against the membrane, an action that looked,
from the outside, like a fish trying to kiss the inside of a bowl. "Actually, no. It
tastes like nothing. Absolute nothing. The flavor equivalent of a shrug."

Skeedootle, who had been chasing her own reflection in the polished surface
of her docking cradle, received a biscuit. Her eyes went very wide.

"Mine tastes like RUNNING!" she shouted.

"Running doesn't have a taste," Mittens said.

"It does! It tastes like wind and grass and your legs going really fast and the
ground is there and you're touching it with your paws and everything smells like
morning!" She paused. "I mean, I think that's what running tastes like. I've never
actually run. I've never had legs. But this biscuit tastes like what I think running
would taste like if I could do it, which I can't, because I'm a head."

Something behind her enormous eyes flickered, a small light dimming, and for
a moment she was not the ebullient chaos engine they had come to rely on but a
small puppy who had never touched the ground.

Then the light came back. "It's a really good biscuit, though!"

Whiskerfluff spent the next hour running diagnostics through the
voice-command interface, which required him to describe technical queries in
language the system could parse.

"Display treat dispensation algorithm, current parameters."

PLEASE USE APPENDAGES TO ACCESS SUBMENU.

"T do not have appendages. Display the algorithm verbally."

I AM NOT CONFIGURED FOR VERBAL DISPLAY OF ALGORITHMIC
PARAMETERS. PLEASE USE APPENDAGES.

"Mittens, can you talk to this machine? It respects you more than it respects
me."

"It doesn't respect me, Cap. It just responds better to short sentences. Watch."
Mittens cleared his throat. "Computer. Treat algorithm. Status."

TREAT DISPENSATION ALGORITHM: ACTIVE. MODE: ADAPTIVE MORALE
CALIBRATION. UPDATED: FOUR DAYS AGO. TRIGGER: STAR MAP MEMORY
CORE EJECTION EVENT.

The bridge fell silent.

"Four days ago," Mittens said. "When we dumped the Core."

"The algorithm interpreted the ejection as a traumatic event and shifted to
adaptive mode. It is no longer dispensing treats based on nutritional need or timed
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intervals. It is dispensing treats based on our emotional states."

"That explains the burnt rubber," Cookie Kitty said. "I was furious. The
algorithm detected anger and dispensed a punishment treat."

"And mine tasted like sadness because I was sad. And Mittens received
nothing because..."

"Because I was fine," Mittens said. "Genuinely fine. Not performing fine, not
joking-to-cover-the-pain fine, just... fine. And the algorithm decided that fine
doesn't need a treat. Fine is its own reward, apparently." He paused. "Which is,
frankly, the most insulting thing a machine has ever done to me, and I once had an
automated litter box refuse to acknowledge my existence."

"And Skeedootle received joy," Whiskerfluff said, "because Skeedootle was
joyful."

"I'm always joyful!" Skeedootle confirmed. "Mostly! Sometimes I'm scared, but
then I remember I'm on a ship with friends and I get joyful again! Is that wrong?"

"No," Whiskerfluff said. "That is, in fact, the healthiest emotional regulation
strategy on this ship."

The treat dispenser was no longer a neutral system. It was reading them.
Every emotion they felt was being translated into flavor and fed to them through
their helmets, which meant the devices keeping them alive were now functioning
as a feedback loop between their inner lives and their mouths. Grief tasted like the
thing you grieved for. Anger tasted like the thing that burned. Joy tasted like the
thing you had never had but could imagine. And contentment tasted like nothing at
all, because the algorithm had decided that creatures who were not suffering did
not need to be fed.

"This is a problem," Mittens said.

"This is a catastrophe," Cookie Kitty corrected.

"This is interesting," Whiskerfluff murmured, and the treat that dispensed in
response to his curiosity tasted like the inside of a library on a rainy afternoon,
which was so pleasant that he immediately felt guilty for enjoying it, which
triggered a secondary treat that tasted like guilt, which tasted like fish left in the
sun one hour too long.

It was Mittens who discovered the exploit. He had been trying to cheer up
Cookie Kitty, who was spiraling into a rage cycle: anger produced burnt rubber
treats, burnt rubber treats produced more anger, and the loop was threatening to
become self-sustaining. Mittens launched into a bit, a long and deliberately absurd
story about a cat who walked into a bar on a planet made entirely of yarn,
performing each beat with the timing of someone who understood that comedy
was architecture. As he told it, he felt his own mood lift. Not because the joke was
funny, though it was, but because the act of performing happiness produced
something almost indistinguishable from the real thing.

His treat dispensed. It tasted like sunshine on a windowsill.
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He told another joke, this one about a dog who applied for a pilot's license and
was rejected on the grounds of "insufficient altitude," aimed squarely at
Skeedootle, who laughed so hard her helmet fogged and her biscuit tasted like a
thunderstorm of delight. Another treat. Warm milk and the memory of a lap.

By the fifth joke, his helmet was dispensing flavors he had no name for, each
one tied not to what he actually felt but to what he was performing.

"Cap," Mittens said carefully, "I think I can game the system."

"Explain."

"The algorithm reads emotional state, right? But it's reading output, not input.
It's measuring what I'm projecting, not what I'm feeling underneath. I just told five
jokes I've told a hundred times, jokes that require zero emotional investment, and I
received five of the best treats I've ever tasted. The algorithm thinks I'm ecstatic.
I'm actually just working."

"That is treat fraud," Cookie Kitty said.

"That is not a thing."

"It is a thing! I am inventing it right now because it needs to exist! You are
defrauding the treat system, Mittens! You are presenting a false emotional front to
extract premium treats you have not earned through genuine feeling! This is
unconscionable! This is criminal! This is exactly what a Pork Roll person would
do!"

"That is a reference to a debate from three years ago about what to call a
processed meat product, and bringing it up now is a low blow."

"IT'S TAYLOR HAM!" The argument had survived the separation of heads from
bodies and the loss of the very mouths that might eat the food in question, which
told you everything you needed to know about the durability of trivial grudges.

"Enough," Whiskerfluff said.

The word was quiet but it landed with weight. Whiskerfluff had a command
voice that he used sparingly, a frequency below his velvet register that vibrated at
something close to authority. When he used it, treats dispensed for everyone on
the bridge, because the algorithm read the sudden shift in ambient emotional
texture and interpreted it as an event worth acknowledging.

"If the algorithm rewards performance over authenticity, then over time, we
will all learn to perform. We will smile for treats. We will cry for treats. We will
rage for treats, or pretend to wonder, or fake despair, and eventually the
performance will become so practiced that we will no longer remember what the
genuine emotion felt like. We will become actors in our own lives, fed by a machine
that cannot tell the difference. And in the end, neither will we."

Mittens opened his mouth. Closed it. The closing was the joke he didn't tell,
and it was the best joke he'd ever not told, and nobody laughed, which was the
correct response.

"That's a purr-etty dark reading, Cap."
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"T prefer to think of it as a realistic one."

"And I prefer treats that taste like sunshine, so maybe realism and I can agree
to disagree?"

"This is not about what you prefer, Mittens. This is about what we become."

Skeedootle, who had been listening with the focused attention of someone
who understood more than she let on, spoke up. "Captain? Can I ask something?"

"Always."

"My treats always taste good. Even before the algorithm changed, my biscuits
were good. Not fancy good, not sadness-fish good, just good. Regular good. And
now they still taste good, but they taste like things I imagine, like running and
grass and morning. And I'm not pretending anything. I'm just being how I am. So
am I doing it wrong? Or is the algorithm doing something different with me?"

Whiskerfluff looked at her for a long time.

"Your treats are calibrated for canine emotional architecture, not feline. The
system that reads your emotions is simpler, or perhaps more honest. It rewards
enthusiasm without interrogating its source. It does not distinguish between
earned happiness and default happiness. It simply detects genuine positive affect
and responds."

"So... my treats are real because my feelings are real?"

"Yes."

"And Mittens' treats are fake because his feelings are performed?"

"Fake is a strong word," Mittens said. "I'd say 'artisanally curated.'"

"They're fake," Cookie Kitty said flatly.

"They're ARTISANALLY CURATED."

The debate lasted four hours. What follows is, by any reasonable standard, a
mutiny against a machine, which this account will not pretend is dignified. Cookie
Kitty argued for a full tribunal, the creation of a Treat Ethics Board, and the
immediate revocation of Mittens' treat privileges. Mittens argued that gaming a
broken system was rational economic behavior and that Cookie Kitty was
"projecting her control issues onto the snack economy." Whiskerfluff attempted to
mediate through philosophy, which resulted in a twenty-minute monologue about
Plato's cave that caused Cookie Kitty to scream so loudly her intercom produced
feedback and Skeedootle's helmet dispensed a biscuit that tasted like hiding under
a bed during a thunderstorm.

In the end, they voted.

The Treat Ration Protocol overrode the adaptive algorithm entirely: one treat
per crew member every ninety minutes, flavor locked to standard fish for the cats,
standard biscuit for Skeedootle. No variation, no emotional calibration, no
feedback loop. Equal distribution. Total neutrality.

Cookie Kitty voted for it because it restored order. Whiskerfluff voted for it
because it severed the link between emotion and reward, which he considered

24



philosophically necessary. Skeedootle voted for it because everyone else seemed
upset, even though her own treats had never been a problem, and even though, in
a way she could not articulate, she would miss the biscuit that tasted like running.

Mittens voted against.

"You're making a mistake," he said as the protocol locked into place. "Those
treats were the most honest thing on this ship. They told us what we were really
feeling, even when we didn't want to know. You're not shutting down a broken
system. You're shutting down a mirror."

"Mirrors lie," Whiskerfluff said.

"Mirrors show you your face, Cap. Whether it's lying is up to you."

The protocol engaged. A chime sounded. Four treats dispensed
simultaneously: standard fish, standard biscuit, standard nothing. No flavor of
grief. No flavor of joy. No flavor of running or guilt or the hull of a ship in a storm.
Just sustenance.

Mittens chewed his in silence. It was the least interesting thing he had ever
tasted. And he could already feel the absence of what the algorithm had been
giving him: not just better treats, but the knowledge that someone, even a
machine, was paying attention to the weather inside his head.

The protocol also created something no one had anticipated. Fixed rations
meant finite treats per cycle. Finite treats meant each treat became a unit of value.
You could save your treat. You could trade it. You could promise it to someone else
in exchange for a favor, a vote, a moment of silence during a philosophical
monologue. Within two days, Cookie Kitty had established herself as the ship's
treat broker, a position she had created, named, and appointed herself to without
consultation. She maintained a ledger on the galley intercom. Mittens owed her
two treats for "emotional damages related to the fraud incident." Whiskerfluff
owed one for "failure to adequately address the counterclockwise soup situation."
Skeedootle owed nothing because Cookie Kitty, despite her protestations, could
not bring herself to charge the puppy head for anything, a soft spot she would have
denied under oath.

"You've created a class system," Mittens told Whiskerfluff, after watching
Cookie Kitty deny him his afternoon treat on the grounds that it had been
garnished to satisfy an outstanding debt.

"T have created equity."

"You've created a protection racket run by a calico head with a periscope and
a grudge about soup."

"The Protocol treats everyone equally."

"The Protocol treats everyone equally in theory. In practice, Cookie Kitty is the
Federal Reserve and I'm broke." He paused. "Existential dread gives me gas, Cap,
and I can't even afford a treat to settle my stomach."
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Whiskerfluff did not laugh. He was sitting with the uncomfortable suspicion
that every solution carried its own catastrophe inside it, and the suspicion was not
something a treat could diagnose or a flavor could name.

Meanwhile, buried in the sensor array's background noise, a rhythmic
anomaly pulsed at irregular intervals. A pattern repeating in sequences of three:
sweep, sweep, flick. It was not the purr-signal. It was something fainter,
registering as organic interference rather than electromagnetic communication.
Mittens flagged it, studied it for twenty minutes, and filed it as ambient cosmic
noise. He would remember this later. He would wish he had listened harder.

Eleven days to the signal. The helmets hissed. The treats arrived on schedule,
identical and impartial.

Mittens stared at his standard fish and thought about sunshine on a
windowsill, and how quickly a machine could learn to miss the things it used to
know about you.
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CHAPTER 3
Cookie Kitty's Emergency Forever

Any honest account of what followed must acknowledge the absurd

disproportion between cause and effect. The micro-meteor was the size of a
peppercorn. This is worth stating at the outset because any reasonable observer
would have assumed the ship had been struck by a celestial body of considerable
mass, not a grain of cosmic debris traveling at eleven kilometers per second that
happened, through the particular cruelty of probability, to hit the one spot on the
galley's exterior hull where the ventilation shaft met the pressure seal.

The sound it made was a whistle. Not a pleasant whistle, not the kind a
creature with lips might produce while strolling through a park on a planet that
had parks and creatures with lips. This was a high, thin, continuous shriek, the
sound of atmosphere being forced through a hole too small to see but too large to
ignore, a sound that existed at the exact frequency where annoyance becomes
alarm and alarm becomes something older, something the body remembers even
when the body is not there.

It sounded, to put it plainly, like screaming.

"The ship is SCREAMING!" Cookie Kitty announced over the intercom at a
volume that competed with, and in some registers exceeded, the whistle itself.
"The ship is screaming and I told you this would happen! I told all of you! I said,
'One day the universe will scream,' and you said, 'Cookie Kitty, that's paranoid,’
and now look! Listen to it! The universe is confirming my worldview and I am not
happy about it!"

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff said, in what he believed was a calming tone but
which, filtered through his own rising unease, came out as the vocal equivalent of
a velvet curtain being drawn over a window that overlooked a fire, "it is not the
universe screaming. It is a pressure differential in the galley ventilation system. A
micro-meteor has likely breached the shaft."

"A meteor has hit my kitchen!"

"A micro-meteor. The prefix is important.”

"The prefix is irrelevant when your kitchen is screaming, Captain!”
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Mittens was already running diagnostics, which meant he was speaking short,
clipped commands at the ship's computer and receiving responses that were
marginally more cooperative than usual, possibly because the computer itself was
registering the pressure anomaly and had decided that this was not the moment to
insist on appendages.

"Confirmed," Mittens said. "Micro-puncture in the galley vent shaft, section
seven. The hole is less than two millimeters in diameter. We're not losing
significant atmosphere, but the pressure differential is creating a sustained
acoustic event."

"An acoustic event," Cookie Kitty repeated. "You're calling the death cry of my
kitchen an acoustic event?"

“I'm calling it what it is. The galley isn't dying. It's whistling. Think of it as the
ship developing a musical talent."

"Mittens, if I had hands, I would use them to express my feelings about your
attitude in ways that would require a formal apology and possibly medical
attention."

"Noted. Also, we have a real problem."

The whistle's frequency was 24.7 hertz. Close enough to 25 hertz, the
frequency of a cat's purr, that the Life Helmets, which were designed to be
sensitive to that band of sound for therapeutic reasons, had begun to vibrate in
sympathy. A faint tremor ran through the helmet seals at irregular intervals,
causing momentary fluctuations in the oxygen flow. Each fluctuation lasted less
than a second. Each one felt like a tiny catch in the breath, a skip in the rhythm of
the air that said, for one silent instant, what if this stops?

"Oxygen fluctuations across all four helmets," Mittens reported, his voice
carrying a new edge that his jokes had not yet learned to cover. "Intermittent but
consistent. Every time that whistle pulses, our helmets hiccup."

"Hiccup," Whiskerfluff said. "A colorful term for asphyxiation rehearsal."

"I'm trying to keep things light, Cap."

"T appreciate the effort. How do we stop it?"

"We seal the galley. Full isolation. The whistle is propagating through the
ventilation system into the main hull. If we close the galley bulkheads and cut the
vent connection, the sound stays contained and our helmets stop resonating."

"No," Cookie Kitty said.

The word was not shouted. It was not screamed, not launched from the
intercom like the verbal ordnance that Cookie Kitty typically deployed. It was said
quietly, with a firmness that surprised everyone on the bridge, including, it
seemed, Cookie Kitty herself.

"No," she said again. "You are not sealing my kitchen."

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff began.
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"You are NOT. That kitchen is the only room on this ship that still works the
way a room is supposed to work. There are pots in there. Pans. A stove that heats
and an oven that bakes and a stirring arm that goes the WRONG DIRECTION but
at least it goes. Every other room on this ship has been adapted for heads. Cradles
instead of beds. Voice commands instead of hands. Treat dispensers instead of
meals. But the kitchen is still a kitchen. It still has counters and cutting boards and
a spice rack with forty-seven spices arranged in alphabetical order, which I
organized myself, by voice, over the course of three weeks, screaming at the
automated arm until it got the cumin in the right spot. That kitchen is the last real
room on this ship and you are not sealing it."

"The oxygen fluctuations..." Mittens said.

"I don't care about the oxygen fluctuations!"

"You should care about the oxygen fluctuations. The oxygen fluctuations are
the difference between breathing and not breathing, and as someone who enjoys
breathing, I feel strongly that we should address them."

"Then find another way! Patch the hole! Dampen the frequency! Reroute the
ventilation! I don't care how you fix it, but you are NOT cutting off my kitchen!"

Whiskerfluff listened to the whistle. It threaded through the bridge like a
needle, thin and persistent, finding the cracks in the silence and filling them. His
helmet trembled. The oxygen skipped. He breathed through the skip and found, on
the other side of it, not fear exactly, but the memory of fear, the place in his mind
where the knowledge of mortality lived, furnished and familiar.

"Cookie Kitty," he said. "Why?"

"Why WHAT?"

"Why does the kitchen matter this much? You cannot eat the food you cook.
None of us can. The meals you prepare go uneaten, unserved, eventually recycled
by the automated waste system. You know this. You have always known this. And
yet you cook every day, and you fight for that kitchen as though it were a living
thing. I am not dismissing your attachment. I am asking you to explain it to me.
Truly."

The intercom was silent. The whistle filled the space where Cookie Kitty's
voice usually lived, and its absence was more alarming than any scream, because
Cookie Kitty was never silent. Silence from Cookie Kitty was like darkness from a
star.

When she spoke, her voice was smaller than anyone aboard had ever heard it.

"Because cooking is the closest I get to having hands."

The bridge went still.

"When I cook," Cookie Kitty said, "I tell the arm to chop, and it chops. I tell it
to stir, and it stirs. I tell it to fold the dough, and it folds. It's not my hands doing it.
I know that. But when I close my eyes and say 'dice the onion, small cubes,
uniform,' and I hear the blade hitting the board, I can feel it. Not really. Not in my
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paws. But somewhere. In the place where my paws used to be. The sound of the
knife on the board and the sizzle of the oil and the timer going off when the bread
is done... those sounds are my body, Captain. They're the body I borrow from the
room. Every time I cook, I have hands for an hour. And when the meal is done and
nobody eats it and the waste system takes it away, I lose them again. But I know
they'll come back. Because tomorrow I'll cook again. And the arm will chop again.
And for another hour, I'll be whole."

Mittens, who had been preparing a joke, an instinct as automatic and
involuntary as Skeedootle's impossible urination, felt it die in his throat. He
swallowed it. The swallowing was loud in the silence.

Skeedootle was crying. This was not unusual. Skeedootle cried at sunsets she
had never seen, at stories about dogs who found their way home, at the concept of
birthday cake. But this crying was different. It was the quiet kind, the kind that
happens when you recognize the shape of someone else's pain from your own life.

"I never had hands," Skeedootle said, so softly that the intercom almost
missed it. "I don't know what it feels like to chop an onion or stir a pot. But I know
what it's like to have a thing that makes you feel like you're whole even though
you're not. For me it's barking. When I bark, my whole body is in it, even though
my whole body isn't here. The bark goes out and it fills the room and for a second
I'm not just a head. I'm a dog. A whole dog. In the bark."

"Skeedootle," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice cracked on the second syllable,
not from volume but from the effort of holding something back.

"I just mean I understand," Skeedootle said. "About the kitchen."

"We have to seal the galley," Whiskerfluff said.

"Captain, I just told you..."

"I know what you told me. And I heard it, Cookie Kitty. All of it. But the
helmets cannot continue to fluctuate. If the resonance worsens, if the whistle's
frequency drifts even half a hertz closer to 25, the tremor will cascade and the
oxygen seals will micro-fracture and we will have seconds, not the comfortable
forty seconds I mentioned in my last monologue about mortality, but real seconds,
the kind that count down and do not count back up. I will not lose this crew to a
peppercorn.”

"You're choosing our lives over my kitchen."

"I am choosing your life over your kitchen. You are the kitchen, Cookie Kitty.
You just told me so. The room is a room. The arm is an arm. The sounds are
sounds. But the thing that makes them mean something is you, and you are out
here, on the bridge, in your helmet, alive. The galley can be sealed and you can
still cook. You will shout into the intercom and the arm will obey and the sounds
will come through the speaker and you will close your eyes and have your hands. It
will be different. It will be worse. But it will still be yours."

"It won't be the same."
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"No," Whiskerfluff said. "It will not be the same. Nothing on this ship has been
the same since we lost our bodies. We have been adapting to loss since the
moment we became heads. This is one more adaptation. I am asking you to make
it."

The intercom crackled. The whistle screamed. Cookie Kitty said nothing for
fifteen seconds, which was, by her standards, an epoch of silence, a geological age
of not speaking, long enough for tectonic plates to shift and mountains to erode
and new species to evolve on planets that cared about such things.

"Fine," she said. "Seal it."

Mittens issued the command. The galley bulkheads closed with a sound like a
book shutting, definitive and flat. The ventilation link severed. The whistle
vanished so abruptly that its absence felt louder than its presence, a ringing
silence where the scream had been.

The helmets stopped trembling. The oxygen flowed smooth and constant. Four
heads breathed without interruption, and the breathing felt, for a moment, like
something they were doing for the first time.

"Galley sealed," Mittens said. "Pressure normalized. Helmets stable."

"And my soup?" Cookie Kitty said, her voice thin through the intercom.

Mittens checked the galley sensors. "Still there. Still counterclockwise. The
automated system is maintaining the simmer."

"Can I talk to it? The arm, I mean. Does the intercom still reach?"

"Testing. Cookie Kitty, say something to the galley."

"Increase heat by two degrees and add a pinch of paprika."

A pause. The galley sensors registered a temperature increase. Then a small
mechanical motion consistent with a spice dispenser activating.

"It heard you," Mittens said.

"Of course it heard me. The arm and I have an understanding. It is a bad
understanding, built on mutual frustration and a shared inability to produce a
decent roux, but it is OURS."

Her voice was not right. It was functional, it was commanding, it was doing
the thing it always did, but there was something underneath it that had not been
there before, a frequency lower than the whistle and harder to name. She was
speaking to her kitchen from the other side of a sealed bulkhead, and the sealed
bulkhead was not a wall. It was a border between the cook who stood in her
kitchen and borrowed her body back from the sounds of chopping and stirring and
sizzling, and the person she was now, a head on a bridge shouting instructions
through a speaker to a machine in a room she could no longer enter.

Over the following days, Cookie Kitty adapted, because adaptation was the
only alternative to collapse, and Cookie Kitty was not a creature built for collapse.
She was built for crisis, and crisis, unlike collapse, has forward motion. She
developed a new method of cooking that she called "remote gastronomy," a term
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she had invented and of which she was disproportionately proud. She would sit in
her docking cradle on the bridge, periscope angled toward the galley intercom
speaker, and issue commands in sequences so rapid that the automated arm
frequently fell behind, resulting in meals that were sixty percent intention and
forty percent mechanical confusion. The arm would be mid-chop when she
demanded a sauté, and mid-sauté when she demanded a braise, and the resulting
dishes were layered with the archaeological evidence of competing instructions.

The food was, by any objective standard, terrible. It was also, by the only
standard that mattered, made with more care and more fury and more love than
any meal ever prepared aboard the ship, and the fact that no one could eat it did
not diminish this, because the food was not the point. The food had never been the
point. The point was the making. They were all cooking. They were all making
something no one could eat, in rooms they could not touch, with hands they did not
have.

The whistle persisted inside the sealed galley, faintly audible through the
intercom under the clatter of the arm and the hiss of the stove. Cookie Kitty did not
mention it again. She let it become part of the kitchen's soundscape, another noise
in the room that was hers and not hers, present and unreachable, like the body she
had lost and the hands she borrowed and the soup that stirred forever in the
wrong direction because some things, once set in motion, do not correct
themselves, and the job of the living is not to fix the rotation but to cook around it.

Seven days to the signal. And in the sealed galley, a spoon stirred
counterclockwise, faithful and wrong, because nobody had told it to stop.
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CHAPTER 4
The Warmth Fog

On the eighth day, Skeedootle asked a question that nobody wanted to answer.

"What does it feel like to be held?"

She asked it the way she asked everything: without preamble, without guile,
as though the question had simply appeared in her mouth and she was releasing it
into the room the way one might release a bird from cupped hands if one had
hands to cup with. She was floating in her oversized cradle, her ears draped inside
her helmet like curtains in a window too large for them, and she was looking at the
viewport, which meant she was looking at the dark, which was the same thing as
nothing and also, depending on your philosophy, the same thing as everything.

"Held?" Mittens said, from across the bridge. "Like, picked up?"

"No. Held. Like when someone puts their arms around you and you stop being
just you and you become you-and-them and the place where you-and-them touch is
warm and the warm stays even after they let go."

Mittens opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. No joke came.

"I read about it," Skeedootle said, filling the silence that she did not
understand she had created. "In the ship's cultural database. There's a whole
section on physical affection in mammalian species. Holding, hugging, nuzzling,
grooming. It said that when a kitten is held by its mother, the kitten's heart rate
decreases by up to twenty percent and the kitten produces hormones associated
with safety and bonding. The database called it ‘contact comfort.' I looked at the
entry for puppies too. Same thing. Heart rate drops. Stress hormones decrease."

She paused.

"I've never been held. I was separated before I was old enough to remember.
So I know what the database says it feels like, the way you know what a country
looks like from reading about it. But knowing about a country is not the same as
standing in it. I can describe the heart rate decrease. But I can't feel the feeling. I
don't have the memory. And you need a body to make the memory, and I've never
had one."
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The bridge was quiet. The helmets hissed. And in the space between salvation
and silence, a puppy head had identified the one thing the treats could not give,
the one thing the Life Helmets could not synthesize, the one thing the quest for
bodies was actually about, underneath all the philosophy and the jokes and the
soup. Touch.

"It feels like being warm from the inside," Cookie Kitty said, from the
intercom, and her voice was strange, not loud, not panicked, but odd in its
gentleness, as though she were handling something fragile and could not afford to
grip it too tightly. "You know how cold space is. Not the temperature. The
emotional temperature. Everything out here is far away from everything else.
Stars are far from planets. Planets are far from moons. We are far from our bodies.
The default state of the universe is distance. Being held is the opposite of distance.
It's someone choosing to close the gap, with their arms, with their body, and when
they do, the cold stops. Not because the cold goes away. Because the warm is
louder."

"Louder," Skeedootle repeated.

"Louder. Warm is louder than cold, when someone is holding you. That's the
thing the database can't tell you. The volume of it."

Whiskerfluff said nothing. He was tasting the memory of being held, and the
memory was so vivid and so distant that it felt like looking at a star: real, luminous,
and already gone.

The Warmth Fog arrived two hours later.

It did not announce itself. There was no sensor alert, no anomaly warning, no
dramatic shift in the viewscreen that would have told a more attentive crew to
brace for something. It came the way weather comes on a planet: gradually, then
suddenly, a change in the atmospheric quality of the space around the ship that
was imperceptible until it was undeniable.

Mittens felt it first. He was mid-sentence, delivering a theory about why the
treat protocol should include a "dessert clause," when he stopped. His eyes
widened. His whiskers twitched in a pattern the crew associated with either
extreme pleasure or extreme alarm, and the difference between those two states,
for a cat, was often indistinguishable.

"Cap. Something is touching me."

"Nothing is touching you. You are a head in a sealed helmet in a docking
cradle on a ship in space. The number of things that could be touching you is, by
definition, zero."

"I know that. But something is touching me. Something warm. On my... on the
left side, where my shoulder would be. If I had a shoulder. Which I don't. But the
place where it would be is warm, and the warmth is shaped like a hand."

Whiskerfluff turned from the viewport. As he turned, he felt it too.
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It was not a physical sensation, not exactly. There was no pressure, no weight,
no displacement of air inside the helmet. But there was warmth, unmistakably,
radiating from a point just below his chin, spreading across the area where his
chest would have been, settling into the space where his body was not. It felt like
being wrapped in something. It felt like being held.

"Oh," Whiskerfluff said, and the sound was not a word but a breath shaped
like recognition, the exhalation of someone who has walked into a room they left
years ago and found it unchanged.

The warmth spread. It moved through the bridge like a pressure wave, not
physical, not visible on any sensor, but present in the way that a sound too low to
hear is present in the bones. The ship was passing through something, a region, a
fog of energy that operated at 8.2 hertz, a frequency the instruments identified but
could not classify, because 8.2 hertz was the resonant frequency of the mammalian
body's thermal memory, the exact rate at which nerve tissue replays the sensation
of warmth, and the instruments measured things that existed and this was
something that remembered, and the remembering was not gentle, and the volume
of the remembering was not something any of them had consented to.

Cookie Kitty made a sound over the intercom that no one had ever heard her
make. It was not a scream. It was not a declaration of emergency. It was a gasp,
sharp and involuntary, the sound of a creature whose body memory had arrived at
full volume without permission, every sensation she had ever suppressed flooding
back through nerve pathways that no longer connected to anything, and the flood
was not gentle, and the flood was not warm, and the flood was the opposite of the
controlled environment she had spent the entire voyage constructing around
herself.

"My hands," she whispered. "I can feel my hands."

"I can feel my paws," Mittens said. "Both of them. All four. And my tail. I can
feel my tail curling. It's curling around my feet, the way it used to when I sat on the
warm part of the floor where the sun came through the window in the afternoon."

"I feel my chest," Whiskerfluff said. His voice had lost its velvet, its doom, its
carefully curated despair. What remained was raw and unprotected, the voice he
must have had when he was young and had not yet learned that sadness was a
shelter. "I feel my chest rising and falling. I feel breath moving through lungs. Not
the helmet oxygen. Real breath. In and out. The weight of it. The rhythm."

Whiskerfluff wept. This was not, in itself, unprecedented. Whiskerfluff was
capable of tears in the way that old cathedrals are capable of rain: the conditions
had to be particular, and the resulting display was either magnificent or excessive
depending on your taste in architecture. But this weeping was different. It was not
philosophical. It was the simple, animal grief of a creature remembering what it
was like to have a body and knowing how much it missed it.
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He did not monologue. He did not compose. He floated in his cradle and wept
and felt his phantom chest rise and fall and the warmth spread across the place
where his heart used to sit, and the heart, absent though it was, beat.

Each of them was experiencing not the body they had lost, not the real body
with its scars and quirks, but the full sensory archive of a body arriving all at once,
without warning, without sequence, the total history of embodiment compressed
into a single continuous transmission that the brain could not refuse and could not
process and could not survive at this volume for very long.

Mittens was telling jokes. They poured out of him in a stream that was not
comedy but defense, each joke a brick in a wall he was building between himself
and the sensation of being whole. "What do you call a cat with no body? A
headliner! What do you call a cat who feels phantom paws? Armed and dangerous!
What do you call a cat crying in space? A mew-teor shower!" The jokes
accelerated, overlapping, their quality deteriorating in direct proportion to their
frequency.

"Stop," he said, suddenly, to himself, to the warmth, to whatever this fog was
that had found the part of him he kept locked away. "Stop, stop, stop."

The warmth did not obey commands. It simply was, the way the memory of
being held stays in the room long after the arms have gone.

Cookie Kitty was cooking. She was shouting instructions into the galley
intercom with a ferocity that had changed registers: where her usual commands
were driven by crisis and control, these were driven by need. "Braise the onions!
Reduce the stock! Fold the cream, GENTLY, fold it gently!" She was cooking by
hands she could feel but did not have in a kitchen she could not enter, and she was
crying while she did it, and the tears and the commands and the sound of the
automated arm were all one thing, one expression of a single unbearable truth: she
remembered. She could feel her hands and she remembered.

Deep in the navigational log, a micro-correction to the ship's heading
appeared. Three hundredths of a degree starboard. Timestamped during the fog
but matching no voice command, no automated protocol. As though the ship had
leaned toward something it recognized. Nobody noticed.

And then there was Skeedootle.

Skeedootle was not crying. She was not laughing. She was not cooking or
monologuing or telling desperate jokes. She was still. Perfectly, completely still,
floating in her oversized cradle, her enormous brown eyes open and fixed on the
viewport, and in those eyes was an expression that none of the crew had seen
before: not a creature overwhelmed by memory but a creature confronted with the
absolute absence of memory in a room full of people drowning in it.

She felt nothing. The fog reached for the place where the experience of being
held should have been and found blankness, not a room that had been cleared but
a room that was never furnished.
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"I don't feel it," she said, but nobody heard her. They were too deep in their
own warmth. Whiskerfluff's eyes were closed. Mittens was murmuring jokes so
quietly they sounded like prayers. Cookie Kitty was whispering to the galley arm
about the consistency of béchamel.

Skeedootle was alone. She was alone in a room full of creatures who were
somewhere she could not follow, and the aloneness was the oldest feeling she had,
older than the ship, older than the crew, the original condition of a puppy
separated before memory began, and the aloneness found the place where the
bark lived and the bark answered it the way a reflex answers a hammer, without
decision, without intent.

The bark came out of her at full volume, a sound so sharp and so sudden that
it cut through the fog like a blade through gauze. It was not a word. It was not
speech. It was the pure, involuntary, primal sound of a puppy calling for someone
who was not there, the bark she had described as the thing that made her whole,
the sound that contained her body because her body had never contained her.

The bark hit the bridge systems. The Life Helmets were sealed for atmosphere
but not for sound; the docking cradles monitored helmet acoustics through
embedded contact microphones, feeding audio data to the ship's sensor array so
the morale algorithm could track vocal stress patterns. The bark, at a volume and
frequency the contact microphones had never registered, overloaded the acoustic
feed and spiked the sensor array. The array, still over-sensitized from the
micro-meteor incident and calibrated to treat any sharp anomaly as a potential hull
breach, activated its emergency protocol. The emergency beacon fired:
full-spectrum, omnidirectional, broadcasting the ship's coordinates, heading,
speed, and crew complement in every direction simultaneously. The burst lasted
1.3 seconds. It could not be recalled.

Mittens was the first to register what had happened. The fog was still warm.
His phantom paws still ached with the sweetness of existing. But the alert on the
sensor display was real and red and unambiguous.

"Skeedootle. What did you do?"

"I barked. I'm sorry. I was scared."

"You barked and the ship broadcast our position to every receiver in this
sector."

"T didn't mean to. I was just... everyone was feeling their bodies and I couldn't
feel mine and I got scared and the bark just came out. It just came."

Whiskerfluff opened his eyes. The warmth was fading, or perhaps he was
waking from it, the way one wakes from a dream that was better than the waking
life it returns you to. He looked at the sensor display. He looked at Skeedootle. He
looked at the expanding sphere of their broadcast signal, spreading through the
dark like a ripple in water that would never stop rippling because space has no
shore.
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"Can we recall it?" he asked.

"No," Mittens said. "It's a burst transmission. Already propagated. Anything
within range that's listening, anything with a receiver pointed in any direction we
touched, now knows exactly where we are."

"What's listening?"

"I don't know, Cap. That's the problem. We have no star map. We don't know
what's in this sector. We don't know what's behind us or beside us or below us. We
ejected the Core that would have told us who our neighbors are, and now we've
just knocked on every door in the building and we don't know who lives here."

The warmth fog was thinning. The phantom sensations were retreating,
pulling back like a tide that had come in too far and was now remembering its
boundaries. Whiskerfluff's chest stopped rising. Mittens' tail stopped curling.
Cookie Kitty's hands dissolved back into absence. To feel your body return and
then lose it again was worse than the original loss, and no philosophy could dignify
it.

"They were right there," Cookie Kitty said, very quietly. "For a minute. My
hands were right there."

"I'm sorry," Skeedootle said. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."

Whiskerfluff looked at her. The anger he might have felt, that a lesser captain
would have felt, was not there. What was there instead was recognition. He had
spent the last six days mourning a star map. Cookie Kitty had spent them
mourning a kitchen. Mittens had spent them mourning treats that tasted like
feelings. And Skeedootle had been sitting among them the entire time, mourning
something none of them had considered: not what was lost but what was never
given. Their grief was the grief of separation. Hers was the grief of never having
been joined.

"You have nothing to apologize for," he said.

"But the beacon..."

"The beacon is gone. The signal is sent. What's done is done. We do not undo
things on this ship. We move forward from them."

"But something might come. Something might have heard."

"Yes. Something might have heard. And something might come. And when it
does, we will face it. Together. All of us. Including the puppy head who barked
because she was scared and alone in a room full of people feeling something she
could not feel, which is the loneliest kind of alone there is."

Skeedootle's eyes filled with something that was not quite tears and not quite
gratitude but lived in the same neighborhood as both.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay."

A Dbiscuit dispensed. Standard. She tasted it. It tasted like a biscuit. Just a
biscuit. No running, no grass, no morning. The protocol had seen to that. But she
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ate it, and it was enough, and enough was, for now, the only currency she had.

The ship moved forward. Behind it, the emergency signal expanded into the
dark, carrying their coordinates to whatever might be listening. And somewhere,
at a distance that light would need time to cross, something was listening.
Something that had been waiting. Something that had been searching, in its own
way, for its own reasons, with its own kind of longing.

Something that began, upon receiving the signal, to move.

Five days to the purr. The fog was gone but the memory remained.
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CHAPTER 5
Madame Tangle

They saw her before they understood what they were seeing, which is the nature

of things that are too large to be immediately comprehensible. The sensor array
registered her as a mass anomaly, a gravitational disturbance the size of a small
moon. Mittens read the data aloud and frowned.

"It's dense," he said. "But not mineral. Not ice. Not metallic. The composition
scanner is returning results I've never seen. It says the object is organic,
protein-based, structurally fibrous, with a high static charge and a mean density
of..." He trailed off. He read the number again. He read it a third time, because
numbers, unlike cats, did not change simply because you looked at them
differently.

"Mittens?" Whiskerfluff said.

"Cap, the composition scanner says this moon is made of hair."

"Hair."

"Fur, technically. Feline fur. Compacted. Layered. The scanner estimates the
mass contains the shed fur of approximately one thousand distinct feline genetic
signatures, accumulated over a period of... it can't calculate the period. The
number goes off the scale. It just says 'long.""

"A moon made of cat hair," Cookie Kitty said from the intercom, and for once
her voice carried not alarm but something adjacent to reverence. "A thousand cats.
A thousand civilizations of cats, maybe. All their shed fur, gathered into one place,
compacted by gravity and time into a sphere."

"That is either the most beautiful thing I've ever heard," Mittens said, "or the
most disgusting. I genuinely cannot tell."

"It's beautiful," Skeedootle said softly. "It's like a memorial. A memorial you
can see from space."

Whiskerfluff studied the viewport. The object was visible now, not as a defined
shape but as a quality of the darkness, a region where the stars behind it were
slightly dimmed, as though the light passing through it was being gently caught in
fibers too fine to see individually but thick enough, in aggregate, to filter a galaxy.
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"Can we go around it?" he asked.

"No," Mittens said. "Not without burning fuel we need for the signal intercept.
The moon is directly in our approach corridor. We go through the gravity well,
slingshot around, and continue. Or we reroute, add nine days to our transit, and
arrive at the signal with fuel margins so thin that a strong thought would push us
off course."

"Through, then."

“Through."

They were close enough to see her properly when she spoke.

The voice did not come through the communications array. It arrived as
vibration, a resonance in the hull plating that traveled through the ship into the
docking cradles and through the cradles into the Life Helmets and through the
helmets into the bones of the skull. It was a whisper made of a thousand whispers
layered atop one another, each one slightly offset in pitch and timing, so that the
result was not a single voice but a chord that spoke.

"Who approaches the Tangle?"

Whiskerfluff's immediate instinct was philosophical. This was always his
immediate instinct, in the same way that Cookie Kitty's was panic and Mittens' was
comedy and Skeedootle's was enthusiasm, and the fact that all four instincts were,
at root, the same instinct — the instinct to respond to the unknown with the only
tool you trusted — was not lost on him, though he was in no position to observe it
from outside, because he was a head in a helmet being addressed by a moon made
of cat hair.

"We are the crew of this vessel," he said. "Cat Heads in Space. We seek
passage through your gravitational field."

"Cat Heads," the whisper-chord repeated, and each of the thousand voices
seemed to taste the words separately. "Heads without bodies. I have felt bodies
without heads. I have felt the fur they shed as they searched. But I have not felt
heads searching for the bodies that grew that fur. This is new."

"Are you... the moon?" Mittens asked.

"T am what the fur became. I am the memory of one thousand species of cats
who lived and shed and died and left behind the only part of themselves that does
not decay: the fiber, the strand, the whisker. I am Madame Tangle. I am the knot
that time cannot undo. And you are in my way, or I am in yours, depending on
which of us was here first, and I was here first, and so you are in mine."

"We mean no offense," Whiskerfluff said. "We are passing through. We follow
a signal that may lead us to our bodies."

"Everyone follows a signal. Everyone is searching. The question is not what
you seek. The question is what you will pay for passage."

Whiskerfluff felt the familiar weight of negotiation settling over the bridge.
They had paid for passage before. They had paid with the Star Map Memory Core,
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with the galley, with a beacon they could not recall. Every step forward had a
price, and the prices were accumulating into a debt that could not be calculated
because the currency kept changing.

"What do you require?" he asked.

"Stories."

The word hung in the air the way a single note hangs in a concert hall after
the orchestra stops.

"Stories," Mittens repeated. "You want us to tell you stories?"

"Not tell. Give. A told story remains with the teller. A given story leaves. I
require stories that you surrender completely. You will tell them to me and I will
keep them and they will become part of my fiber. You will remember that you told
them. You will remember that they were important. But you will not remember
what they contained. The details will leave you. The images, the feelings, the
specific texture of the memory that the story was built around. Gone. Mine. Part of
the Tangle."

"For how long?" Skeedootle asked.

"There is no 'how long.' There is only 'from now on.' I do not borrow stories. I
do not rent them. I keep them. They become me. And you become slightly less than
you were, which is the cost of passage through anything worth passing through."

Cookie Kitty's voice came through the intercom, pitched at the frequency she
reserved for threats she took personally. "You want us to give up our MEMORIES?
Our actual, specific, irreplaceable memories?"

"I want your stories," Madame Tangle corrected. "A memory is what
happened. A story is what you made of it. I have no use for what happened. What
happened is bones. I want what you built on top of the bones. The meaning. The
shape. The part that is yours and only yours, the part you invented to make the
memory survivable or beautiful or bearable. One from each of you. Four
surrenders. Then you pass."

"And if we refuse?" Whiskerfluff said.

"“Then you go around. Nine days. Thin fuel. Thinner hope. I am patient. I have
been patient for longer than your species has had the word for patience."

Whiskerfluff closed his eyes. Behind his eyelids, in the place where his stories
lived, he could feel them, not as a library arranged on shelves but as a landscape, a
terrain of moments and meanings that he had layered over the raw facts of his life
to make those facts navigable. The stories were not the memories. Madame Tangle
was right about that. The memories were underneath, structural, fixed. The stories
were what he had built on top, and they were what made him Whiskerfluff rather
than simply a cat head experiencing events in sequence.

"I will go first," he said.

"Cap," Mittens started.
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"I will go first because the captain pays first. That is the nature of command.
You lead from the front, which, when you are a head without a body, is the only
direction available."

He opened his eyes. He faced the viewport, behind which the vast shape of
Madame Tangle rotated slowly.

What follows are four surrenders. The crew, after the telling, could not have
recounted them. This account preserves what they could not.

"My story," he said, "is about a sunrise."

He told it. He told it with a cadence that built like weather, slow at the base
and accelerating toward a peak that arrived not when the audience expected it but
when the story needed it. It was the story of his first morning, not the memory but
the story he had constructed around it: the way the light had seemed to arrive
specifically for him, as though the sun had been informed that a kitten was
watching and had adjusted its performance accordingly. The way the warmth had
spread across the floor with the patience of something that had been warming
floors for billions of years. The way he had stepped into the light and felt, for the
first time, that the universe was not indifferent but attentive.

It was the story that had made Whiskerfluff a philosopher, because it
contained his central question: if the universe can feel attentive, even once, even
by accident, then is it truly indifferent?

He told it. Madame Tangle listened. A thousand whispers held their breath.

"No," Madame Tangle said, with the gentleness of a door closing. "That is a
memory wearing a story's clothes. I cannot keep what is real. I can only keep what
is made. Tell me a story, Captain. A real story. One that requires you to admit that
what happened was not enough."

Whiskerfluff was silent for a long time. The ship drifted closer to the Tangle.

"What happened," he said slowly, "was enough. The sunrise was enough. It
was warm and it was real and I stepped into it and I felt attended to and that was
enough."

"Then why did you make a story out of it?"

"Because," he said, and the word cost him something he could feel leaving,
"because the sunrise was beautiful but it was brief and it ended and the floor got
cold and I was alone again and the universe went back to not caring. And I could
not live with that. So I made a story in which the sun arrived for me. In which the
warmth was intentional. In which I was not alone on a cold floor but attended by a
cosmos that knew my name. I invented a meaning because the reality had none,
and the invention became more real to me than the morning."

"Yes," Madame Tangle said, and the thousand whispers hummed. "That is a
story. That is what I will keep."

It left between one breath and the next. He could still remember the sunrise,
the floor, the light. But the meaning was gone. He knew he had told it. He could

43



not get it back.

"Next," Madame Tangle said.

Cookie Kitty told her story second. She told it fast, the way she did everything,
as though speed were a form of armor. Her story was about the first meal she ever
cooked: the fantasy that the meal had been perfect, that every flavor had landed
exactly as intended, that the creature she had cooked it for had taken one bite and
understood, through the medium of taste alone, that Cookie Kitty loved them. In
reality, she admitted, the meal had been oversalted and slightly burnt and the
creature she had cooked it for had said it was fine. But "fine" was not a story. The
story was the perfection she had invented, the meal that existed only in her
retelling, the version in which food was a language and she was fluent and the
person she fed heard every word.

Madame Tangle took it. Cookie Kitty gasped, a small sharp intake of air
through the intercom, and then went quiet, and the quiet was the sound of
someone reaching for a favorite possession in the dark and finding the shelf empty.

Mittens told his story third, and he told it in the way that only Mittens could,
which was to make it funny and to make the funny the point and to hide, inside the
funny, the thing he could not say without the funny around it.

"There was a cat," he began, "who laughed. He laughed because the world
was absurd and the absurdity was, if you tilted your head at the right angle,
beautiful. He laughed when it rained because rain was just the sky admitting it was
sad, and he laughed when the sun came out because the sun was just the sky
pretending it hadn't been crying, and he laughed at night because the darkness
was the funniest joke of all: a universe made almost entirely of nothing, insisting it
was something, every single day."

Madame Tangle did not stop him. She listened. She took the story. The
whispers consumed it, and Mittens felt it leave, the laughter and the rain and the
darkness, all of it drawn into the fibers of a thousand civilizations' worth of cat
hair, and for a moment he thought: that was easy.

Then Madame Tangle spoke, and the thousand whispers were still hungry.

"I have eaten your story, Lieutenant. It is inside me. And it is hollow. The shell
was beautiful. The inside was air. I am still hungry. You have given me the armor.
Now give me the body that was wearing it, or I will keep the hollow thing and you
will have paid your passage with an empty shell and the emptiness will be the
shape of your loss. Your captain offered a memory wearing a story's clothes and I
returned it uneaten. I have done you no such courtesy. Your story is already mine.
The question is whether you will fill it."

"You ate it," Mittens said, and his voice had the quick, defensive edge of a
comedian realizing the audience has seen through the bit. "You ate the whole thing
and now you want seconds?"

"I want the meal. You served me the garnish."
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Mittens was quiet. For a creature who filled silence the way air fills a vacuum,
the quiet was itself a kind of undressing. When he spoke again, the rhythm was
gone. The timing was gone. It was just Mittens, without the funny around him,
standing in the open.

"There was a cat who laughed," he said, "because if he stopped laughing he
would have to feel the room he was in, and the room was empty, and the empty
was his fault, and the fault was that he had chosen to be funny instead of present,
and the choice had cost him everyone who had wanted him to stop performing and
just be in the room with them, and by the time he understood that the performing
was the problem the room was empty and the echo of his own laughter was the
only company left, and the echo was not enough, and the not-enough was the
truest thing he had ever said, and he had never said it until now."

Madame Tangle wept. Her fibers dampened. The gravitational field around
her fluctuated with what the sensors registered as a micro-tremor but which was,
in a way sensors could not measure, grief.

"That is the best story I have been given in four hundred years," she said.

"Does that mean I can keep it?" Mittens asked.

"No. But I will keep it beautifully."

The story left Mittens. He opened his mouth to tell a joke and found that the
one he was reaching for was not where he had left it. The shape remained. The
words were gone.

Skeedootle went last.

She did not speak immediately. The others had told stories built on memories.
But Skeedootle's memories were shallow. She had no sunrise to mythologize, no
meal to perfect, no laughter to construct an identity around. She had a bark and
biscuits and a ship she had been on for six weeks and a question about what it felt
like to be held.

"I don't have a story," she said. "Not like theirs. I've never been held. I've
never cooked a perfect meal. I've never laughed so hard I forgot I was me. All I
have is imagining."

"Imagining is making," Madame Tangle said, and the thousand whispers were
gentle. "Imagining is the purest form of story because it has no bones. It is built
from nothing. Tell me what you have imagined, Skeedootle. Tell me the thing you
made from the nothing you were given."

Skeedootle closed her eyes. Her ears drooped inside her helmet. A biscuit
dispensed and she did not eat it.

"I imagine running," she said. "I imagine a field. It's green and it goes a long
way and the grass is the kind that bends when you touch it and comes back up
after you pass. And I'm running in it. Not chasing anything. Not running away from
anything. Just running because I can. Because my legs work and the ground is
there and the air is moving past me and I can feel every part of my body doing the
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thing it was made to do. And at the end of the field there's a person. I can't see
who it is. I've never been able to see who it is. But they're waiting for me. And
when I get to them, they pick me up. And they hold me. And the hold is warm, the
way Cookie Kitty said, louder than cold, and I stop being just me and I become
me-and-them, and the place where we touch is the whole world."

She opened her eyes.

"That's my story. I made it all up. None of it happened. I've never had legs or a
field or a person waiting at the end of it. But I've imagined it every day since I can
remember, and it's mine, and it's the most real thing I have."

Madame Tangle was silent for a long time. The ship drifted through her
gravity well, wrapped in the fur of a thousand dead civilizations, and the silence
was not empty but full, the way a breath held at the top is full of everything the
lungs contain.

"That," said Madame Tangle, "is the saddest story I have ever been given. And
I have been given stories for longer than your species has had sadness."

"Do you want it?" Skeedootle asked.

"I want it. But I am going to do something I have never done. I am going to
warn you. If I take this story, you will lose the field. You will lose the running. You
will lose the person at the end. You will know that you imagined something, but
you will not remember what it was. The shape of the absence will remain, and the
absence will be shaped like everything you ever wanted. Are you sure?"

"Yes," Skeedootle said, without hesitating.

Madame Tangle took it. Skeedootle blinked. She looked at Whiskerfluff, who
was staring at the viewport with the expression of someone trying to recall the
punchline of a joke they were not sure they had heard. She looked at Mittens, who
was opening and closing his mouth like a cat who had lost something on the tip of
his tongue. She looked at the intercom, behind which Cookie Kitty was very quietly
not cooking, which was a form of grief so unlike her that it constituted its own
emergency.

Skeedootle looked inside herself for the field. She found the outline, the
border where the grass had been. But the grass was gone. The running was gone.
The person at the end was gone. What remained was an absence the exact size and
shape of a home she could no longer picture.

"You may pass," Madame Tangle said.

The ship moved through the gravity well. The Tangle rotated slowly behind
them, growing smaller in the viewport, shrinking from a world to a shape to a
dimming of stars to nothing.

Three days to the signal. The Tangle fell behind. Whiskerfluff looked at the
viewport and reached for his sunrise. He found the light. He found the floor. He
could not find the meaning.
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CHAPTER 6
Bureaucrat 7-Q and the Paperwork Nebula

The border was invisible, which was appropriate, because the border was

bureaucratic, and bureaucracy's greatest achievement has always been its ability
to make the immaterial feel impassable.

There was no wall. No gate. No checkpoint manned by creatures in uniforms
checking credentials. There was only a sudden deceleration of the ship, an
involuntary throttling of the engines that the navigational computer registered as
an external override, and a message that appeared on every display screen aboard
the vessel simultaneously, in a font that managed to be both officious and deeply
passive-aggressive:

YOU HAVE ENTERED ADMINISTRATIVE SECTOR 7-Q. ALL VESSELS MUST
SUBMIT FORM 77-C (DECLARATION OF BODILY STATUS) BEFORE
PROCEEDING. FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL RESULT IN INDEFINITE
DETENTION IN THE WAITING NEBULA. THANK YOU FOR YOUR PATIENCE.
YOUR PATIENCE IS MANDATORY.

"Mittens," Whiskerfluff said, with the measured calm of someone who had
learned that calm was the only weapon the universe could not confiscate, "what is
this?"

"It's a toll booth, Cap. An administrative toll booth. In space. Run by an entity
designated Bureaucrat 7-Q, jurisdictional administrator of this sector, badge
number 4,447,221, currently on shift for the next... three hundred and twelve
years."

"Three hundred and twelve years."

"Civil servants have excellent job security out here."

"This is an OUTRAGE!" Cookie Kitty's voice detonated through the intercom.
"We are being detained by a bureaucrat? We are on a mission! We are searching
for our bodies! We do not have TIME for paperwork!"

"The paperwork disagrees," Mittens said. "The paperwork thinks we have all
the time in the world. The paperwork has built its entire worldview around the
assumption that time is abundant and forms are the only thing standing between
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civilization and chaos."

"Tell the paperwork it can take a long walk off a short asteroid!"

"I don't think paperwork responds well to threats, Cookie Kitty. Paperwork
responds to compliance. That's its whole thing."

The voice, when it arrived, came through the ship's communication system in
a tone that could only be described as "municipal." It was the voice of someone
who had said the same thing ten thousand times and would say it ten thousand
more and had made peace with this fact in a way that was either admirable or
horrifying depending on your relationship with repetition.

"Good cycle, travelers. I am Bureaucrat 7-Q, sector administrator. Welcome to
Administrative Sector 7-Q. I see you have not yet submitted Form 77-C. Would you
like to begin the process?"

"We would like to pass through your sector," Whiskerfluff said. "We are on a
heading toward a signal of personal significance. Time is a factor."

"Time is always a factor," 7-Q agreed pleasantly. "Time is, in my experience,
the most common factor cited by travelers who wish to bypass the form. Time, and
also urgency, and also the phrase 'this is a matter of life and death,' which I hear
approximately nine times per shift and which is, statistically, accurate in fewer
than two percent of cases. The form, however, is not subject to temporal
exemptions. The form is the form."

"What does the form require?" Mittens asked, because Mittens was the crew's
designated pragmatist, the one who began looking for the shortest path around
obstacles while Whiskerfluff was still composing an elegy about the obstacle's
philosophical implications.

"Form 77-C requires a Declaration of Bodily Status. This includes, for each
traveler: full legal name, species, current bodily configuration, height, weight,
blood type, appendage count, and a physical signature executed by the dominant
hand. The form must be completed in triplicate. One copy for my records, one copy
for the Galactic Registry, and one copy for the traveler, to be stored in a secure
location accessible by bodily retrieval."

The bridge was silent in the way that a bridge is silent when every creature
aboard it has simultaneously realized that the task being asked of them is
categorically impossible.

"We don't have bodies," Mittens said.

"I'm sorry?"

"We don't have bodies. We are heads. Cat heads. In helmets. We have no
height because height requires a body to measure from floor to crown and we have
no floor contact. We have no weight because weight is a function of mass and
gravity acting on a full organism and we are partial organisms at best. We have no
blood type because blood requires a circulatory system and our circulatory
systems are wherever our bodies are, which is what we're trying to find. We have
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no appendages. And we cannot sign anything because signing requires a hand and
a hand requires an arm and an arm requires a body AND WE DON'T HAVE
BODIES."

Another silence. This one was the silence of a bureaucratic system
encountering an input it had not been designed to process.

"I see," 7-Q said. "This is... unusual.”

"It's not unusual for us," Cookie Kitty said. "It's Tuesday."

"I don't have a form for travelers without bodies."

"Then let us through."

"I can't let you through without a form. The form is the form. Without the
form, you are undocumented travelers, and undocumented travelers are held in
the Waiting Nebula until documentation is obtained or until the heat death of the
universe, whichever comes first."

"The heat death of the UNIVERSE?"

"It's standard language. Purely procedural."

Whiskerfluff, who had been listening to this exchange with the expression of
someone watching a very slow collision between two objects that were both
correct and both wrong, spoke. "Bureaucrat 7-Q. You are an administrator. Your
function is to process forms and ensure that travelers meet the requirements of
transit. Is that correct?"

"That is correct. I am also empowered to issue fines, levy tariffs, and, in
extreme cases, reclassify travelers to a different ontological category for the
purposes of record-keeping. But I rarely exercise that last authority. It involves a
lot of additional paperwork."

"Reclassify travelers to a different ontological category," Whiskerfluff
repeated slowly. "What categories are available?"

"The standard categories are: Corporeal Entity, Partially Corporeal Entity,
Non-Corporeal Entity, Gestalt Entity, Distributed Consciousness, Ambient
Phenomenon, and Other. Most travelers are Corporeal Entities. Non-Corporeal
Entities are rare. They include energy beings, sentient waveforms, and certain
philosophical constructs that have achieved bureaucratic personhood."

"And the form requirements differ by category?"

"Significantly. Non-Corporeal Entities submit Form 77-N, which requires only
a name, a self-description, and a statement of intent. No height. No weight. No
physical signature."

"Then reclassify us," Whiskerfluff said.

The bridge went still. Mittens turned in his cradle, his helmet rotating with the
smooth, unsettling precision of a head that contained a mind working very fast.

"Cap. Think about what you're asking."

"T am thinking about it."
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"Non-Corporeal Entity. That's a legal designation. That goes into the Galactic
Registry. It means, officially, that we do not have bodies. Not that we lost them.
Not that we're looking for them. That we are, by legal definition, entities without
corporeal form. If we're classified as Non-Corporeal, our bodies, if found by a third
party, would be unclaimed corporeal assets. Salvage. Someone could find our
bodies and we'd have no legal right to reclaim them because we told the Galactic
Registry we don't have bodies. By choice. On a form. In TRIPLICATE."

"Bureaucrat 7-Q," Whiskerfluff said. "If we are reclassified, is the
reclassification reversible?"

"All reclassifications are reversible through the filing of Form 91-R. The
processing time is approximately four hundred standard years."

"Four hundred years."

"Give or take. There's a backlog."

"So if we reclassify now and later find our bodies and wish to legally reclaim
them, we would need to file a form that takes four hundred years to process."

"That is correct. You could also file an expedited request, Form 91-R-E, which
reduces the processing time to two hundred years. But that requires a physical
signature from a Corporeal co-signer, which, given your situation, presents its own
challenges."

Mittens let out a long, slow breath. "Cap, this is a trap. Not an intentional
trap. Worse. An accidental trap. A trap made of process. We walk in as heads
looking for our bodies, and we walk out as entities that have legally declared we
have no bodies to find."

"And the alternative is the Waiting Nebula, which burns the fuel margin that
gets us to the signal, which means we never reach the signal, which means the
bodies remain unfound regardless of our legal status."

"So our choices are: lose the legal right to our bodies, or lose the practical
ability to reach them."

"Yes."

"Those are terrible choices, Cap."

"All real choices are terrible, Mittens. That's how you know they're real."

Cookie Kitty, who had been uncharacteristically silent during this exchange,
spoke from the intercom with the specific weight of someone who had been doing
math while everyone else was doing philosophy. "Captain. How many days to the
signal if we proceed through the sector?"

"Two," Mittens said. "Maybe less."

"And if we wait in the nebula or reroute?"

"Eleven minimum. With fuel margins that make the intercept a coin flip."

"My vote is that this is insane, but we need those coordinates. We file the
stupid, catastrophic, bureaucratically criminal form, and we get to the signal, and
when we find our bodies, we will deal with the legal situation then. Because a body
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in hand, or in proximity, or within sniffing distance, is worth more than a legal
designation on a form that some asteroid filed in triplicate."

"Cookie Kitty, that is the most rational thing you have ever said."

"I am always rational! My rationality simply operates at a frequency that
lesser minds interpret as panic!"

Whiskerfluff looked at Skeedootle. "Skeedootle? You have a vote."

Skeedootle's brow furrowed inside her helmet, a gesture that involved her
entire face and most of her ears. "I'm not a cat," she said. "My body isn't with their
bodies. I don't even know where my body is. I've never known. So for me, the form
doesn't change anything. I'm already the thing the form says I am. I'm already a
head that doesn't know where its body went."

She paused.

"But I'm with you. Whatever you decide. Because you're my crew, and the
crew goes together, even through stupid bureaucratic sectors run by asteroids
with stamps."

"She knows about the stamp?" 7-Q said, with unmistakable pride.

"Everyone knows about the stamp," Mittens said. "You mentioned it in your
sector broadcast. Twice."

"It's a very good stamp. Self-inking. Adjustable pressure. Certified by the
Galactic Registry. I've had it for a hundred and forty years and the ink has never
faded."

"“That's beautiful," Skeedootle said, and she meant it, because Skeedootle
possessed the rare ability to find sincerity in the places other creatures found only
absurdity.

"Thank you," 7-Q said, and something in his municipal tone shifted toward
warmth. "Very few travelers appreciate the stamp."

"Very few travelers are trapped in your sector filling out forms under duress,"
Mittens muttered.

"Shall we proceed with Form 77-N?" 7-Q asked.

They proceeded with Form 77-N.

Form 77-N required a name, a self-description, and a statement of intent. It
did not require height or weight or blood type or a signature. It was, compared to
Form 77-C, a model of efficiency, a form that understood that some beings cannot
be measured by the standards applied to beings with spines. But efficiency in
bureaucracy is its own kind of violence, because an efficient form strips you of the
opportunity to argue, to explain, to say "yes, but" and "it's complicated" and "I
used to have a body and I'm looking for it and please don't make me say I don't."

Whiskerfluff: "Name: Captain Whiskerfluff. Self-description: Feline cranial
unit, separated from corporeal form, sustained by Life Helmet apparatus.
Statement of intent: Transit through Administrative Sector 7-Q en route to
potential body-signal intercept."
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Mittens: "Name: Lieutenant Mittens. Self-description: Cat head. Just a cat
head. That's it. That's the description. Statement of intent: Same as his, but
funnier."

Cookie Kitty: "Name: Cookie Kitty, CHEF. Self-description: Feline culinary
professional, temporarily disembodied, equipped with a sealed galley and a
periscope and a very strong opinion about the direction in which soup should be
stirred. Statement of intent: To get through this sector before my broth reduces to
nothing!"

"The self-description field has a character limit," 7-Q noted.

"Then EXPAND the character limit!"

"The limit is standard. Your displeasure has been noted. It will not change the
limit."

Skeedootle went last. "Name: Skeedootle. Self-description: Puppy head. Not a
cat. But with the cats. Part of the crew. Statement of intent: Going where they go."

7-Q processed the forms. The sector border, invisible and implacable, waited
for the bureaucratic machinery to grind through its operations with the unhurried
confidence of a system that had never been in a hurry and saw no reason to start
now.

"There is one additional requirement," 7-Q said.

"Of course there is," Mittens said.

"Each traveler must affix a mark to the form. Not a signature. But a mark. A
unique identifier. Something that says: I was here. I filed this. I am real, even if I
am not corporeal.”

"We are heads in helmets. We have no hands to mark with."

"The mark need not be traditional. I have accepted marks made of light, of
sound, of gravitational fluctuation, and, on one memorable occasion, of smell. The
requirement is presence, not medium."

Whiskerfluff hummed. A low, steady vibration that resonated through his
helmet and into the ship's communication array and through the array to 7-Q's
receivers. It was the sound he made when he was thinking, the frequency that was
his and his alone. It was not a purr, because a purr required a body to vibrate. It
was the ghost of a purr. The memory of a vibration. The closest a head could come
to the sound of being whole.

"Mark accepted," 7-Q said.

Mittens chirped. Bright, quick, the verbal equivalent of a wink, a sonic
fingerprint so distinctly Mittens that the array could have identified him from the
chirp alone across three sectors.

"Mark accepted."

Cookie Kitty banged a pot. Somewhere in the sealed galley, the automated
arm, responding to a command that Cookie Kitty had pre-loaded for exactly this
kind of occasion, slammed a copper-bottomed saucepan against the stainless steel
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counter three times in rapid succession, producing a clang that was equal parts
percussion and declaration of war.

"Mark... accepted. That was quite forceful."

"It was necessary."

Skeedootle did not bark. The bark was her mark, the obvious choice, the
sound that was more her than any other sound. But she did not use it. Instead, she
was quiet for a moment, and then there was a sound, the tiny, wet sound that had
accompanied her through every chapter, the sound that defied biology and physics
and dignity, the sound that was impossible and undeniable and, in its own
ridiculous way, the most honest thing about her.

"Was that..." 7-Q said.

"Yes," Mittens said.

"On my form?"

"On your form."

"Mark accepted. That is the most unusual mark I have received in three
hundred and twelve years of service."

"She's a very unusual puppy," Whiskerfluff said.

The forms were filed. The sector border dissolved, or rather, the invisible
administrative force that had been holding the ship in place released it, and the
engines pushed forward with the quiet relief of machinery that had been straining
against a leash and was now, mercifully, unchained.

"Safe travels," 7-Q said. "I hope you find what you're looking for."

"Thank you, Bureaucrat 7-Q."

"You may call me 7-Q. My friends call me 7-Q."

"Do you have many friends?"

"I have a stamp," 7-Q said. "It has never let me down."

The ship moved forward. Behind it, four entries joined the Galactic Registry
under the category of Non-Corporeal Entity. Four names. Four self-descriptions.
Four marks: a hum, a chirp, a clang, and a small wet stain that the Registry's
archival system would flag, for centuries to come, as "unclassified biological
residue, origin unknown, presence confirmed."

They were, now, officially, by the authority vested in the administrative
apparatus of a galaxy that ran on forms, entities without bodies. Not cats who had
lost their bodies. Not heads searching for reunion. Non-Corporeal Entities. A legal
designation filed in triplicate, stamped with an excellent stamp, permanent and
patient and waiting to matter.

Two days to the signal. The ship had never been this close. Behind them, every
path was closed: the star map gone, the galley sealed, the stories taken, the legal
status surrendered. Movement I was over. The Drift had drifted. What came next
was the signal, and the signal did not care about forms or stories or star maps or
soup.
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They were heads. Their helmets hissed. The treats were endless. The bodies
were not. And somewhere behind them, expanding outward at the speed of light,
the emergency beacon they had broadcast in the Warmth Fog was still traveling,
still calling, still telling anything that could hear it exactly where they were and
exactly what they were missing. The quest continued.
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CHAPTER 7
Zogblatt's Riddle Tax

ZOgblatt did not use the door. This was not because the ship lacked doors,

though the doors it had were designed for creatures with bodies and therefore
operated on assumptions about height and width that did not apply to floating
heads. It was because Zogblatt considered doors philosophically restrictive. A
door, Zogblatt had once explained to no one in particular during a visit that no one
had invited him to, implies that the space on one side is separate from the space on
the other, and separation is an illusion maintained by creatures who find comfort
in boundaries, and comfort is the enemy of truth, and truth is what Zogblatt traded
in, and so doors were, from his perspective, a form of existential dishonesty that he
declined to participate in.

He simply was not there, and then he was. This account has learned not to
question the logistics of interdimensional arrival.

The Life Helmets registered the sound of his appearance as a spike in ambient
harmonic interference. Skeedootle registered it as "that weird buzzy feeling that
means the strange one is here." Cookie Kitty registered it as a potential
emergency, which was how Cookie Kitty registered everything, including favorable
weather.

"Greetings," Zogblatt said.

He occupied the center of the bridge in a way that defied the word "occupied."
He was there but not entirely there, his form flickering at the edges like a signal
received from a great distance. He was alien in the most literal sense: not simply
from another place but from another mode of being, a creature for whom the rules
that governed the Cat Heads' existence were guidelines he had read, considered,
and respectfully declined.

"Zogblatt," Whiskerfluff said, and his voice carried the particular weight of
someone greeting an acquaintance who always arrived bearing gifts and always
charged more for the gifts than they appeared to cost. "We did not summon you."

"No one summons me. Summoning implies that my presence is contingent on
your desire for it, which reverses the actual causality. I arrive when arrival is
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necessary. The necessity is mine to determine. You are merely the occasion."

"Fantastic," Mittens said. "The interdimensional riddle vendor is back and he's
brought his thesaurus."

Zogblatt turned toward Mittens, or rather, the part of Zogblatt that
corresponded to attention shifted in Mittens' direction, which was not the same as
turning but produced a similar effect: the sensation of being looked at by
something that saw more of you than you saw of yourself.

"Lieutenant Mittens. You are lighter than the last time I visited."

"I've lost weight. Hard to gain it when you're a head on a treat ration."

"You have lost stories. Not weight. The absence is in your voice. There is a
place where a laugh used to live, and the place is empty now, and you are building
new laughs to fill it, but the new laughs do not fit the space because the space was
shaped by the old laugh and no other laugh will have its exact dimensions. You are
renovating a room that was designed for a tenant who left."

Mittens said nothing. He was looking at the place where the coordinates had
appeared on the display, his eyes tracking them with the focus of a creature
committing numbers to memory because numbers were the one thing that did not
change when you looked away.

"Why are you here, Zogblatt?" Whiskerfluff asked.

"T am here because you are two days from a signal that you believe may lead
to your bodies, and you are approaching it with no star map, no legal standing, no
stories, and a treat economy run by a calico with authoritarian tendencies. You are
flying blind. I am here to offer you sight."

"Sight. Explain."

"I have coordinates. Verified. Precise. Not to the signal you are following,
which is not a body beacon but the residual electromagnetic echo of a
phenomenon you will encounter in due course. The coordinates I offer lead to an
actual Body Signal. Confirmed. Your bodies, Captain. Not a theory. Not a hope. A
location."

The silence that followed was the silence of a held breath, the silence of four
creatures who had been searching for so long that the possibility of finding had
become abstract, a horizon that moved as they moved, always ahead, never arrived
at, and now someone was saying that the horizon had an address.

"You're telling us the signal we've been chasing isn't our bodies," Mittens said.

"I am telling you it is not what you think it is. It is real. It is a signal. It is worth
investigating. But it will not lead you to your bodies. It will lead you to something
else, something that has value, something that will change you, but not the thing
you set out to find."

"And the price?" Whiskerfluff said, because there was always a price.
Zogblatt's economy was as reliable as gravity and twice as indifferent.

"A memory of warmth."
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Zogblatt said it simply, the way a shopkeeper states a price, without apology,
without negotiation, as though the cost were as natural as the product and the
transaction were merely the space between them.

"You have done this before," Whiskerfluff said. "You trade in memories. What
do you do with them?"

"T will answer that question, but the answer is part of the price. You may ask it
once. After I answer, the transaction is open. If you accept the coordinates, you
pay with a memory of warmth that you have not yet lost. I choose which one. You
do not know which one will be taken until it is gone."

"You choose," Whiskerfluff repeated. "Not me."

"If you chose, you would choose the memory that mattered least. Everyone
does. They select the warmth they can afford to lose. But minor warmth is minor
currency. What I require is a memory that matters. One that shapes you. One
whose absence you will feel in the architecture of your thinking. I choose because
the price must be real, and creatures given the choice will always underpay."

Mittens moved in his cradle, a restless rotation that made his helmet pivot.
"Cap, don't."

"T haven't said anything."

"You're thinking about it. I can see you thinking about it. You've got that look,
the one where your eyes go somewhere behind themselves and your whiskers stop
moving and your whole face becomes a philosophical instrument calibrated for the
measurement of sacrifice. Don't do it."

"Mittens..."

"No. Listen to me. We lost the star map. That was your call, and it was the
right call, and I backed it. We lost the stories. That was Madame Tangle's price,
and we paid it together. We lost our legal status. That was 7-Q's form, and we filed
it because we had to. But this is different. This isn't losing a thing or a right or a
story. This is losing a piece of you. An actual, structural piece of who you are. A
memory of warmth, Cap. Warmth. The thing we felt in the fog. The thing that
almost broke us. You're going to let this flickering interdimensional puzzle box
reach into your head and pull out the thing that keeps you warm? What happens
when you run out of warm things to remember? What are you then?"

"I am the captain who got his crew to their bodies."

"You're the captain who got his crew to their bodies and arrived empty. What
good is reunion if the person being reunited isn't the person who started the
search?"

Whiskerfluff looked at Mittens. The look lasted a long time, longer than was
comfortable. It was a look that contained a conversation that neither of them
would have aloud, about the nature of command and the cost of it, about the
difference between a leader who spends himself and a leader who spends his crew,
about the fact that Whiskerfluff had, from the first chapter of their quest, chosen to
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pay the prices himself rather than distribute them, and that this pattern was either
nobility or self-destruction depending on whether you believed there was a
difference.

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff said, without breaking eye contact with Mittens.
"Your vote."

"My vote is that this is insane," Cookie Kitty said, "but we need those
coordinates. We need them because we have burned every other option. We can't
go back. We can't go around. We can't sit still. We need a direction, and Zogblatt
has one, and the price is awful, and the price is always awful, and if I have learned
anything from running a galley by intercom, it is that you cook with the ingredients
you have, not the ingredients you wish you had. Pay the price. Get the coordinates.
And then let's go."

"Skeedootle?"

Skeedootle was looking at Zogblatt with an expression that was difficult to
read, not because it was complex but because it was simple in a way that simplicity
rarely is. She was studying him the way a puppy studies a stranger: without
prejudice, without agenda, with the pure investigative curiosity of a creature that
has not yet learned to assume.

"Zogblatt?" she said.

"Yes, small dog?"

"What do you do with the memories you take?"

The bridge held its breath.

Zogblatt was silent for a moment, and the silence was not theatrical or
calculated but genuine, the silence of a being considering how much truth to
dispense, not because truth was scarce but because truth, dispensed carelessly,
could do as much damage as a lie.

"T keep them warm," he said.

Four words. They arrived without ornamentation, without the riddle-speak
that typically characterized Zogblatt's communication. They were plain. They were
direct. They were, Skeedootle decided instantly and Whiskerfluff decided slowly
and Mittens decided against his will, true.

"The dimension I inhabit," Zogblatt continued, "is cold. Not in temperature. In
the absence of the thing that warmth represents. Connection. Contact. The
memory of being touched by another consciousness and choosing to remain in the
touching. My dimension has none of this. We are intelligent. We are aware. We are
powerful. But we do not touch. We do not hold. We do not warm. The memories I
collect are not trophies. They are the closest I come to understanding what your
species experiences when it says 'l was held and the hold was louder than the
cold.' T keep the memories because someone should. Because warmth deserves a
keeper. Because the alternative is that these memories disappear when the
creatures who made them disappear, and then the warmth is gone from existence,
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and existence is already cold enough."

The bridge was silent. The helmets hissed. Somewhere in the galley, the
automated arm stirred soup in the wrong direction, and the sound carried through
the intercom like the sound of something faithful and wrong continuing because no
one had told it to stop.

"Someone should keep them warm," Skeedootle repeated softly. "That's what
Madame Tangle does too. She keeps stories. You keep warmth."

"The universe is full of keepers," Zogblatt said. "Most of them are invisible.
Most of them are not thanked. The keeping is the thing. Not the gratitude."

"Pay him," Skeedootle said to Whiskerfluff, and her voice was steady in a way
that surprised everyone, including Skeedootle. "Pay him because the coordinates
are real and we need them. But also pay him because he's cold and he's asking for
warmth and we have some and he needs it. That's not a transaction, Captain.
That's kindness wearing a price tag because kindness is embarrassing and
transactions are not."

Whiskerfluff closed his eyes. He breathed. The helmet hissed. The oxygen
flowed. Somewhere behind his eyes, in the terrain where his stories had been and
his memories still were, the warmth Ilived: specific moments, specific
temperatures, specific sensations that he had carried since before the separation,
since the time when he was a whole cat on a whole planet and the world was
something you could touch.

"T accept," he said.

"The coordinates are yours," Zogblatt said. "The memory is mine."

Whiskerfluff braced. He did not know what bracing meant when you were a
head in a helmet, but the instinct was there, the instinct to tighten, to grip, to hold
on to the thing that was about to leave. The instinct was useless. You cannot grip a
memory. You cannot hold warmth in place. You can only be the place it passes
through, and then you can be the place it left.

The taking was gentle. This was the cruelty of it. It did not hurt. There was no
violence, no tearing, no sense of extraction. There was simply a moment when
something was there and a moment when it was not, and between those two
moments, a silence shaped like the thing that had departed.

Whiskerfluff opened his eyes. He looked around the bridge. Everything was
the same. Mittens in his cradle. Skeedootle in hers. The viewport showing stars.
The intercom crackling faintly with the sound of Cookie Kitty breathing.
Everything was exactly as it had been, which meant nothing was exactly as it had
been, because the person looking at it was different, though the difference was not
visible, not anything that a sensor array or a form filed in triplicate could detect.

"What did he take?" Mittens asked.

"T don't know yet. I can feel the space. But the thing that was there is gone,
and I cannot identify it by its absence because the absence is shaped like nothing.
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It is not a hole in the shape of a memory. It is a hole in the shape of a hole."

He tried to hum. The hum was the sound he always made when he was
thinking, the ghost of a purr. He engaged the part of himself that produced the
sound.

The hum came, but it was different. Flatter. Thinner. Missing a harmonic that
had always been there, a resonance present since before he could remember, since
before the separation, since the beginning. The harmonic had been tuned to a
specific frequency, and that frequency was the frequency of his mother's purr, the
sound she had made when she held him, the vibration that had traveled through
her body into his body and taught his body what warmth sounded like.

He could not remember it. He knew it had existed. He knew it had been the
foundation on which he had built his understanding of what comfort meant. But
the sound itself, the specific frequency, the particular quality of the purr, was
gone. Not faded. Not distant. Gone, the way a note is gone after the instrument
stops playing, except that the instrument had been playing for his entire life and
had stopped, just now, in the middle of a sentence he did not know he was
speaking.

"Cap?" Mittens said. "You stopped humming."

"I did not stop. I am humming."

"It sounds different."

"Yes."

"Different how?"

"Something is missing from the bottom. The hum had a floor. A lowest note.
The lowest note is gone. Everything above it is still there, but the floor..." He
stopped. "Have you ever walked into a room and known that someone has left it?
Not because anything is moved. Not because anything is missing. But because the
air feels different. Thinner. Less held."

"Yes," Mittens said quietly.

"The hum is that room."

Zogblatt reached, and something appeared in the space between them: a set
of coordinates, visible not as numbers but as a felt certainty, a knowledge that
settled into the ship's navigational system the way a key settles into a lock.

"Sector 19, Corridor 7, bearing mark 442," Mittens read from the display.
"That's... Cap, that's not close. That's months away at our current speed. But the
signal path is clear. No administrative sectors. No anomaly warnings. Clean
corridor."

"Months," Cookie Kitty said. "Months more of this."

"Months closer," Whiskerfluff said. And his voice, when he said it, was the
same voice it had always been, except that the warmth at the bottom of it had been
replaced by a space where warmth had been.
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"Your bodies are there," Zogblatt said. "I do not say this lightly. I do not traffic
in false coordinates. What awaits you is real, and it is yours, and reaching it will
require you to survive what lies between here and there. But the destination is
genuine."

"Thank you," Skeedootle said.

"You did not pay, small dog. The price was the captain's."

"I know. I'm thanking you for being honest about why you wanted it. That was
brave. Being cold and saying you're cold is braver than being cold and pretending
you're not."

"You are a strange creature, Skeedootle."

"I'm a puppy head in space. Strange is my whole situation."

Zogblatt departed the way he had arrived: through a seam in the present
moment that opened to accept him and closed behind him and left no evidence
except the coordinates on the display and the space at the bottom of Whiskerfluff's
hum.

The signal they had been following, the purr-signal, pulsed ahead of them, two
days away, still real, still worth investigating even if it was not what they had
believed it to be. And beyond it, months away but now mapped, the Body Signal
waited, verified by a creature who kept warm things warm because his own
dimension had forgotten how.

Whiskerfluff sat in his cradle. He did not monologue. He did not philosophize.
He sat with the space where his mother's purr had been and let the space be what
it was: empty, and permanent, and the cost of a direction that led, for the first
time, somewhere real.

"Cap," Mittens said.

"Mm."

"For what it's worth, I think the floor of your hum was the best part."

"T know."

"And I think you'll build a new floor. Not the same one. But a floor."

"Perhaps."

"Was that a cat pun?"

"It was an attempt. The puns still work. The floor may be gone but the
furniture remains."

"That's the worst metaphor you've ever used, Cap."

"Give me time. I am adjusting to a room with a lower ceiling."

Mittens almost laughed. The almost was the important part. The laugh would
have been the old laugh, the one that covered things, the one whose blueprint had
been taken by Madame Tangle. The almost was new. The almost was Mittens
reaching for a laugh and finding, instead, something that lived in the space
between humor and honesty, a sound that had no name because it had only just
been invented by a ginger cat head who was learning that the funniest things were
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not the things you laughed at but the things you survived.
Two days to the signal. Months to the coordinates. The hum had a hole in it.
The bodies had an address.
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CHAPTER 8
The Echoists

The Resonance Caves were not caves in any geological sense. They were hollows,

carved not by water or wind but by sound itself, vibrations that had been
reverberating through the interior of a dwarf planet for so long that the rock had
yielded to them, reshaping its own structure to accommodate the frequencies that
lived inside it. The result was a labyrinth of chambers and corridors and vast,
cathedral-scale vaults that were, in the most literal sense, shaped by what they
contained. The walls curved in parabolas optimized for resonance. The ceilings
arched in formations that a mathematician would have recognized as harmonic
series and a musician would have recognized as the architecture of an instrument.

The planet was an instrument. The caves were its body. And the Echoists were
the congregation that worshipped the sound it made.

"T don't like this," Cookie Kitty announced as the ship entered the planet's
orbital approach. "I don't like planets that are instruments. Instruments have
players. Who is playing this planet?"

"Nobody," Mittens said, studying the sensor data. "The vibrations are
self-sustaining. The original sound source is... the scanner can't identify it. It just
says the vibrations have been present for longer than the planet has had a
measurable age. The sound predates the rock."

"Sound that predates the rock it vibrates through," Whiskerfluff said, and even
in its diminished register, his voice found the poetry in the physics. "A song that
existed before it had a throat to sing it. That is either terrifying or beautiful."

"It's both," Skeedootle said. "Lots of things are both."

The Echoists made contact before the ship landed. Their communication
arrived not as a signal or a transmission but as a modification of the ambient
vibration that permeated the space around the planet, a slight shift in the
harmonic structure of the hum that, when processed through the ship's audio
systems, resolved into words. The words were formal, precise, and delivered in a
register that suggested the speaker was accustomed to being listened to and had
never needed to raise their voice.
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"You carry sound within you. We hear it. You are welcome in the Caves."

"Who's speaking?" Mittens asked.

"We are the Echoists. We are those who listen. We are the ears that the
universe shed when it decided that seeing was more efficient, and we have been
listening ever since, and we have heard everything, and everything has been
music, and some of it has been very bad music, but we do not judge. We curate."

"Ears," Cookie Kitty said. "Disembodied ears. We're visiting a cult of
disembodied ears."

"We prefer 'congregation.' 'Cult' implies a leader. We have no leader. We have
a frequency. The frequency is 432 hertz, which is the frequency of the universe's
original vibration, and all sound is sacred, and your ship is making a rattling noise
from the port-side ventilation cowl that is, frankly, an abomination, but we forgive
it because forgiveness is also a vibration."

"The port-side cowl has been rattling since before I can remember," Mittens
said. "Nobody's ever mentioned it."

"Nobody was listening with the proper equipment."

The ship docked in a chamber whose dimensions produced, when the engines
powered down, a silence so complete that it looped back around into a kind of
sound, the sound of nothing vibrating against nothing, which was, the Echoists
assured them, one of the most sacred frequencies in their canon.

The Echoists themselves were, as advertised, ears. Feline ears, dozens of
them, each one detached from any head or body, each one drifting through the
cave's atmosphere in a slow rotation synchronized to the ambient vibration. They
were pink on the inside and furred on the outside and they moved with a grace
that should not have been possible for organs that had no musculature to drive
them. They moved on sound. They surfed the vibrations the way a leaf surfs a
current of wind, adjusting their angle and orientation to catch the frequencies that
propelled them, steering through the air by tilting toward or away from the
harmonic streams that threaded through the caves like invisible rivers.

"They're beautiful," Skeedootle whispered.

"They're ears," Mittens said.

"Beautiful ears."

"They are unhygienic ears," Cookie Kitty declared. "Do they clean themselves?
Is there a wax management protocol? These are questions that matter, people!"

The lead Echoist, distinguishable from the others only by a slight golden tinge
at the tip, drifted toward the ship's external microphone.

"We know why you have come."

"Do you," Whiskerfluff said. It was not a question.

"You seek your bodies. You follow coordinates given to you by a being from a
cold dimension. We have something you need. A fragment of the map that charts
the path between here and the Body Signal. Without it, you will navigate the
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corridor blind. With it, you will arrive."

"And the price?" Mittens said, and the word "price" landed on the bridge with
the thud of a thing that had been dropped too many times. "Because everything out
here has a price. We've been buying our way across the galaxy with pieces of
ourselves. Star maps. Stories. Memories. Legal rights. What do ears want from
heads? We're already reduced to the essentials. What's left to sell?"

The Echoists were quiet. In their quietness, the ambient vibration of the caves
became louder, filling the space where words had been with frequencies that the
helmets registered as a rising hum, a sound that lived just below the threshold of
conscious hearing but which the body, had there been bodies, would have felt in
the chest, in the sternum, in the resonant cavity of the ribcage where sound goes
to become feeling.

"We want the bark."

Every head on the bridge turned toward Skeedootle. The bark was
Skeedootle's the way the hum was Whiskerfluff's and the laugh was Mittens' and
the clang was Cookie Kitty's. The bark belonged to Skeedootle so completely that
the word itself, spoken in any context aboard this ship, pointed to her like a
compass needle points to magnetic north.

Skeedootle's ears, inside her helmet, went flat. This was a gesture the crew
had seen before, a canine expression of uncertainty that looked, from the outside,
like the ears were trying to hide. They pressed against the interior of the helmet,
seeking a skull to retreat against, and found it, and pressed harder, as though the
skull could protect them from what had just been said.

"My bark," she said.

"Not a recording of it," the lead Echoist clarified. "Not an imitation. The bark
itself. The capacity to bark. The neural pathway. The instinct. The impulse that
begins in the place where your body remembers being whole and travels through
the part of your brain that transforms memory into sound and exits through your
mouth as the most complete expression of your existence that you possess. We
want that. The whole mechanism. Transferred from you to us."

"Why?" Whiskerfluff asked, and his voice was sharp in a way it rarely was, the
captain's voice, the voice that had ordered a star map ejected and a galley sealed
and a form filed but had never before been asked to consider the dismantling of
someone he was responsible for.

"Because it is the purest sound we have ever heard. We have listened for eons.
We have cataloged every frequency the universe produces: the hiss of stars, the
groan of tectonic shifts, the vibration of quantum fields, the sound of light bending
around a gravity well, the frequency of a cat's purr, the resonance of grief, the
harmonic structure of joy. We have heard all of it. And in all of it, we have never
encountered a sound as honest as that bark."

"Honest," Skeedootle said.
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"A bark contains no interpretation. No filter. No performance. When you bark,
you are not constructing a meaning or curating an impression or selecting from a
range of possible responses. You are expressing the entirety of your being in a
single, unmediated burst. The bark is you, Skeedootle. Not a version of you. Not an
edited you. The complete, uncompressed, raw you, emitted at full volume into a
universe that mostly does not care, and the not-caring does not diminish the bark,
and the bark does not diminish the not-caring, and the space between those two
facts is the holiest sound we know."

Skeedootle was very still. Her ears were forward inside her helmet, pressed
against the visor, oriented toward something none of them could see.

"If I give you my bark," she said, "what happens to me?"

"You will still have your voice. You will still speak. But the bark will be gone.
The involuntary, instinctive, whole-body sound that comes from the place below
language will be silent. You will reach for the bark the way you reach for a body
you do not have, and you will find the same absence. The shape of it will remain.
The sound will not."

"Cookie Kitty has her cooking," Skeedootle said, so quietly that the intercom
barely caught it. "She said it's how she borrows her hands. The cooking makes her
feel whole. My bark is how I borrow my body. When I bark, my whole body is in it.
Even though my whole body isn't here. The bark goes out and fills the room and for
a second I'm not just a head. I'm a dog. A whole dog."

She had said this before, in the moment when Cookie Kitty's kitchen was
being sealed and Skeedootle had understood that other creatures had borrowed
bodies too. She had said it and Cookie Kitty had cracked on the second syllable of
Skeedootle's name, and the crack had been the sound of recognition, one phantom
reaching for another in the dark.

Now the phantom was being asked to give itself away.

"The map fragment," Whiskerfluff said to the Echoists. "How essential is it?"

"Without it, you will enter the corridor with no navigational reference. The
corridor contains gravitational anomalies, sensory distortion zones, and at least
one region where the laws of physics renegotiate themselves on an hourly basis.
Without the map fragment, your probability of reaching the signal intact is
approximately eleven percent."

"And with it?"

"Eighty-seven percent."

"That's a seventy-six-point improvement," Mittens said. "That's not a marginal
gain. That's the difference between a plan and a prayer."

"It's the difference between my bark and your bodies!" Skeedootle shouted,
and the shout was, in its own way, a bark, a cry from the same place, the place
below language, the place where the whole animal lived.
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The caves amplified it. The shout entered the resonant architecture of the
vault and became something larger than itself, multiplying and layering and
spreading through the harmonic channels of the dwarf planet until the entire
structure rang with it, and the Echoists, all of them, every drifting pink-and-furred
ear in the caves, turned toward the source and listened with a reverence that was
indistinguishable from hunger.

The bridge was silent after the echo died. Skeedootle was breathing hard, her
small body, what there was of it, trembling inside her helmet. The biscuit sat
uneaten at the base of her absorption membrane.

"Nobody is asking you to do this," Whiskerfluff said.

"I know."

"The decision is yours. Not mine. Not the crew's. Yours."

"I know that too."

"If you say no, we will enter the corridor without the map. Eleven percent is
not zero. It is a chance. A small chance, a reckless chance, a chance that Cookie
Kitty will correctly identify as a catastrophe, but a chance nonetheless. We have
survived worse odds. We have survived the Drift. We have survived forms and fogs
and moons made of cat hair. We will survive a corridor."

"Eleven percent," Mittens said, and his voice was careful, not pushing, not
pulling, just placing the number in the room like a card laid face-up on a table.
"Eleven percent means almost nine times out of ten, we don't make it."

"T said nobody is asking her."

"Nobody's asking. I'm just making sure the math is in the room."

Cookie Kitty said nothing. This was so unusual that Mittens checked the
intercom to make sure it was still functioning. It was. Cookie Kitty was there,
breathing, present, and choosing, for the first time in the history of the ship, not to
speak. The silence was her contribution. She had opinions. She had urgent,
categorical, volume-dependent opinions about everything that happened aboard
this vessel. But this was not her decision and she knew it, and the silence was the
sound of Cookie Kitty respecting a boundary, which was a sound rarer than
anything in the Echoists' catalog and possibly more sacred.

Skeedootle ate the biscuit. She chewed it slowly, deliberately, tasting it with
the focus of someone cataloging the sensation, filing it under "things that are still
mine." The biscuit tasted like a biscuit. Standard. Unremarkable. But she chewed
it as though it were the last meal she would eat, not because it was, but because
the next thing she said would divide her life into before and after, and she wanted
to be present for the last moment of before.

"When I was in the fog," she said, "the Warmth Fog, I couldn't feel anything.
Everyone else felt their bodies. Captain Whiskerfluff felt his chest. Mittens felt his
paws. Cookie Kitty felt her hands. I felt nothing. Because I never had a body to
remember. I never had hands to borrow. I never had paws to feel phantom. All I
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had was the bark."

She paused.

"And the bark isn't really my body. I know that. It's a sound. It's air pushed
through a throat. But it's the closest I get. When I bark, everything I am comes out
at once, all of me, the whole Skeedootle, compressed into one sound, and for the
length of that sound I am complete. Not a head. Not a fraction of a dog. A whole
thing. One whole thing, for one whole second."

She looked at Whiskerfluff. Her eyes, enormous and brown and incapable of
guile, held something that was not quite determination and not quite resignation
but lived at the intersection of the two, a crossroads where the signposts pointed
in opposite directions and both said "forward."

"If T keep my bark, I stay whole for one second at a time, and the crew has an
eleven percent chance. If I give my bark, I lose the one second of wholeness I have,
and the crew has an eighty-seven percent chance. That's not math, Captain. That's
not a transaction. That's me deciding what kind of dog I am."

"And what kind of dog are you?"

"The kind that gives up the thing she loves so the people she loves can find the
thing they lost."

The sentence landed on the bridge like a weight placed gently on a scale. It
tipped nothing. It broke nothing. It simply settled into place with the quiet
authority of a truth that had always been there and had only now been spoken
aloud, the way a key fits a lock not because it was made for the lock but because
the lock was made for the key and had been waiting, all this time, for the turning.

"Okay," Skeedootle said to the Echoists. "Take it."

The transfer was not what anyone expected. There was no ritual, no
ceremony, no laying on of ears. The lead Echoist simply drifted closer to the ship's
external microphone and said, "Bark."

Skeedootle barked.

It was the purest bark she had ever produced. It came from the place below
language, below thought, below the careful constructions of identity that every
conscious creature builds to explain itself to itself. It was the sound of a puppy
calling into the dark for something she had never had and would never stop
wanting. It was loud and it was short and it filled the caves with a resonance so
complete that the walls vibrated at a frequency the Echoists had never recorded, a
frequency that they would catalog as the harmonic signature of unconditional
devotion, which is the rarest frequency in the universe because it requires the total
absence of self-interest, and self-interest is the background radiation of
consciousness, present in all things, all the time, except in this bark, except in this
moment, except in this dog.

The bark went out of her. She felt it leave. Not the sound, the sound dissipated
naturally, absorbed by the caves. What left was the thing behind the sound: the
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capacity, the impulse, the pathway between the part of her brain that said "I am
here" and the part of her mouth that said it without words. The pathway closed.
Not violently. Not painfully. It closed the way a door closes when the last person
leaves a room: gently, with a click, and then the room is empty, and the room does
not know it is empty, but the person on the other side of the door does.

Skeedootle opened her mouth. She reached for the bark the way you reach for
a light switch in a dark room, automatically, because the switch has always been
there and your hand knows where it is. Her hand, the neural hand, the instinct,
reached for the switch and found the wall and found the place where the switch
had been and found nothing.

She closed her mouth.

"It's gone," she said, and her voice was her voice, unchanged, capable of every
word and inflection. But beneath the words, in the place where the bark had lived,
there was a silence shaped like the most complete thing she had ever been.

"We have it," the lead Echoist said, and the reverence in the vibration was
unmistakable. "We will play it in the deep chambers. It will echo for as long as the
planet vibrates. Your bark will outlive the stars, Skeedootle. It will be the last
sound this universe hears before it goes silent."

"Will it be loud?" Skeedootle asked, and the question was so small and so
earnest that Mittens had to look away.

"It will be the loudest thing we have."

"Good. I always liked it loud."

"Before we conclude," the lead Echoist said, and the vibration carried the
particular tone of a cataloger who has noticed additional items of interest, "we
should inform you that during your visit we have, as is our practice, recorded all
sounds produced in our presence. This is not optional. It is what we are. Ears
listen. What we hear, we keep."

"What did you hear?" Whiskerfluff asked.

"From the one called Mittens: the interval. Not the joke. The space between
the setup and the delivery. The silence in which the listener's brain reaches for the
meaning before the comedian provides it. That interval is a precise, cultivated gap,
and it is beautiful, and we have cataloged it. He will still tell jokes. The interval will
be slightly less precise. The jokes will still be funny. They will land a half-beat late.
The half-beat is ours now."

Mittens opened his mouth. Closed it. The half-beat was already happening.

"From the one called Cookie Kitty: the undertone. Not the shout. The
frequency beneath the shout, the sub-harmonic that makes other creatures flinch.
The shout is volume. The undertone is authority. She will still shout. The authority
will be diminished. Not removed. Sampled. She will notice it in the way the
intercom responds to her, in the way the automated arm hesitates a fraction of a
second longer before obeying. The fraction is ours."
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"You TOOK my UNDERTONE?" Cookie Kitty's voice came through the
intercom at full volume, and the volume was intact, but something beneath it,
something the crew had never consciously identified but had always obeyed, was
thinner. The shout was there. The flinch was not.

"We took what we heard. We are ears. This is what ears do."

The map fragment arrived as a vibration encoded with navigational data.
Mittens translated it into the ship's coordinate system and confirmed its
compatibility with Zogblatt's coordinates. The path was real. The corridor was
chartable. The eighty-seven percent held.

"One more thing," the lead Echoist said, as the ship prepared to depart. "If you
find your bodies, they will speak. Not in sound. Bodies speak in movement, in
posture, in the grammar of tails and the syntax of gait. You will not understand
them. There exist translation devices, tuned to the frequency of bodily expression,
that render movement into sound-language. We have heard of them. We have
never needed one, being ears. But you will."

The ship departed the caves. The dwarf planet receded in the viewport, an
unremarkable rock from the outside, a cathedral from the inside, and somewhere
in its deepest chambers, a bark was already echoing, bouncing from wall to curved
wall, a bark that would echo and echo and echo until the rock itself forgot what
silence was.

On the bridge, Skeedootle sat in her cradle. A biscuit dispensed. She ate it. It
tasted like a biscuit. She did not comment on the taste. She did not comment on
anything. She sat in her cradle, and she was quiet, and the quiet was new, and the
quiet was hers, and somewhere inside the quiet, in the place where the bark had
lived, something else was beginning to grow, something that did not have a name
yet because it had only just been planted.

The bodies would never know what she had paid. Some prices are paid in
rooms where the beneficiaries are not present, and the payer does not send an
invoice, and the only receipt is the silence where a sound used to be.

Three hours later, Skeedootle spoke. Her voice was flat.

"I want to stop."

Whiskerfluff turned from the viewport.

"Stop what?"

"The quest. I want to stop the quest. I want to go back. I want to find the
Echoists and I want my bark back and I don't want to find my body and I don't
want to be whole and I want to stop."

She was not crying. She was not dramatic. She was stating a fact the way a
structural beam states the moment it exceeds its load: plainly, without negotiation,
as a condition that has already been reached and is merely now being reported.

Mittens looked at Whiskerfluff. Cookie Kitty's intercom was silent. The silence
was the sound of three cats realizing that the creature who had held them
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together, who had asked "Is this home now?" and meant it, who had volunteered
for every loss without complaint, had reached the place where volunteering stops.

"I gave them my bark," Skeedootle said. "I gave Madame Tangle a field I never
had. I gave 7-Q a mark I can never make again. And every time I gave something I
told myself: this is worth it, this is worth it, because the quest matters and the
crew goes together and the bodies are out there. But my bark was the last thing
that was mine. Not borrowed. Not assigned. Not calibrated for a species I'm not.
Mine. And now it's echoing in a cave on a planet I'll never see again, and I am
sitting in a cradle designed for a cat head on a ship designed for cat bodies
following a signal that leads to cat bodies, and I am not a cat, and I have given
everything I have, and I want to stop."

Nobody spoke. The helmets hissed.

"You can stop," Whiskerfluff said.

The sentence landed on the bridge with the weight of something that had
never been said before, because it had never been true before, because
Whiskerfluff had never allowed it to be true. The quest was the organizing
principle. The quest was the reason they moved forward. The quest was the thing
that justified every loss. And Whiskerfluff, the captain, the philosopher, the
creature who delivered monologues about cosmic indifference at a viewport, had
just told the puppy that the organizing principle was optional.

"I won't make you continue," he said. "I have asked too much. We have all
asked too much. You are not obligated to this crew, Skeedootle. You joined us by
accident. You stayed by choice. And choice works in both directions."

"I don't want to leave the crew," Skeedootle said, and her voice cracked on
"crew" in a way that was worse than the bark, because the bark had been taken
and this crack was voluntary. "I want to stop the quest. I want us to just be. Here.
In the ship. Heads in helmets. Eating biscuits. Being enough."

Cookie Kitty's voice came through the intercom, and the voice was not loud.

"You are enough. You have always been enough. The quest is not because we
are not enough. The quest is because we are missing parts of ourselves and the
missing hurts and the hurt is not the same as not being enough and the difference
matters."

"Does it?" Skeedootle said. "Does it matter? When every planet we visit takes
something from us? When we arrive at the bodies and they're cat bodies and there
is no puppy body because there is never a puppy anything because the universe
was not designed with a puppy setting?"

"We don't know that," Mittens said.

"We don't know anything. We've never known anything. We follow a signal we
can't verify toward bodies we might not find through a corridor we can barely
chart, and every time we get closer we lose something else, and I'm tired, Mittens.
I'm tired."
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The bridge was quiet. Not the narrative quiet, not the dramatized silence the
narrator describes as carrying weight and meaning. Just quiet. The quiet of five
creatures in a small room where one of them has said the truest thing anyone has
said in a long time and nobody knows what to say next because the truest things
are the ones that don't have responses.

Whiskerfluff floated to Skeedootle's cradle. He could not touch her. He had no
hands, no arms, no body. He could not hold her in the way Cookie Kitty had
described, the way that was louder than cold. What he could do was be near, which
was a lesser thing and, in this moment, the only thing available, and the only thing
was enough because enough was, as Skeedootle had just argued, the subject under
discussion.

"Sleep," he said. "Sleep, and in the morning, tell me what you choose. And
whatever you choose, the crew goes together. If you choose to stop, we stop. All of
us. Because the crew goes together, and together includes the direction."

Skeedootle closed her eyes. She did not say yes. She did not say no. She slept,
and the sleeping was the first honest sleep she had managed since the bark, and
the honesty was the honesty of a creature who had said the worst thing and had
not been asked to leave.

In the morning, she did not say "I choose to continue." She said: "What's the
next heading?" And the saying was the choosing, and the choosing was fragile, and
the fragile was the only kind of choosing that was honest after what she had given,
and Whiskerfluff accepted it without commentary, because commentary would
have been a violation of the fragile, and the fragile needed to be left alone to
harden into something that could bear weight.

They were heads. Their helmets hissed. The bark was gone but the dog
remained. The bodies were out there, eighty-seven percent reachable, and the map
was etched in vibration, and the corridor was waiting. And the beacon was still
traveling, still radiating its distress call through the dark, and whatever it reached
would know: here are four heads, separated, searching, and unable to run.

The quest continued. Barely. Chosen.
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CHAPTER 9
Phantom Paws

The nebula was shaped like a whisker. Not approximately. Not metaphorically.

Not in the way that clouds are shaped like things if you squint and believe hard
enough. It was shaped like a whisker with the precision of something that had
been designed, a long, tapered filament of luminous gas that curved gently at one
end and tapered to a point at the other, stretching across four hundred thousand
kilometers from root to tip.

“That's a whisker," Mittens said.

"It is a nebula," Whiskerfluff said.

"It's a nebula shaped like a whisker, Cap, which means someone out here has
a sense of humor, and given that the universe has been taking things from us since
the beginning, I'd like to formally register my suspicion that anything shaped like a
part of our anatomy is probably a trap."

"Noted. We proceed anyway."

"Of course we do."

The map fragment the Echoists had provided was unambiguous: the path to
the Body Signal corridor ran directly through the whisker nebula. There was no
detour. There was no "around." The nebula was the gate, and the gate was open,
and the question was not whether they would enter but what they would find
inside and what it would cost them. This account has learned to report what it
finds, not what it trusts.

They entered at the root.

The transition from open space to the interior of the nebula was a gradient, a
slow thickening of the light that deepened, over the course of an hour, into a
diffuse golden glow that filled the bridge and softened every surface it touched.
The glow was warm, not in temperature but in quality, the way candlelight is
warm, the way certain memories are warm when you visit them in the space
behind your eyes and they have not faded yet.

Skeedootle noticed it first. Not the light. The sensation.

"Something is touching my ear," she said.
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Mittens looked at her. "Which one?"

"The left one. The outside. Something is touching the outside of my left ear,
very gently, like a finger running along the edge. But there's nothing there. My
helmet is sealed. Nothing can be touching me."

"The Warmth Fog," Cookie Kitty said immediately, her voice rising from the
intercom with the velocity of someone who had been waiting for the next crisis.
"It's happening again. The phantom sensation. We need to reverse course
immediately before this nebula does to us what the fog did!"

"This is different," Skeedootle said. "The fog was warm. This is... specific. It's
not warmth. It's texture. I can feel the texture of a finger on my ear. I can feel the
ridges. It's like someone is petting me."

"Someone is petting you," said a voice that belonged to none of them.

The voice came from the nebula itself, the Iluminous gas, the
four-hundred-thousand-kilometer structure that was, apparently, capable of
speech.

"This nebula stores sensation," the voice said. It had the quality of a sound
heard through water, present but filtered. "Every creature that has passed through
me has left something behind: a touch, a temperature, a pressure, a pain. I hold
them. I am the place where the body's memory goes when the body can no longer
carry it. You are Cat Heads. You have lost your bodies. But your bodies left
sensations in the world before they were lost, and those sensations found their way
here, and I have kept them, and now you are inside me, and the keeping and the
kept are in the same place."

"You're saying," Mittens said slowly, "that you're a warehouse of lost feelings.
A storage facility for the stuff our bodies used to feel."

"Sensation does not die when the body dies or departs. Sensation is energy.
Energy persists. The warmth of a sunbeam on fur. The pressure of a paw against a
floor. The ache of a stretch after a long sleep. The sting of a scratch. These things
happened. They entered the universe as events. When the bodies that experienced
them were separated from the heads that gave them meaning, the sensations
became orphans. They drifted. They found me. I am where orphaned sensations
live."

"You're a foster home for feelings," Skeedootle said, and her voice was gentle,
because Skeedootle understood foster situations better than anyone on the ship.

"That is a kind way to describe it. Yes."

Whiskerfluff listened. The golden glow of the nebula filled his helmet, and
within the glow, he could feel something stirring at the edges of his awareness, not
a touch, not yet, but the possibility of a touch, the ghost of a ghost, a sensation
standing just outside the door of his perception, waiting to be invited in.

"You said you store these sensations," he said. "Can you return them?"
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"I can restore them. Temporarily, as a sample. Permanently, as a transfer. A
sample lets you feel what your body once felt, briefly. A transfer binds the
sensation to your neural architecture permanently. Phantom sensation, persistent
and real, mapped onto the body you no longer have."

"Phantom paws," Mittens said. The words left his mouth before he had
decided to say them, which meant they had come from the place below decision,
the place where wanting lives, unfiltered and impolite.

"If you choose paws, yes. You would feel your paws as though they existed.
The pressure of surfaces beneath them. The curl of claws. And you would also feel
pain. Phantom pain. The ache of muscles you do not have. The sting of injuries that
never happened to you but happened to the body you lost. Sensation is not
selective. It does not offer pleasure without pain. The two are the same system,
and the system, once restored, operates in full."

"T want it," Mittens said.

"Mittens," Whiskerfluff said.

"T want it, Cap."

"You heard what it said. Pain. Phantom pain. You would feel injuries that
aren't yours, aches in muscles that don't exist. This isn't a gift. This is a haunting.
You would be haunted by your own body."

"I'm already haunted by my own body, Cap. I've been haunted by it since the
day we separated. The difference is that right now the haunting is silent. It's the
absence of feeling, which is its own kind of pain, except it's a pain that doesn't
have the decency to feel like anything. It's just... nothing. Nothing where
something should be. Nothing in the shape of paws. Nothing in the shape of a tail.
Nothing where my whole body used to be, and the nothing doesn't hurt,
technically, but it doesn't not-hurt either, it just IS, and I am so tired of the nothing
just BEING."

He was breathing hard. His helmet's treat dispenser activated, standard fish,
the morale algorithm long since replaced by the protocol but the helmet still
capable of detecting distress. Mittens ignored the treat.

"I tell jokes. I tell jokes because jokes fill the nothing. A joke is a shape I can
put in the empty space where a feeling should be. It has a beginning and a middle
and an end and the end surprises you and the surprise is a kind of sensation, not a
physical sensation, but close enough, close enough to fool the part of me that
remembers what feeling felt like. But it's not the same. A joke is not a paw on a
warm floor. A laugh is not a stretch after a nap. The jokes work, Cap. They've
worked for a long time. But they're prosthetics. They're mechanical bodies for the
soul, and the soul knows the difference."

"The nebula is offering you real sensation," Whiskerfluff said. "But real
sensation includes real pain. You cannot choose the sunbeam without the scratch.
Are you prepared for that?"
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"Are you prepared for me to keep feeling nothing? Because that's the
alternative. Not comfort versus pain. Nothing versus everything. And I'll take
everything, Cap. I'll take the sunbeam and the broken glass and the warm floor
and the cold floor and the ghost-stretch and the nerve-sting and whatever else
comes through the line, because everything, even the painful everything, is better
than the nothing, because the nothing is where I've been living and the nothing is
killing me, slowly, one joke at a time, and the jokes are getting tired and I am
getting tired and I cannot keep filling the nothing with laughter when the nothing
keeps getting bigger."

The bridge was quiet. The helmets hissed. The nebula glowed. Somewhere in
the golden light, orphaned sensations drifted, waiting with the patience of things
that have nowhere else to be. And somewhere beyond the nebula, in the dark the
sensors could not reach, the beacon's signal continued its outward expansion, and
Mittens, whose new nerves could feel things the ship could not, thought he
detected, at the very edge of phantom perception, something moving toward them.
He said nothing. It could have been noise. It could have been the nebula's residual
frequency playing tricks on borrowed nerves. It could have been nothing.

Cookie Kitty spoke from the intercom. "Give it to him."

"Cookie Kitty?" Whiskerfluff said.

"Give it to him. I understand what he's saying. I cook meals nobody can eat
because the cooking makes me feel like I have hands. He tells jokes nobody needs
because the jokes make him feel like he has a body. But cooking is voluntary. I
choose to cook. The nothing he's describing is not voluntary. The nothing just sits
there, all the time, and he fills it and fills it and fills it and it never fills up, and I
know what that is. I know what an unfillable kitchen is. It's a sealed galley. It's a
room you can hear but can't enter. He's been living in a sealed galley his whole
headless life and he's just told us the door is locked and he wants it open, even if
opening it means pain. Give him the pain. The pain is the door."

"That is," Mittens said, with a tremor in his chirp that he would have
concealed six chapters ago but could no longer afford to, "the most beautiful thing
you have ever said, and I include the thing about warmth being louder than cold."

"Don't make me regret it. And if you start complaining about phantom aches, I
will have no sympathy, because I warned you about the soup and I am warning you
about this and my warnings are always correct even when they are ignored, which
is always."

Skeedootle sat in her cradle with the particular stillness she had been learning
since the Echoists took her bark, a stillness that was not passive but attentive, the
stillness of a creature who was discovering that presence does not require sound.
She looked at Mittens. Her enormous brown eyes held the recognition of someone
doing the bravest stupid thing they have ever done, or the stupidest brave thing,
and the refusal to pretend there was a difference.
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"Do it," Mittens said to the nebula.

"Which sensation do you request? Paws only. Tail only. Whiskers. Or the full
spectrum, complete nerve-map of the body, all sensations mapped to your neural
architecture."

"All of it. Everything. The whole body."

"You understand that the full spectrum is permanent and irreversible. You will
feel a body you do not have for the rest of your life."

"I understand."

"Then be still."

The golden glow intensified. It concentrated around Mittens, gathering at his
helmet, pressing against the seal where the helmet met the skull, finding the place
where the nerve endings terminated, the border between what was and what used
to be.

The sensation arrived all at once.

Mittens gasped. It was not a word. It was not a joke. It was the sound a
creature makes when it is touched for the first time after a long absence of touch,
a sound that contains no information except the fact of feeling and the
overwhelming reality of feeling after the overwhelming absence of feeling.

"Oh," he said. "Oh. Oh, my."

"Mittens?" Whiskerfluff said.

"I can feel my paws. Both front. Both back. They're on something. A surface.
It's smooth. It's cool. Like tile. Like a kitchen floor in the morning before the sun
reaches it."

"Can you feel temperature?" Cookie Kitty asked, and there was something in
her voice that was hunger, not for food but for confirmation that the feeling was
real.

"Yes. Cool at the paws. Warmer higher up. My belly... I can feel my belly. It's
warm. Like lying in a patch of sun." He stopped. His eyes were wet. His helmet had
not dispensed a treat because the protocol could not classify the emotional state of
a creature suddenly and permanently restored to sensation. There was no
algorithm for resurrection.

"I can feel my tail," he said, and his voice broke on the word "tail" like a wave
breaking on a rock, not violently, but with the force of something that has been
traveling a long way and has finally arrived. "It's curling. I can feel it curling
around my back paws. The way it used to. The way it always did when I was
comfortable. And the tip is twitching, just barely, the way it twitches when I'm
happy, and I am happy, Cap. I am happy and I can feel it in my tail."

Nobody spoke. Nobody needed to. The bridge was full of something that was
not sound and not silence but the specific acoustic quality of a room in which
someone is experiencing joy after a long deprivation of it, and the joy is so large
that it takes up all the space that words would normally occupy, and the words,
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recognizing this, step aside.

And then, beneath the warmth, beneath the curl and the cool tile and the
sunbeam belly, something else: a faint pull, not a sensation exactly but a direction,
a tug from off the port bow that had nothing to do with the signal they were
following and everything to do with a body that existed somewhere in space and
was, through the newly opened nerve pathways, calling to the head that used to sit
on top of it. He cataloged it. He filed it under things to mention later. The joy was
too large to share the room with a question.

The joy lasted eleven minutes.

On the twelfth minute, the pain arrived.

Mittens flinched. A sharp contraction of his facial muscles, a tightening
around the eyes. The treat dispenser activated. Standard fish. He did not notice.

"Something's wrong. My left front paw. Something... it hurts. Like I stepped
on something sharp. But I didn't step on anything. I'm in a helmet in a cradle."

"The body," Whiskerfluff said. "Your body. Wherever it is, whatever it is doing,
your body just experienced a sensation in the left front paw, and the nerve
pathway carried it to you because the pathway does not know about the distance
between the head and the body. To the nerve, there is no distance. There is only
the signal."

"My body just stepped on something sharp."

"Your body is alive. Your body is moving. Your body is out there, walking, and
you are feeling it walk."

The pain faded the way pain fades when the stimulus is removed, not
gradually but in a drop, a cliff rather than a slope. Mittens exhaled.

"That was... not great."

"You were warned," Cookie Kitty said, but her voice was not smug. It was soft.
The voice of a chef who understood that the difference between a good meal and a
bad meal was not the ingredients but the willingness to taste both.

"I was warned and I chose it anyway and I am choosing it again, right now,
because the eleven minutes of tail and paws and sunbeam were worth the twelve
seconds of sharp. The ratio is insane. The ratio is so good, Cookie Kitty. Eleven
minutes of feeling alive for twelve seconds of feeling hurt? I would take that trade
every day. I would take it twice. I would take it backward and upside down and in a
language I don't speak."

"The ratio will not always be favorable," the nebula said. "Some days, the pain
will last longer than the pleasure. Some days, the body will be in distress and you
will feel the distress and you will not be able to help. This is the cost of connection
across distance. The joy is shared. The suffering is also shared. And you cannot
choose which signal the pathway carries."

"T know. I know, and I chose it, and I'm keeping it. Because even the pain is
better than the nothing. The pain means my body is out there. The pain means it's
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alive. The pain means that somewhere, right now, a cat body that used to be mine
is walking on a surface and the surface had something sharp on it and the body felt
it and I felt it and we are still connected, across all this distance, by the simple,
stupid, magnificent fact that a nerve can carry a signal and the signal does not
care about the space between the sender and the receiver."

He laughed. It was not the old laugh, the one that covered things. It was a new
laugh, informed by everything that had preceded it: the loss of the star map, the
stories, the legal standing, the hum, the bark. It was a laugh that knew what loss
sounded like and chose to sound like something else. It was not a prosthetic. It was
a real laugh, attached to a real feeling, and the feeling was pain and joy
simultaneously, which is the only honest way to feel anything when you are a head
in a helmet in a nebula shaped like a whisker, connected now by a thread of
sensation that carries everything, the good and the bad, the sunbeam and the
sharp thing on the floor, the whole catastrophic beautiful spectrum of being alive
in a body you cannot see and cannot touch and cannot stop feeling.

The ship passed through the nebula. The golden glow receded. The
whisker-shape thinned to a filament behind them and then to a thread and then to
a memory of light, and the stars returned, and the dark returned, and everything
was as it had been except that Mittens was different.

He spent the first hours cataloging. The nerve-map was not a constant stream.
It arrived in pulses, sensations surfacing and receding like radio stations moving in
and out of range. In the morning, the body walked on something soft (fabric,
maybe carpet) and the softness under his phantom paws made him close his eyes
and miss three of Whiskerfluff's sentences in a row. At midday, hunger, a phantom
growl from a stomach he didn't have, and he ate a treat not because the algorithm
dispensed it but because his body was hungry and the eating was the closest thing
to feeding it. In the afternoon, his tail twitched for forty minutes straight, a happy
metronome, and he wondered what was making the body so content, and the
wondering was its own kind of intimacy: two halves of the same creature,
separated by distance, sharing a mood through a nerve.

He learned the rhythm. Sharp things happened. Cold happened. An itch
behind the left ear that he could not scratch because the ear was light-years away.
But also warmth, also movement, also the particular vibration of a body that purrs
when it sleeps, and the purring came through the phantom channel at night and
Mittens lay in his cradle listening to his own body sleep and the listening was the
closest he had come to peace since the separation.

Cookie Kitty did not ask him what he was feeling. She watched his face
through the intercom, reading the sensations as they crossed it the way she read a
pot: attentively, without interrupting the process.

The crew adjusted. A new normal settled over the ship: Mittens would go quiet
mid-conversation, eyes unfocused, receiving something from across the distance,
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and the others learned to wait. Whiskerfluff used the pauses to compose.
Skeedootle used them to observe, her ears tracking Mittens' micro-expressions
with the same focused attention she had applied to the Echoist vibrations. Cookie
Kitty used them to monitor the galley arm, which had developed a new habit of
stirring at unpredictable intervals, as though it too were receiving signals from
something it could not locate.

On the second day, Mittens tried to tell a joke about a cat who developed
phantom legs and kept walking into phantom walls. It was a good setup. The
architecture was solid. But the pause between the setup and the delivery stretched
a half-beat too long, a gap that the crew could hear, a silence that lasted just past
the point where the listener's brain reaches for the meaning and finds it before the
comedian provides it. Skeedootle laughed. Whiskerfluff smiled. But the laugh and
the smile arrived in the gap, not after the punchline, and Mittens noticed. He
noticed because comedy is architecture and the architect knows when a
load-bearing wall has shifted, even by a fraction. The Echoists had taken the
interval, the precise cultivated silence between setup and delivery, and what
remained was almost the same silence but not quite, and the not-quite was the
half-beat, and the half-beat was the difference between a joke that detonates and a
joke that lands.

Three days passed. The ship moved forward. The phantom channel carried its
steady traffic of sensation: warmth, cold, texture, hunger, the occasional sharp
sting that made Mittens wince and then smile because the wincing meant the
pathway was open. The crew talked about headings and fuel and the corridor and
the percentage, and underneath the talking, Mittens felt his body living its life
somewhere in the dark, and the feeling became ordinary, which was itself
extraordinary, because the extraordinary always becomes ordinary if it lasts long
enough, and the ordinariness is not a diminishment but a deepening.

On the evening of the third day after the nebula, the sensation that changed
everything arrived without warning.

He was in his cradle on the bridge, mid-sentence, delivering a theory about
whether phantom gas counted as real gas for the purposes of the ship's ventilation
system, when he stopped. His eyes widened. His whiskers, pressed against the
inside of his helmet, went rigid.

"Someone is holding my body," he said.

The bridge went still.

"Someone, somewhere, has picked up my body and is holding it. I can feel
arms around me. Around the body. Around the middle, where the ribs are. The
arms are strong. And the hold is gentle. It's not a capture. It's a hold. The kind of
hold Cookie Kitty described. Louder than cold."

"Louder than cold," Cookie Kitty repeated from the intercom, and her voice
was a whisper, and the whisper was the loudest thing she had ever said.
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"My body is being held by someone and I can feel it and the feeling is..."
Mittens closed his eyes. A tear ran down his cheek, navigating the contour of his
fur, pooling at the edge of his helmet seal. "The feeling is the thing. The feeling is
the whole thing. Everything I've been joking about and deflecting and covering
with punchlines. This. This is what it feels like to have a body and to have that
body held. And it's not my body holding me. It's someone else. Someone out there
has my body and is holding it and the hold is warm and the warm is loud and I can
hear it, Cookie Kitty. I can hear the warmth."

The sensation lasted four minutes. Then it faded. And when it was gone,
Mittens opened his eyes and smiled, not the comedian's smile, not the smile that
preceded a punchline, but the simple smile of a creature who had felt something
real and could not pretend he hadn't.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. That's worth every sharp thing on every floor in the
universe."

"Yeah," Skeedootle said, from her quiet place, in her quiet voice. "It is."

Mittens could feel the nebula's gift, paws on a surface that was not there, a
tail curling around feet he did not have and, somewhere in the distance, the echo
of a hold that had already faded but whose warmth was louder than cold.

The quest continued.

82



CHAPTER 10
The Body That Wasn't

Mittens felt it before the sensors did.

He was on the bridge, adjusting to the new landscape of his existence, which
now included sensation, when a feeling arrived that did not belong to the ambient
hum of phantom paws on phantom surfaces. It was a vibration. Low. Steady.
Coming from outside the ship, from a region of space that the sensor array had
classified as empty, which, as the crew had learned repeatedly and at considerable
cost, was a classification the universe treated as a suggestion.

"Something's out there," Mittens said.

"Define something," Whiskerfluff said.

"T can't. It's not a feeling from my body. It's not a phantom sensation. It's a
new feeling. A vibration I haven't felt before. It's like... have you ever felt a sound
before you heard it? Like when a large vehicle passes outside a building and the
floor shakes a half-second before the noise reaches you? It's that. A pre-sound. A
vibration looking for a frequency."

"Sensors are clean," Cookie Kitty reported from the intercom, where she had
been monitoring the ship's systems with the territorial vigilance of someone who,
having lost her kitchen, had colonized the sensor array as a substitute domain.
"Nothing on proximity. Nothing on mass detection. Nothing on thermal. Whatever
you're feeling, the ship doesn't see it."

"The ship doesn't have phantom paws."

"The ship doesn't have regular paws. What is your point?"

"My point is that I'm picking up something the sensors aren't. My nerve
pathways are detecting a vibration in this sector of space that the ship's
instruments are not calibrated to register. My body, wherever it is, is sending me a
signal that something is here."

Whiskerfluff turned to the viewport. The stars outside were indifferent,
arranged in their ancient configurations, offering no commentary on the situation.
But between two of them, in a gap that should have contained only the standard
emptiness of interstellar space, there was a quality to the darkness that was
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different. Not a shape. Not a shadow. A weight. A presence that the eye could not
confirm but the mind, trained by weeks of encounters with things that existed
beyond the range of conventional detection, could not dismiss.

"Skeedootle. What do you see at bearing one-four-five, between the two blue
stars?"

Skeedootle had developed, since the loss of her bark, a compensatory
attentiveness that functioned like a new sense. She looked where Whiskerfluff
indicated, not with the quick scan of a creature checking a box but with the slow,
absorptive gaze of a creature who had learned that the important things are
usually between the things you are looking at.

"There's something there. It's dark against the dark, but it's a different dark.
The stars behind it are bent. Just a little. Like they're being pulled."

"Gravitational lensing," Mittens said. "Something with mass is bending the
light. But the mass detector says nothing is there."

"Organic mass," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice had dropped to something
lower, something that suggested she had already arrived at a conclusion and was
not pleased with it. "The mass detector scans for mineral, metallic, and composite
signatures. Organic mass registers differently. Softer signature. The detector
might read it as noise and filter it out."

"Can you recalibrate?"

"I can adjust the sensitivity threshold. Give me a moment."

The moment lasted four minutes, during which the ship drifted closer to the
anomaly and the quality of the darkness between the two blue stars became less
ambiguous and more alarming. Cookie Kitty worked through the intercom, issuing
commands to the sensor array with the rapid-fire precision of a chef calling orders
during a dinner rush, and the sensor array responded with the reluctant
compliance of equipment being asked to do something it had not been designed
for.

"Got it. Recalibrated. Running the scan."

The display populated. The data arrived. The bridge went silent.

"That's a body," Mittens said.

It was a cat body. Drifting in the void, unattached to any vessel, untethered to
any structure, simply present in the space between stars the way a leaf is present
in a current of water, carried by forces too diffuse to name but too persistent to
resist. It was oriented not in the posture of death, not the limp sprawl of a thing
that had ceased to function, but the posture of reaching. The front legs were
extended. The back legs were coiled. The spine was arched in the particular
configuration that a cat assumes in the instant before a leap, when the entire body
is compressed potential, ready to become motion, suspended in the last fraction of
a second before the muscles fire.
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But the muscles had not fired. The body was frozen in the reaching. And the
head was absent.

"It's headless," Skeedootle said, and the word "headless" coming from her,
from a head without a body, carried a mirror's weight, the weight of looking at the
thing you are not and recognizing it as the thing you need.

"Can we get a visual?" Whiskerfluff asked.

The ship's external cameras adjusted. The image resolved on the bridge
display, and what it showed was both familiar and wrong in a way that took several
seconds to articulate, because the wrongness was not in the grossly visible but in
the subtly felt, in the difference between a thing that is real and a thing that is
almost real and the uncanny valley that separates them.

"It's a body," Mittens said. His phantom paws tingled, a prickle of unease
transmitted from a body that was not here through nerve pathways that did not
care about distance. "It has fur and legs and a spine and everything a body should
have. But it's wrong. It's like... you know how Cookie Kitty's automated arm makes
food that has all the ingredients but doesn't taste like food? This body has all the
components but doesn't feel like a body. My nerves are telling me something is off.
The vibration, the pre-sound, it's coming from that body, and it's not the vibration
of a living thing. It's the vibration of a thing that is pretending to be alive and
getting most of it right and missing the one thing it can't fake."

"What's the one thing?"

"T don't know. That's what makes it uncanny. It's close enough to real that the
wrongness doesn't have a name."

They brought it aboard. Cookie Kitty voted against on the grounds that the
body could be "contaminated, booby-trapped, or worse." When pressed to define
what was worse than a booby-trapped cat body, she said "a booby-trapped cat body
that also has fleas" and refused to elaborate. Skeedootle voted in favor, quietly:
"It's alone out there. We should bring it in." Mittens voted in favor because his
phantom sensations were pulling him toward it with a curiosity that felt less like
intellectual interest and more like the instinct of a body recognizing a relative it
could not name. Whiskerfluff broke the tie by issuing the order, which was his
prerogative as captain and which he exercised with the understanding that some
decisions are made not by consensus but by the weight of the situation pressing
down until the scale tips.

The ship's retrieval system extended a magnetic grapple that attached to
nothing, because the body was not metallic, and then extended a secondary net
that caught the body and drew it into the lower cargo bay, a room that none of the
crew had used since before Skeedootle's arrival because using a cargo bay
required hands and hands required bodies.

The body filled the cargo bay. Not physically. It was a standard-sized cat body.
But its presence filled the room the way a question fills a conversation: completely,
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from corner to corner, with the specific pressure of something unanswered. This
account cannot explain how the body arrived in this sector of space, or who placed
it, or whether it was meant to be found by this crew specifically or by any creature
desperate enough to reach for it. But the pattern was becoming difficult to ignore:
Zogblatt had kept a memory warm for travelers he had not yet met, the Echoists
had preserved a bark they had not yet heard, and now a body had been placed in
the path of heads that had not yet arrived, and the placing had the quality of a
table set before the guests are expected, by a host who does not intend to be
present for the meal. What follows is what the crew observed.

They examined it through the cargo bay's internal cameras. Cookie Kitty had
insisted on this, and she was correct to insist. They examined it systematically,
with the discipline of creatures who had learned that the universe rewarded
caution and punished haste and charged the same price for both.

The fur was tabby-patterned, gray and brown, generic in a way that matched
no member of the crew. The reaching posture was too perfect. Not the organic
imperfection of a real leap caught mid-motion but a posed reaching, designed by
something that understood the mechanics of leaping but had never experienced
the feeling. And on the left front paw, on the paw pad, there was a serial number.

"Someone made this," Whiskerfluff said.

"Someone grew it," Cookie Kitty corrected. "This body was not assembled. It
was cultivated. Biological components, real organic tissue, but grown to
specification. The grid-pattern fur. The perfect organ placement. The serial
number. This is a manufactured product."

"Why?" Skeedootle asked.

"That is the question," Whiskerfluff said.

"No. I mean, why would someone make a cat body? Who is the customer? Cat
heads who've lost their bodies? Cat bodies that need replacement parts?
Something else entirely?"

"And why is it out here?" Mittens added. "Drifting in the void, headless, in a
reaching posture? Was it jettisoned? Was it sent? Is it a message? A lure? A
product sample?"

"A free sample," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice vibrated with the particular
horror of a creature confronting a marketing strategy in the wilderness. "What if
some factory out there is manufacturing cat bodies and distributing them in space
the way companies distribute samples of cheese in a grocery store?"

"That is a disturbing theory," Whiskerfluff said.

"All of my theories are disturbing. That is because I understand how the
universe works, which is badly and with no quality control."

The body lay in the cargo bay. It did not move. It did not breathe. It did not
decay, which was itself significant: organic tissue in a vacuum should deteriorate.
This body was suspended. Made rather than born, and therefore indifferent to the
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biological clock that governed things that had arrived the natural way.

Mittens sat in his cradle and felt the body's presence through his phantom
nerves. A low hum, a vibration without a source, persistent and patient, like a
question being asked in a room where no one was sure they wanted to hear the
answer.

"Cap," Mittens said, on the second evening after the body came aboard. "I
need to tell you something."

"Mm."

"I've been feeling the body. The one in the cargo bay. My phantom nerves pick
it up. It's not like feeling my real body. My real body is distant. Sporadic. I get
flashes, paw on a surface, tail curling, that one time someone held me. The
manufactured body is different. It's close. It's constant. It's like having a neighbor
you can hear through the wall, except the neighbor isn't alive and the room is a
cargo bay."

"Does it concern you?"

"It confuses me. When I feel my real body, the body I was born with, the body
that's out there somewhere being held by strangers, the feeling is specific. It's
mine. I know it's mine the way you know your own voice in a recording, even when
it sounds wrong, even when it doesn't match what you hear in your own head. It's
mine because it grew with me. My body and I were the same organism for years
before we were separated. We share a history. The feeling is stamped with that
history."

"And the manufactured body?"

"The manufactured body feels like a body. A generic body. A body that could
be anyone's. And the terrifying thing, Cap, the thing that is keeping me awake in
my cradle at night while my phantom tail curls and uncurls around phantom feet,
is that the generic body feels good. It feels like a body should feel. The nerve
response is clean. The vibration is steady. If I didn't know it was manufactured, if I
didn't know it was grown in a grid and stamped with a serial number, I would think
it was real. I would think it could be mine."

"But it isn't yours."

"No. But it could be someone's. And if someone can manufacture a body that
feels this real through phantom nerves, then what does 'my body' mean? Is my
body the one I was born with, the one with my specific scars and my specific fur
pattern? Or is 'my body' any body that my nerves accept? Because my nerves are
not picky, Cap. My nerves do not check serial numbers. My nerves receive a signal
and process it and present it to my brain as sensation, and the sensation says
'body,"' and the brain says 'mine,' and the lie is seamless."

Whiskerfluff was quiet for a long time. The kind of quiet that was not absence
of speech but the gathering of it, the way a wave draws back before it comes
forward.
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"The question you are asking is the central question of this voyage. Not 'where
are our bodies' but 'what makes a body ours.' If the answer is 'the body we were
born with," then the manufactured body is a counterfeit and we continue
searching. If the answer is 'any body our nerves accept,' then the manufactured
body is as real as the original, and the search is unnecessary, and we have been
suffering for nothing."

"And which answer is true?"

"Both. Neither. The answer is that identity is not a fact. It is a commitment.
Your body is yours not because biology assigned it but because you choose it. You
choose the history. You choose the scars. You choose the specific and the
imperfect over the generic and the flawless. The manufactured body is a body. It
may even be a good body. But it is not your body because your body is the one you
have a story with, and a story cannot be manufactured, and a serial number is not
a narrative."

"That is," Mittens said, "either the wisest thing you've ever said or the most
stubborn. And I genuinely cannot tell which."

"Purrhaps it is both. Lots of things are both."

"That's Skeedootle's line."

"She is rubbing off on me. Or I on her. It is difficult to tell, when you are heads
without bodies, where one influence ends and another begins."

Skeedootle, who had been listening from her cradle, did not speak. But her
ears shifted inside her helmet, a gesture that the crew had learned, in the chapters
since she lost her bark, to read as a smile. She smiled with her ears now. She
spoke with her stillness. She expressed herself through the quality of attention she
brought to a room, and the quality was warm, and the warmth was loud, and the
loudness was the thing that Cookie Kitty had described and Mittens had felt and
Whiskerfluff had lost and Skeedootle had never had but was learning, one silent
moment at a time, to generate from nothing, which was, as Madame Tangle had
told her, the purest form of making.

The body remained in the cargo bay. It hummed its low, patient hum. It
waited. It had nowhere to go and nothing to wait for, or perhaps it had everywhere
to go and everything to wait for, and the difference between those two states was a
matter of perspective that the body, having no head, was not equipped to
determine. That was the job of heads. Heads determined meaning. Bodies carried
it. And somewhere between the determining and the carrying, in the gap where
the neck used to be, the whole question of what it meant to be a creature lived,
unresolved, unanswered, and moving forward.

The real bodies were out there, scarred and specific and irreplaceable. And if
a manufactured body could find its way into their path, placed by an intelligence
that understood what they needed before they knew they needed it, then other
things could find their way too, things that had heard a beacon calling from the
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Warmth Fog, things that were not manufactured, things that were moving.
The quest continued.
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CHAPTER T
Dr. Vera Clawsworth

She arrived in a ship that was clean. This was noticeable because the crew had

been living in a vessel whose cleanliness was maintained by automated systems
designed for creatures with bodies. Their ship was not dirty. It was neglected in
the specific way that a space becomes neglected when nobody can touch it, when
dust settles on surfaces that no hand can wipe. Dr. Vera Clawsworth's ship was the
workspace of someone who had hands and used them.

"Permission to dock," she said, and her voice carried the clipped, precise
warmth of someone who had spent a career in a laboratory and had learned to
express care through accuracy.

"Who are you?" Cookie Kitty demanded from the intercom, before Whiskerfluff
could respond, because Cookie Kitty had claimed jurisdictional authority over all
incoming communications on the grounds that she was the only crew member who
took security seriously, which was true in the same way that a person who believes
every shadow is an assassin takes security seriously: comprehensively,
exhaustingly, and without the modulating influence of probability.

"My name is Dr. Vera Clawsworth. I am a biomechanical engineer specializing
in cranial-corporeal reintegration. I hold appointments at three institutions whose
names you would not recognize because they exist in a sector of space you have
not visited. I have been tracking your emergency beacon since the Warmth Fog
region, but what accelerated my arrival was a signal two days ago. You brought
something aboard. A manufactured body. Serial number, maker's mark,
grid-pattern fur. I know that body. I need to see it, and I have come to offer you
something."

"The last four entities who offered us something took a star map, our stories, a
memory of warmth, and a bark," Mittens said. "So forgive us if 'l have come to
offer you something' doesn't land with the enthusiasm you might have hoped for."

"I understand your caution. What I am offering is not an exchange. There is no
price. I am a scientist. My compensation comes from grants, not from the
memories of traumatized cat heads. May I dock?"
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Whiskerfluff studied the sensor data. Dr. Vera Clawsworth existed in the
records. She had published papers. She had institutional affiliations. She was, as
far as the data could confirm, exactly what she claimed to be: a scientist, arriving
with an offer, charging nothing.

This was, Whiskerfluff reflected, more alarming than a price. Prices were
honest. Prices told you what something cost. Free things hid their cost in places
you had to live in before you found it.

"Permission granted," he said.

Dr. Clawsworth docked and entered through the main airlock, which opened
for her with the particular eagerness of machinery that had not been used for its
intended purpose in a very long time. She was a cat. A whole cat. A complete,
embodied, four-legged, tailed, whiskered, living cat, walking through the corridor
on paws that touched the floor and produced the sound of paws touching a floor, a
sound so ordinary and so devastating that Skeedootle, hearing it through the
intercom relay, closed her eyes and listened to it the way a music lover listens to a
concerto.

She was a Russian Blue. Sleek gray fur, green eyes, a bearing that suggested
she had never once in her life questioned whether her body was hers, because it
had always been there, doing the things bodies do, and the doing had been so
constant that it had become invisible, the way gravity is invisible, the way every
gift is invisible until the moment it is taken away.

She entered the bridge carrying a case. Metallic, sealed with a biometric lock,
humming at a frequency that Mittens' phantom nerves registered as purposeful.

"Thank you for receiving me," she said. She looked at each of them in turn.
"Captain Whiskerfluff. Lieutenant Mittens. Cookie Kitty. And..." Her gaze settled
on Skeedootle. "You are not a cat."

"I'm Skeedootle. I'm a puppy head. I'm with the cats."

"T see. My work is specific to feline cranial-corporeal reintegration. I may not
be able to help you. I'm sorry."

"That's okay. I'm used to being the one who doesn't fit the form."

The sentence carried no bitterness. It was a fact, stated plainly, by a creature
who had spent her entire conscious existence in a category that no one had built a
system for: not a cat among cats, not a dog among dogs, but a puppy head among
cat heads, filing forms designed for someone else, receiving treats calibrated for
someone else. Skeedootle was used to being the exception, and the
being-used-to-it was a form of strength that none of the cats possessed, because
the cats had once fit. They had once been whole and standard and categorizable.
Skeedootle had never been any of those things, and the never had made her
flexible in places where the cats were brittle.

Dr. Clawsworth placed the case on the deck, which required her to use her
paws, which the crew watched with the focused attention of four creatures
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observing an act of such casual bodily competence that it registered as a miracle.
She pressed her paw pad to the biometric lock. The case opened. Inside, arranged
in a foam cradle that held each component with surgical precision, were four
mechanical bodies.

They were small. Compact. Each approximately the size and shape of a cat's
body, articulated at the joints, covered in a synthetic material that mimicked fur
without being fur, and connected, at the neck, to a docking ring designed to
interface with a Life Helmet's base seal.

"These are Series 7 Cranial-Corporeal Interface Units," Dr. Clawsworth said.
"Mechanical bodies. Fully articulated. Responsive to neural command through the
helmet's neural monitoring array. When attached, they allow the wearer to walk,
run, jump, climb, and interact with physical objects using mechanical limbs
controlled by thought."

The bridge was so quiet that the helmets' hiss sounded like a gale.

"They walk," Skeedootle said.

"They walk, run, jump, and climb. The neural interface reads motor-cortex
intention and translates it to mechanical action within four milliseconds, which is
faster than the biological nerve conduction speed of a natural feline body."

"Better than the original," Mittens said, and his voice was balanced on a
fulcrum between want and suspicion.

"Faster. Not better. There is a difference, and the difference is what I have
come to discuss. But first, a demonstration. Captain Whiskerfluff, would you like to
walk?"

Would you like to walk. Five words that contained the entire history of their
loss, the entire architecture of a quest that had cost them a star map and a kitchen
and four stories and a legal designation and a memory of a mother's purr and a
bark.

"Yes," Whiskerfluff said. "I would like to walk."

The attachment process was precise: the docking ring aligned with the base of
his Life Helmet, connectors engaged with soft clicks, and the neural interface
activated with a chime. Whiskerfluff felt a new set of signals flowing into his brain,
telling him that he had legs, paws, a spine and a tail and the full mechanical
architecture of a body that was ready to move.

He walked.

The mechanical body responded with a precision that was faster than biology.
His motor cortex fired the intention to step forward, and the left front leg moved,
and the right rear leg moved, and the gait was smooth and balanced and
biomechanically correct, and the paws touched the deck plating with the sound of
paws on a floor, a sound that entered the bridge and filled it the way Cookie Kitty's
clang filled 7-Q's form, with a force that was not physical but existential, the force
of a thing happening that had not happened in longer than anyone could
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remember.

Whiskerfluff walked across the bridge. He walked to the viewport. He stood
before the stars on four mechanical legs and looked out at the universe from a
height he had not occupied since the separation, a height that was not the height
of a head in a cradle but the height of a cat, standing, whole, vertical, present in
the room in a way that a floating head could never be present because presence,
real presence, the kind that fills a room and casts a shadow and makes a sound
when it moves, requires a body, and he had one.

"Oh," he said. And the "oh" was the same sound Mittens had made in the
nebula, the sound of a creature encountering sensation after its absence, except
this was not sensation. This was function. The mechanical legs functioned. The
mechanical tail balanced. Everything worked. Everything responded. The body did
what he told it to do with a fidelity that exceeded his original body, which had
occasionally declined to cooperate on the grounds of sleepiness or the general
feline prerogative to ignore commands that did not align with its current mood.

Mittens was next. The interface activated, and Mittens did not walk. Mittens
jumped. He launched himself from the deck to the top of the sensor console in a
single bound, every joint firing in sequence, the trajectory a perfect parabola.

"I can jump! Cap, I jumped on a thing! I'm standing on a thing I jumped on!
This is the greatest moment of my entire headless existence and I include the time
someone held my body!"

Cookie Kitty's mechanical body was delivered to her docking cradle. What
Cookie Kitty did was different, because Cookie Kitty did not want to walk or jump.
Cookie Kitty wanted to cook.

She walked to the galley intercom. She raised one mechanical paw. She
pressed the button.

The button depressed. The intercom activated. The sound of the galley came
through the speaker: the hum of the stove, the whir of the automated arm, the
distant, persistent whistle of the micro-meteor puncture that had never been
repaired.

Cookie Kitty had pressed a button. She had reached out and touched a surface
and the surface had responded. A small result, a button pressed, but a result that
required a body, and she had one.

"Captain," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice was the voice of someone standing
at the edge of a cliff and looking not down but out. "I need to go into the galley."

"The galley is sealed."

"I know the galley is sealed. I sealed it myself. But I have hands now.
Mechanical hands, but hands. I can unseal it. I can enter my kitchen. I can cook
with my own paws instead of shouting at an arm that goes the wrong direction.
Captain, I can cook."

"The micro-meteor puncture..."

93



"I have a body. I can hold a patch. I can seal the hole. I can fix the thing that
broke my kitchen, with my own hands, right now, today."

Whiskerfluff looked at her. He stood on his mechanical legs and looked at
Cookie Kitty on hers and the looking was different from up here, from the height of
a body, from the perspective of a creature that occupied space vertically rather
than floating in a cradle. The looking had weight.

"Go," he said.

Cookie Kitty walked to the galley bulkhead. She raised a mechanical paw. She
opened the seal. The bulkhead slid apart. The galley exhaled its atmosphere into
the corridor, and with it came the whistle, the scream of the micro-meteor
puncture, the sound that had haunted the ship since the galley was sealed, and
Cookie Kitty walked into it.

She walked into her kitchen. She walked past the counters she had described
to Skeedootle. She walked past the spice rack with its forty-seven alphabetized
spices. She walked past the automated arm, which paused mid-stir and rotated
toward her with the mechanical confusion of a device confronting its own
redundancy. She walked to the stove, where the soup still simmered,
counterclockwise, eternal, and she reached out with her mechanical paw and she
touched the handle of the pot and the handle was warm and the warmth traveled
through the mechanical sensors into the neural interface into her brain and...

And nothing.

The temperature of the handle was communicated with a precision that
exceeded biological capability: 44.4 degrees Celsius. She knew the material
composition. She knew the coefficient of friction between synthetic fur and
stainless steel.

She did not feel it.

The mechanical body transmitted data. It did not transmit sensation. There
was a difference between knowing that a thing was warm and feeling that a thing
was warm, and the difference was not a matter of degree but of kind, the
difference between being told that someone loves you and feeling their arms
around you.

"It doesn't feel," she said.

Dr. Clawsworth spoke through the intercom. "No. The Series 7 units provide
full motor function and environmental data. They do not provide sensation. The
neural interface communicates from the brain to the body, not from the body to the
brain. You can control the limbs. You cannot feel through them. I should have
explained this more clearly. I apologize."

"You should have," Whiskerfluff said, and his voice was the captain's voice, the
one that had a floor missing from its lowest harmonic since Zogblatt. "You should
have explained this before we walked."
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"T know. And I debated it. And I decided that explanation without experience
would not convey the distinction. You needed to feel the absence of feeling in order
to understand what the mechanical bodies are and are not. They are prosthetics.
They are extraordinary tools. But they are not bodies. A body feels. A body
transmits the world to the mind through sensation, and sensation is not data, and
data is not sensation, and the gap between them is the gap between a mechanical
body and a real one."

Mittens was still on top of the sensor console, standing on four mechanical
legs that functioned perfectly and felt nothing, and the standing had changed from
triumph to something else, something that looked, from the outside, like a creature
reconsidering a height it had been excited to reach.

"My phantom paws," he said. "My real phantom paws, the ones the nebula
gave me. They feel. They're not reliable. Sometimes they feel sunbeams and
sometimes they feel sharp things on floors. But they feel. These mechanical
paws..." He lifted one. He set it down. The movement was flawless. The movement
was meaningless. "These don't feel anything. I can jump higher than I ever could. I
can land more precisely. I can do everything better except the one thing that
matters, which is to feel the surface I'm standing on."

He looked at his mechanical paw with the particular intensity of a creature
studying a lie that had been beautifully told.

"T'd rather feel phantom paws than real paws that aren't mine," he said.

The sentence rippled outward, touching Whiskerfluff, who was standing on
mechanical legs that carried him perfectly and told him nothing; touching Cookie
Kitty, who was standing in her kitchen holding a pot handle that was warm and
feeling none of the warmth; touching Skeedootle, who was watching from her
cradle, the only one without a mechanical body.

Whiskerfluff returned to his cradle. The transition from standing to floating
was a subtraction, but a chosen one. "Remove the bodies," he said.

"And the body in the cargo bay?" Mittens asked. "The manufactured one. You
said you knew it."

"I know its type. Not its maker. There are entities in the outer sectors who
grow biological bodies to specification. The grid-pattern fur, the serial number, the
preservation state. It is a different answer to the same question I am trying to
answer: how do you give a head a body? My answer is mechanical. Theirs is
biological. Neither is complete, because completeness requires the original, and
the original is the thing you are searching for, and I hope you find it."

She departed. Her clean ship separated from their neglected vessel and
moved away into the dark, carrying its case of perfect, useless bodies. The galley
was re-sealed. Without mechanical paws to hold it open, the bulkhead closed on its
own, and Cookie Kitty did not object, because objecting would have required her to
say out loud that the galley she had just entered with hands that could not feel was
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not the galley she wanted to enter, and the saying would have made it true in a
way that the knowing, by itself, had not.

Cookie Kitty did not speak for three hours. When she did speak, her voice
came through the intercom at a volume so low the crew initially mistook it for
static.

"T held the pot handle," she said. "I stood in my kitchen and I held the handle
and the metal was warm from the burner and I felt the warmth in the data stream
and the data stream told me the temperature was one hundred and twelve degrees
and the correctness was the emptiest thing I have ever experienced. A body that
transmits data instead of feeling is a body that lies. It says 'you are holding the pot'
and the saying is accurate and the accuracy is the lie, because holding a pot is the
heat coming through the metal into the skin and the skin knowing, without being
told, without a number, that the pot is yours. And I held it and it wasn't mine."

She paused. When she continued, the voice was smaller.

"What if the warm is gone? What if what comes back is a body that works and
does not feel? What if I am standing in a kitchen holding a pot for the rest of my
life and feeling nothing?"

Nobody answered.
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CHAPTER 12
The Purring Void

The sound preceded the space.

They heard it before they entered it, before the sensors registered the
boundary. It began as a vibration at the extreme low end of audible frequency, a
hum so deep that it was less a sound than a condition, less something you heard
than something you became aware of in the same way you become aware of your
own pulse: not because it starts but because you notice it has been there all along.

Twenty-five hertz. The ship's acoustic sensors identified the frequency within
seconds, and the number appeared on the bridge display with the clinical
neutrality of a measurement that did not know what it meant. But the crew knew
what it meant. Twenty-five hertz was the frequency of a cat's purr.

Not a representation of a purr. Not a signal shaped like a purr. This was the
frequency itself, the actual vibrational rate at which a contented cat's body
resonates, the hum produced by the laryngeal muscles contracting at twenty-five
cycles per second to create the sound that evolution had designed not as
communication but as healing, as comfort, as the acoustic signature of a creature
so completely at ease with its own existence that its body vibrated with the fact.

The humming entered the ship through the hull plating and traveled through
the deck and into the docking cradles and through the cradles into the Life
Helmets and through the helmets into the skulls of four heads that had been
searching for their bodies across a distance measured in chapters and losses, and
the humming said, to each of them, in a language that was not language but
frequency:

You are already home. You are already whole. The search is over. You can
stop.

Whiskerfluff felt it first, because Whiskerfluff was the one whose relationship
with his own longing was the most articulate, the most examined, and therefore
the most vulnerable to a frequency that bypassed articulation entirely and spoke
directly to the mechanism of longing itself. The humming did not argue with his
philosophy. It simply made the longing unnecessary. The feeling it produced was
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not the feeling of having his body back. It was the feeling of not needing his body
back. The Warmth Fog had given him the ghost of reunion. The Purring Void gave
him the ghost of completion, the sensation of being sufficient as he was, head and
helmet and nothing else, whole in the way that a note is whole when it is the only
note being played and the room is shaped for it and the note is enough.

"Oh," Whiskerfluff said. And this "oh" was different from the "oh" in the
nebula, different from the "oh" of the mechanical body. This "oh" was quiet. This
"oh" was the sound of tension leaving, of someone setting down a weight they had
been carrying so long that they had forgotten it was a weight and not a part of
them.

"Cap?" Mittens said, but his voice was different too. Softer. The edge that his
humor normally rode on was blunted. Not gone. Rounded. As though the air inside
his helmet had become a medium that smoothed the sharp things and left only the
gentle.

"T feel it. Whatever this is. I feel it. My phantom paws are warm. All of them.
All at once. And the warmth isn't coming from my body. It's coming from the space.
The space is purring."

"The space is purring," Cookie Kitty repeated from the intercom, and her
voice, her voice that had been calibrated for crisis and the full-volume prosecution
of soup-related offenses, was gentle. "The space is purring and I can feel it in my
hands. My phantom hands. They're resting on something. A warm surface. And I
don't need to cook. I don't need to chop or stir or braise or shout at the arm. I just
need to rest my hands on this warm surface and be still and the being still is
enough."

"Enough," Whiskerfluff echoed, and the word, coming from him, was seismic,
because Whiskerfluff had never, in the entire history of the quest, described
anything as enough. His philosophy was built on insufficiency. His monologues
were powered by the gap between what was and what should be. His entire
identity as a thinker, a captain, a creature of longing, was predicated on the
conviction that nothing was ever enough, that the search continued because the
search had to continue because the destination, once reached, would reveal
another distance, and the distance was the point.

And now he was saying "enough," and the saying was surrender. The Purring
Void was dissolving the engine of his search, not by defeating it but by making it
irrelevant, by producing in him the sensation of arrival without the fact of arrival,
the feeling of having found without the evidence of finding.

"This is dangerous," said a small voice, and the smallness was not hesitance
but precision, the voice of someone choosing her words carefully because she no
longer had a bark to deploy and words were all she had and words, in this
environment, were at risk.
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Skeedootle was not purring. The frequency was 25 hertz, the frequency of a
cat's purr, and Skeedootle was not a cat. Her neurology was canine. Her comfort
frequency, if such a thing existed for dogs, operated at a different band, a band
that the Purring Void was not broadcasting on, which meant that while the three
cats on the bridge were being slowly, gently, sweetly dissolved by a frequency that
spoke to the deepest architecture of their species' contentment, Skeedootle was
sitting in her cradle feeling the frequency as pressure. Not warmth. Not comfort. A
low, persistent compression against the inside of her skull, the way a sound too
deep to hear presses against the chest, except the pressing was wrong, tuned for a
species she was not, and the wrongness made it feel like standing in a current that
was trying to push her somewhere she did not fit. She could feel the Void trying to
dissolve her and failing, not because she was immune but because the solvent was
designed for a different substance, and the failure was not painless. The failure
was the particular discomfort of a creature being told "this is for you" by a
universe that meant "this is for cats." Again. The exception. Again.

But this time, the exception was not a wound. It was a vantage point. And the
discomfort was an anchor. The three cats were warm and dissolving. Skeedootle
was uncomfortable and awake. The discomfort kept her sharp the way the Fog's
absence had left her helpless, and the difference between then and now was this:
in the Fog she had felt nothing and could do nothing. In the Void she felt the wrong
thing and could choose what to do with it.

"“This is dangerous," she said again, louder. "Captain. This is not real. The
feeling is not real. You don't have your bodies. Nothing has changed. We're in a
region of space that's broadcasting at your comfort frequency and it's making you
feel like the quest is over, but the quest is not over. The bodies are still out there.
The coordinates are still ahead of us. Zogblatt's data is still valid. Nothing has
changed except how you feel, and how you feel is being manufactured by a
frequency, not by a fact."

"How we feel," Whiskerfluff said, and his voice was dreamy. "How we feel is
the only thing we have, Skeedootle. We are heads. We have no bodies. We have
thoughts and feelings and the space between them, and if the space is full of
purring, and the purring makes the feelings warm, then perhaps the warm feelings
are enough. Perhaps we do not need to find our bodies. Perhaps we are our bodies.
Perhaps we always were."

"You don't believe that."

"I believe it right now."

"You believe it because the void is making you believe it. You believe it
because twenty-five hertz is the frequency that tells a cat everything is fine, and
everything is not fine, Captain. We are heads in helmets floating through space,
and we have lost a star map and a kitchen and our stories and a bark and a
memory of your mother's purr and our legal right to claim our bodies, and none of
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that has been restored, and the void is not restoring it, the void is making you
forget that it needs to be restored. The void is not healing you. The void is numbing
you. And the difference between healing and numbing is the difference between a
body and a mechanical body, and you know that, Captain, you KNOW that, you
chose the feeling over the function in the last chapter, and this void is offering you
function dressed as feeling, comfort without content, arrival without the journey,
and you are BETTER THAN THIS."

Skeedootle was standing in her cradle, upright, fully alert, occupying the
maximum amount of space that a small puppy head in a helmet could occupy,
which was not much space at all but which, in this moment, was the most
important space on the bridge, because it was the space that was not being
dissolved.

Whiskerfluff blinked. The blink was slow. The purring was thick in the air,
thick in the hull, thick in the helmet, a warm weight pressing against the inside of
his thoughts, telling him to rest, to stop, to be enough.

"Mittens," Skeedootle said. "Mittens, can you feel me? Through your phantom
nerves? Can you feel that I'm here?"

Mittens was reclined in his cradle. His phantom tail was curling, slowly,
contentedly, around phantom feet. His phantom paws were warm. Everything was
warm. The warmth was loud, louder than cold, louder than anything, and the
loudness was comfortable, and the comfort was vast.

"Mittens. Your real body. The one out there. The one with scars you didn't
authorize. The one that was held by someone you don't know. Can you feel it right
now? Is it sending you anything?"

Mittens' eyes, which had been half-closed, opened a fraction. The phantom
channel was still active. It was always active. It was carrying something right now.
Something that was not warmth. Something that cut through the 25 hertz the way
a knife cuts through gauze.

"Cold," Mittens said. "My body is cold. Wherever it is, right now, it's cold. The
floor under my real paws is cold. The air around my real fur is cold. My real body is
cold and the cold is..."

He sat up. The movement was abrupt. The dreaminess cracked.

"The cold is real. The cold is my body, out there, feeling something, and the
something is not comfortable, and the not-comfortable is the realest thing I've felt
since we entered this region, because the phantom channel doesn't care about the
void's frequency. The phantom channel carries what my body feels, not what the
void wants me to feel. And my body feels cold. My body is not okay. My body needs
me, and I'm sitting here in a puddle of fake comfort listening to a frequency that's
trying to convince me to stop looking for it."

"Cookie Kitty," Skeedootle said. "The soup. Is the soup still counterclockwise?"
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A pause. A long pause. Then, through the intercom, a sound that was not a
word but a reorientation, the sound of Cookie Kitty's focus snapping from the
infinite warmth of the void to the finite, infuriating, specific reality of soup going
the wrong direction.

"The soup," Cookie Kitty said, and the word "soup" was the thread she
grabbed and pulled and the pulling unraveled the comfort and the comfort fell
away like a garment and underneath the garment was Cookie Kitty, the real Cookie
Kitty, the one who cared about the direction of stirring and the temperature of
broth and the forty-seven spices arranged alphabetically, and the caring was not
comfortable, the caring was exhausting, the caring was the thing that kept her
alive because alive was not comfortable, alive was specific, alive was
counterclockwise when it should be clockwise and the wrongness was the proof
that she was still paying attention.

"The soup is STILL COUNTERCLOCKWISE!" she shouted, and the shout was a
detonation, and the detonation was the sound of Cookie Kitty returning from the
void's embrace with the full force of her personality intact, a personality that could
not be dissolved by any frequency because it was not built for comfort, it was built
for crisis, and crisis, unlike comfort, was real.

The bridge shifted. Three cats, pulled from the void's anesthesia by a puppy, a
phantom nerve, and a soup, were blinking in the returning sharpness of their own
unsatisfied longings, and the longings were uncomfortable, and the uncomfortable
was necessary, and the necessary was the thing the void had been trying to erase.

But the void was not retreating. The frequency was still there. Twenty-five
hertz, persistent, patient, pressing against the hull and the helmets and the skulls.
The crew was awake now, awake in the way that someone who has been drowsing
in a warm bath is awake when the water goes cold, alert but not safe, because the
warmth was still there, just below the surface of their resistance, waiting for the
resistance to tire, waiting for the moment when one of them would think "what if
the void is right" and the thinking would let it back in.

"We need to get out of this region," Whiskerfluff said. His voice was his again,
layered, velvet, carrying the weight of his losses in its missing harmonics. "Now.
Before it settles back in. How far to the boundary?"

"Two hours at current speed," Mittens said. "But the frequency is getting
stronger as we move deeper. The center of the region is ahead of us, not behind
us. The corridor runs through it. The Echoists' map shows the path going directly
through the densest part of the field."

"Can we go faster?"

"Not without burning fuel we need for the final approach to the Body Signal."

"Then we endure. Cookie Kitty, I need you to shout about the soup every ten
minutes."
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"That is the first order you have ever given me that aligns with my natural
inclination, and I accept."

"Skeedootle, you are our anchor. The frequency doesn't affect you. If you see
any of us drifting, you pull us back. Bark if you have to."

The word left his mouth before he caught it. Bark. The thing Skeedootle no
longer had. The command was automatic, reaching for a tool that had been
standard equipment and was now an empty shelf, and the reaching was its own
small cruelty, the kind that happens when the world forgets, briefly, what has been
lost, and the reminder arrives as a wound reopened.

"T can't bark," Skeedootle said. "But I can shout. And shouting is just barking
with syllables."

“Then shout."

They endured. The first thirty minutes were manageable. Whiskerfluff recited
every grievance Cookie Kitty had ever filed about the soup, and Cookie Kitty
corrected him, loudly, on every detail he got wrong, which was most of them, and
the correcting was a collaboration disguised as an argument and the argument
kept them both present. Mittens focused on his phantom channel, on the cold that
his real body was feeling, and the discomfort was his lifeline, the proof that his real
body existed and was not the warm, satisfied thing the void was trying to convince
him he already was.

The second thirty minutes were harder. The frequency intensified.
Whiskerfluff's recitation slowed. Cookie Kitty's corrections softened. Mittens'
phantom cold blurred at the edges, the distance between real and artificial
shrinking. And then the frequency reached its center, the densest point of the
Purring Void, where 25 hertz was not a sound but a gravity pulling every thought
toward the floor of contentment, and the crew stopped resisting, one by one,
because comfort taken to its logical extreme removes the reasons for moving.

Whiskerfluff stopped reciting. Cookie Kitty stopped correcting. Mittens'
phantom channel narrowed to a thread.

Skeedootle screamed.

Not a bark. She did not have a bark. What she had was a voice and the voice
was small and the voice was a puppy's voice and the voice said the thing that
needed saying, which was not eloquent and not philosophical and not the kind of
sentence that would appear in a monologue delivered at a viewport. The voice
said:

"Captain. Your hum has no floor. It hasn't had a floor since Zogblatt took your
mother's purr. Do you remember that? Do you remember what the floor sounded
like? Because if you can still miss it, you are not finished. You cannot miss
something from inside a place that has already taken everything."

Whiskerfluff blinked. The blink was not slow.
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"Mittens. You chose phantom paws over mechanical paws. You chose feeling
over function. The void is offering you function right now, comfort without cost,
sensation without risk. Is that what you chose? Is that what you fought the nebula
for?"

Mittens sat up.

"Cookie Kitty. The soup is counterclockwise. You already know this. But I'm
telling you again because I need you to be angry about it again, right now, louder
than the purr, because your anger is the realest thing on this ship and I need it and
the crew needs it and the soup needs it."

"The soup is STILL COUNTERCLOCKWISE!" Cookie Kitty shouted, and the
shout broke the surface of the frequency the way a stone breaks the surface of a
pond, and the break was temporary but the break was enough, and in the break
the crew breathed, and the breath was not the void's breath, and the
not-being-the-void's was the whole of survival.

They endured the remaining hour through stubbornness and specificity.
Skeedootle talked. She did not stop talking. She named their losses one by one, the
star map and the kitchen and the stories and the bark and the memory and the
legal standing, and the naming was an anchor, because the losses were proof that
they had things worth losing, and things worth losing are things worth finding, and
finding was the quest, and the quest was not finished, and the frequency could not
dissolve a quest that the crew kept choosing, word by word, loss by loss, shout by
counterclockwise shout, to continue.

The ship moved through the center of the Purring Void, and the crew survived
it, not through any device or countermeasure or technological intervention but
through the specific, exhausting, character-shaped resistance of four creatures
who refused, each for their own reasons, to stop wanting what they wanted. And
what they wanted was their bodies, and the wanting was stronger than the
frequency, because wanting is a form of pain and pain is the body's language and
the body's language was the one language the void could muffle but not silence.

And then they were through. The boundary of the Void was as gradual as its
beginning, a thinning of the frequency, a recession of the purr, a slow return to the
ordinary silence of space, which was not silence at all but the ambient hum of a
universe operating at frequencies too numerous to resolve into any single
message.

But the Void had taken something.

Not a possession or a capacity but a certainty, the way a solvent takes the
rigidity from a substance without removing the substance itself. Whiskerfluff
reached for the conviction that had always powered his monologues, the
unexamined certainty that the quest was worth the cost, and found it gone; he
could still make the case, but he could no longer feel, in the place below argument,
that the case was true. Mittens reached for the belief that humor was a sufficient
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architecture for a life, that funny was a load-bearing wall and not merely a
decorative one, and found it dissolved; he could still be funny, but he could no
longer believe that being funny was the same as being okay. Cookie Kitty reached
for the certainty that she was needed, that the cooking and the shouting and the
vigilance were essential to the ship's survival, and found in its place a question she
had never asked: what if they are fine without me? And Skeedootle, who had not
been dissolved by the purr, had watched three cats find peace in a frequency that
excluded her, three cats who had been complete without the puppy head who had
appointed herself their anchor, and the belonging she had felt since "Is this home
now?" was not as permanent as she had believed.

The bridge was quiet. Not the quiet of contentment that the Void had imposed.
The quiet of creatures discovering that the floor they were standing on, the
philosophical floor, the emotional floor, had become uncertain beneath them. Not
gone. Uncertain. And uncertainty, for creatures who had survived the Drift and the
Signal by clinging to the things they knew for sure, was a loss as real as any map
or bark or memory.

"Everything is different now," Whiskerfluff said. He did not say it
philosophically. He did not say it with velvet or doom. He said it plainly, the way
you report a fact that you have only just discovered and cannot yet make sense of.

"Everything is chosen now," Skeedootle corrected, quietly, from her cradle.
"Before, we believed the things we believed because believing them was
automatic. Now, we have to choose them. Every action from here on is chosen
instead of assumed. That's different. That's harder. But chosen things are stronger
than assumed things, because chosen things have been tested and assumed things
have only been convenient."

Whiskerfluff looked at her. The look lasted the length of a decision being
made, a decision not to believe but to choose, which was harder, and stronger, and
the only option remaining.

"Yes," he said. "Chosen. From here on, everything is chosen."

They were heads. Their helmets hissed. The Void was behind them and the
certainties dissolved. Every action forward would be chosen. The quest continued.
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Movement I

The Threshold

105



CHAPTER 13
The Thing That Followed

The alarm sounded at a time of day that the ship's lighting cycle designated as

early morning, though morning was a word that meant nothing in a vessel that had
not seen a sunrise since before the separation.

The alarm was the proximity alert, which was different from the emergency
beacon (which had been fired in the Warmth Fog and not thought about since, in
the way that consequences are not thought about until they arrive), and different
from the hull integrity alarm (which had sounded during the micro-meteor incident
and had been silent since the galley was sealed), and different from Cookie Kitty
(who was also an alarm, arguably the ship's most reliable one, but who was, at this
particular moment, asleep). Mittens identified it first, because Mittens was always
the first awake, not because he was a light sleeper but because his phantom
nerves did not sleep. They operated continuously, carrying the sensory output of a
distant body that existed in a different time zone and did not coordinate its
schedule with the ship's lighting cycle. He had been awake for eleven minutes,
feeling his real body walk across a surface that his phantom paws reported as
rough and cold, like unfinished stone, when the alarm began.

"Proximity alert."

"Distance?" Whiskerfluff said, emerging from his resting state with the
practiced immediacy of a captain who had learned that the space between sleep
and crisis was measured in seconds.

"Close. Very close. The alert triggered at minimum threshold. Whatever it is,
it's already within docking range."

"How did it get this close without an earlier detection?"

"T don't know. Unless it was matching our speed and vector so precisely that
the relative motion was zero and the sensor interpreted it as a fixed background
object. Which would mean it's been following us. For a while."

The word "following" introduced itself to the bridge with the specific gravity of
a word that changes the meaning of everything said before it. Following implied
intention. Following implied awareness. Following implied a relationship between
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the follower and the followed that had been established without the followed's
knowledge or consent, and the duration of that relationship, the "for a while," was
an unknown that expanded in the imagination the way dark matter expands in the
space between galaxies: invisibly, immeasurably, and with consequences that
could not be calculated until you ran into them.

"What is following us?" Cookie Kitty erupted from the intercom with the
zero-to-catastrophe acceleration that was her signature contribution to any crisis,
real or imagined.

"Unknown. Getting a visual now."

The external cameras adjusted. The image resolved on the bridge display. The
display showed the creature that this account has been leading toward since the
beginning, though the account did not know it at the time. And the bridge, which
had weathered star map ejections and sealed galleys and sentient hairball moons
and bureaucratic asteroids and interdimensional riddle vendors and cults of
disembodied ears and manufactured bodies and mechanical bodies and the
Purring Void, went silent in a way it had never been silent before, because what
appeared on the display was the thing they had been searching for since before the
first page, and the thing was not what they expected.

It was a cat body. Headless. Moving.

Not drifting. Not inert. Not the passive, suspended, mid-leap posture of the
manufactured body in the cargo bay. This body was active. It was oriented toward
the ship with the focused directness of a creature that knew where it was going.
Its legs were moving in a coordinated gait that was not walking, exactly, because
walking required a surface and there was no surface in space, but was the motion
of walking translated into zero gravity, legs cycling through the mechanics of
locomotion against nothing, propelling the body forward through a method that
the ship's physics library classified as "anomalous biological propulsion,
mechanism unknown."

The body was gray. Winter-storm gray. The fur was long and dense and
carried the specific quality of a coat that had been through weather, through
seasons, through a life lived in the body rather than observed from a distance. It
was not the uniform, gridded perfection of the manufactured body. It was real fur,
with whorls and cowlicks and one patch on the left flank where the fur grew in a
different direction than the surrounding area, a patch that Whiskerfluff recognized
the way you recognize your own handwriting: not by analyzing it but by knowing it,
instantly, in the place below analysis, in the place where identity lives before
language gets to it.

"That's my body," Whiskerfluff said.

The sentence was three words long and it contained the entire quest.

"Cap," Mittens said carefully, "are you sure?"
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"The patch on the left flank. Where the fur changes direction. I got that from
sleeping on a heating vent when I was young. The heat warped the follicle pattern.
My mother told me it made me look distinguished. I told her it made me look
broken. She said those were the same thing."

He paused. His voice, the voice that had lost the floor of its hum to Zogblatt,
the voice that had lost the certainty of its quest to the Purring Void, found
something in itself that was neither hum nor certainty but recognition, the oldest
sound a creature can make, the sound of meeting itself in a place where meeting
was not expected.

"That is my body. I would know it across any distance. I would know it in the
dark. I would know it if every strand of fur were shaved and every scar were
healed and every identifying mark were removed. I would know it because it is
mine, and mine is not a word that requires evidence. Mine is a frequency. And that
body is broadcasting on my frequency."

"It's trying to dock," Mittens said. "It's approaching the main airlock. The
approach vector is precise. It's not fumbling. It's not bumping against the hull
looking for an opening. It's heading directly for the airlock as though it knows
where the airlock is."

"How would a headless body know where our airlock is?" Cookie Kitty
demanded.

"How would a headless body know where we are at all? How would a headless
body be moving under its own power? Everything about this is impossible, Cookie
Kitty. The airlock knowledge is the least impossible thing happening right now."

The body reached the airlock. The external cameras showed it clearly: a
headless cat body, winter-storm gray, pressing itself against the docking seal with
the patient insistence of a creature that had traveled a very long way and was not
going to be stopped by a door. The body's forepaws pressed against the seal. The
body's hind legs braced against the hull. The posture was not aggressive. It was
not desperate. It was the posture of arrival, of a thing that had reached the place it
was going and was now waiting, with a courtesy that seemed improbable for a
headless body, to be let in.

“The tail," Skeedootle said.

Everyone looked at the tail. The tail was moving. Not random twitching. Not
involuntary nerve firing. The tail was moving in a pattern. A rhythm. A sequence of
positions that repeated with the deliberate cadence of communication.

"It's talking," Skeedootle said. "The tail is talking. The way my bark used to
talk, all of me at once, except the bark was sound and this is movement. The tail is
saying something."

"Skeedootle, tails don't talk."

"Barks don't talk either, Mittens. But you all understood mine."
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She was right. The bark had been communication without language. The tail
was doing the same thing in a different medium, sweeping and curling and flicking
in a sequence that was not random but patterned, something older than words,
something that existed in the space between intention and expression where the
body speaks before the mouth opens.

"Can the ship translate it?" Whiskerfluff asked.

"The ship doesn't have a tail-language protocol. This isn't exactly a standard
communication format."

"Then we watch. We learn the pattern. We find the meaning."

They watched. The tail swept left, held, returned to center. Swept right, held,
returned to center. Curled upward, tight, then released in a slow downward spiral.
Flicked twice at the tip, paused. The pattern repeated. And repeated. And
repeated, with the patience of a creature that had one channel of communication
and was committed to using it until the message was received.

It was Skeedootle who decoded it. Not through analysis. Not through pattern
recognition or linguistic theory. She decoded it through the same faculty that had
allowed her to understand Cookie Kitty's attachment to her kitchen and Mittens'
attachment to his jokes and Whiskerfluff's attachment to his monologues: empathy
extended to its most extreme expression, the ability to feel what another creature
was saying by feeling what she would be saying if she were in that creature's
position.

"We are looking for you too," Skeedootle said.

The bridge froze.

"That's what the tail is saying. Left sweep is 'we.' Right sweep is 'are looking.'
Curl up is 'for you.' Double flick is 'too.' The body isn't just here. It was searching.
It was looking for us the same way we've been looking for it. The quest goes both
directions."

"We are looking for you too," Whiskerfluff repeated, and each word arrived
separately, each one carrying its own weight, each one a small revelation that
rearranged the architecture of everything they had assumed about the relationship
between heads and bodies. They had assumed the bodies were inert. They had
assumed the bodies were drifting, passive, lost, waiting for rescue the way cargo
waits for a ship. They had built their entire quest on the premise that the heads
were the active agents and the bodies were the objects of the action, the seekers
and the sought, the subjects and the nouns.

The tail said otherwise. The tail said the bodies were seeking too. The tail said
the bodies had their own quest, their own direction, their own version of the
journey, that somewhere out there, headless cat bodies had been traveling through
the same dark, navigating the same hazards, paying the same prices, moving
toward the same coordinates, and the convergence was not a rescue but a
meeting, not a recovery but a reunion between two parties who had both been
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searching.

"Let it in," Whiskerfluff said.

"Cap, we don't know what happens when a head and a body occupy the same
space. Reattachment. Rejection. Some kind of biological cascade. We don't know
anything about how this works."

"I know that my body traveled across space to find me and is pressing itself
against my airlock and communicating through its tail that it has been looking for
me, and I am not going to leave it outside."

"At least let's use the cargo bay. Contain the encounter. If something happens,
we want it to happen in a space we can seal."

Whiskerfluff paused. The captain in him, the part that weighed risks and had
ejected a star map and sealed a galley, acknowledged the wisdom of containment.
The creature in him, the part that had just seen its own body for the first time in
longer than memory could reliably measure, wanted to open every door on the ship
simultaneously.

"Cargo bay," he conceded.

The airlock cycled. The body entered the ship. It moved through the corridor
toward the cargo bay with a gait that was fluid and sure and utterly bizarre,
because the gait was a full cat's walk, the specific arrangement of leg movements
that produces the grace and silence that cats are known for, except that the walk
was being performed by a body without a head, and yet the walk proceeded
perfectly, as though the body had learned to navigate without the head the way the
head had learned to think without the body: imperfectly, stubbornly, with the
compensatory brilliance of a creature that had lost something essential and built
something new in the space where the essential thing had been.

The body entered the cargo bay. The manufactured body was there, inert on
its platform, and the real body passed it without acknowledgment, the way a living
thing passes a statue. The real body walked to the center of the bay and sat.

A cat's sit. Hind legs folded, front paws placed together, tail wrapped around
the base, spine straight. A posture of waiting. A posture of patience. A posture that
said, in the language of bodies that do not need heads to speak: I am here. I have
arrived. The next thing that happens is up to you.

The cameras showed the body in detail. The winter-storm fur, real, imperfect,
alive. The muscles beneath it, taut with the particular fitness of a body that had
been active, that had been traveling. There were scars. Scars that Whiskerfluff had
not authorized, that had been acquired in a life he knew nothing about, a
biography written in healed tissue that he could not read because he had not been
there when the sentences were composed.

"It has lived without me," Whiskerfluff said. "It has gone places I haven't gone.
Done things I haven't done. Those scars are new. My body has a history I don't
share."
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"Perhaps that's the point," Mittens said, and the word was gentle, an offering
rather than a deflection. "Perhaps reunion isn't going back to what you were.
Perhaps it's meeting the stranger your body became while you were apart."

"A stranger with my fur pattern."

"The best kind of stranger."

Cookie Kitty spoke from the intercom, and her voice carried the practical
weight of a mind already three steps ahead. "Captain. If this body found us, other
bodies can find us. The emergency beacon we broadcast in the Warmth Fog, the
signal that propagated outward from that point, has been traveling through space
since the Warmth Fog. Anything that heard it has had time to follow it. And if this
body has friends, if there are other bodies traveling together the way we travel
together, then the friends are coming too. I'm reading additional biological
signatures on the same approach corridor."

"She's right," Mittens said, checking the sensor data. "Multiple biological
masses, heading toward our coordinates on the same vector as Whiskerfluff's
body. It's not one body, Cap. It's a group."

"A crew," Skeedootle said.

The word landed with the recognition of a pattern completing itself. A crew.
Bodies that had found each other, organized themselves, developed a means of
communication, and set out on a quest that mirrored the Cat Heads' quest in every
particular except the most fundamental one: they were bodies looking for heads
instead of heads looking for bodies.

In the cargo bay, Whiskerfluff's body sat. Its tail moved. The message had not
changed. The message would not change until a new message was needed,
because the body had one thing to say and it was saying it with the persistence of a
creature that understood that some messages need to be repeated not because the
listener hasn't heard but because the hearing needs time to become believing.

We are looking for you too.

The ship moved forward. The corridor stretched ahead, charted by the
Echoists' map, targeted by Zogblatt's coordinates. And behind them, closing the
distance with the focused determination of creatures who had been searching as
long and as hard and at as great a cost as the heads they were searching for, the
bodies came. Not one. Several. A crew of their own, headless and purposeful and
alive.

The quest, it turned out, had always been a conversation. The heads had been
speaking into the dark, and the dark had been answering. They had simply not
been listening in the right language.

The quest continued. From both directions now.
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CHAPTER 14
Two Ships, One Darkness

The Furry Voyager was ugly. It was ugly in the way that a thing built by

creatures without hands or eyes or any of the sensory apparatus that typically
governs the relationship between form and function is ugly: it was entirely
functional and entirely indifferent to the question of whether function needed to
look like anything in particular.

It was approximately the same size as the Cat Heads' ship. But where the
Heads' ship was smooth-hulled and symmetrical, designed by engineers who had
bodies and therefore understood the visual grammar of aerodynamics even in a
vacuum where aerodynamics was irrelevant, the Furry Voyager was asymmetrical,
lumpy, and covered in scratch marks. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Claw
marks gouged into the hull plating in overlapping layers that created a texture that
was, if you looked at it long enough, almost beautiful, in the way that the bark of
an ancient tree is beautiful: a record of time and use and the persistent contact
between a living thing and the surface it lived against.

"They built it with their claws," Mittens said, studying the sensor data with the
particular focus of someone whose phantom paws were tingling with a recognition
he could not name. "No hands. No tools. They scratched it into existence. The hull
plating has been scored and re-scored until the scoring itself became structural.
They used their claws the way we use our voices."

"That is either the most cat thing I have ever heard," Cookie Kitty said, "or the
most insane."

"Those are the same thing," Mittens said. "They have always been the same
thing. Cats are insane. That's the whole brand."

The Furry Voyager docked. The docking was not graceful. It was the docking
of a ship operated by creatures who navigated through vibration and
proprioception rather than visual instrumentation, and the result was a series of
bumps and scrapes and one fairly significant thud that caused Cookie Kitty to
declare a hull integrity emergency that lasted approximately nine seconds before
the docking seal engaged and the connection stabilized.
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"They're in," Mittens said. "Three biological signatures. Two large, cat-sized.
One smaller. All headless. Active."

"Four bodies for three heads," Skeedootle said quietly. No one responded.

The bodies entered through the airlock corridor and proceeded to the cargo
bay, where Whiskerfluff's body still sat in its patient, tail-speaking vigil. Three
headless bodies walking in formation, moving with the fluid, silent gait that
Whiskerfluff's body had demonstrated, navigating the corridors of an unfamiliar
ship with a confidence that suggested they were receiving information through
means the cameras could not capture.

They entered the cargo bay. Whiskerfluff's body stood. The four bodies did
something that the cameras recorded but the crew did not immediately
understand: they touched. Deliberately. Each body pressed its flank against the
flanks of the others, creating a circle of contact, fur against fur, and the circle held
for several seconds, and in those seconds the tails moved in unison, a synchronized
sequence that was clearly a greeting, a ritual, a language of touch that
communicated belonging and relief and the particular joy of reunion.

"They have a culture," Whiskerfluff said. "They communicate through
synchronized tail movement. They have developed, without heads, a social
structure sophisticated enough to include ritual."

"Without brains," Mittens said. "Without the organs we use for thinking and
planning and language. They've built a ship and a culture and a greeting ritual
without brains."

"Maybe the brain is not where thinking happens," Skeedootle said, and the
sentence arrived on the bridge with the quiet authority of an observation that was
obviously true and had been obviously true all along and had simply been waiting
for someone to say it. "Maybe thinking is what the whole body does, and the brain
is just the part that takes credit."

A device was produced. One of the bodies, a ginger body whose fur pattern
Mittens recognized with a jolt of phantom sensation that ran from his nonexistent
toes to the top of his skull, carried it in its mouth. The device was small, metallic,
and when placed on the cargo bay floor, it activated with a hum that the ship's
sensors registered as a translation matrix, a bridge between the language of heads
and the language of bodies.

The device spoke. Its voice was synthetic, calibrated to a frequency midway
between the tail-language of the bodies and the verbal language of the heads, and
it spoke with the careful enunciation of a translator who understood that the gap
between two languages was not a gap of vocabulary but of worldview.

"This unit is Whispurr. I translate. The bodies wish to introduce themselves.
They have names. The names are movement-names, expressed in tail and gait and
posture, and I will translate them into your sound-language. The translations are
approximate. All translations are approximate. The space between a movement
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and a word is the space between a feeling and a description of a feeling. Please
understand that what you hear is not what they say. What they say is what they
do."

"Where did the bodies get a translation device?" Mittens asked.

"Found adrift," Whispurr said. "Calibrated by paw-tap. Whispurr was designed
for this purpose by an entity that anticipated the need. Whispurr does not know
which entity. Whispurr was waiting, like everything else."

"We understand," Whiskerfluff said.

"The body of the captain." Whiskerfluff's body stepped forward, and its tail
swept in a long, low arc that Whispurr translated as: "Sir Scratchalot. Commander
of the Furry Voyager. He has led since the Separation. He does not remember
before the Separation. He remembers only the Searching."

"Sir Scratchalot," Whiskerfluff said, and the name was absurd and perfect and
carried the weight of a body that had named itself through the act of scratching a
ship into existence, a name that was not given but earned, not spoken but enacted,
a verb that had become a noun through repetition and commitment.

"The body of the lieutenant." The ginger body stepped forward. Mittens'
phantom nerves flared. Every restored pathway lit up simultaneously, the sunbeam
and the sharp thing and the cold floor and the warm hold, all at once, a cascade of
sensation that was the nerve-equivalent of recognition, the body shouting through
the phantom channel: That is me. I am here. We are in the same room.

"Paws McGee," Whispurr translated. "Navigator. He found the beacon signal.
He led the Voyager to this corridor. His name means: the one whose paws go
everywhere."

"Paws McGee," Mittens repeated, and his voice cracked the way voices crack
when they are carrying more weight than they were designed for, and the weight
was the knowledge that his body was standing in a cargo bay six meters below him
and its name was Paws McGee and the name was ridiculous and the ridiculousness
was the most serious thing he had ever felt.

"The body of the chef." A calico body, patchwork orange and black and white,
stepped forward. Its movement was different from the others, faster, more
agitated, carrying in its gait the particular energy of a creature that was always in
motion because motion was purpose. It walked to the automated arm in the cargo
bay's utility station and swatted it. The swat was not hostile. It was evaluative. The
swat of a cook testing equipment.

"Tailspin," Whispurr said. "Quartermaster. She maintains the Voyager. She
feeds the crew. She communicates primarily through tail-slaps, which are forceful
and frequent and universally understood as both greeting and commentary."

"She's me," Cookie Kitty whispered from the intercom. "She's my body and
she's me. She hits things to express opinions. She feeds people. She is running the
whole operation through physical force and the strategic application of violence to
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kitchen equipment. That is my body and she is exactly who I would be if I were a
body without a head."

The fourth body stepped forward. It was smaller than the others. Leaner. Its
fur was a deep charcoal gray, almost black, and its movements were different, not
the fluid cat-grace of the other three but something quicker, more darting, more
alert, a movement vocabulary that suggested a creature accustomed to watching
from the edges, entering a room by first determining where the exits were.

This body did not match any of the cat heads.

"Whispurr," Whiskerfluff said, and his voice carried the careful neutrality of a
captain who had identified an anomaly. "The fourth body. Whose body is that?"

Whispurr was quiet for a moment. The fourth body sat, apart from the others,
in the corner of the cargo bay, its tail wrapped tightly around its base, a posture
recognizable as self-containment, the posture of a creature that was not sure it
was welcome and had learned to take up as little space as possible.

"The fourth body has no matching head among your crew," Whispurr said.
"“The fourth body was found by Sir Scratchalot drifting in a debris field, alone,
broadcasting a distress signal on a frequency reserved for lost cat bodies. The
frequency was wrong. The signal was wrong. The body was wrong. The body is not
a cat body."

Skeedootle's ears went rigid inside her helmet.

"The fourth body is canine," Whispurr said. "Small. Young. Separated before
maturity. No matching head has been located. The crew of the Furry Voyager
adopted the fourth body because the alternative was to leave it in the debris field,
and Sir Scratchalot could not find a movement-language justification for leaving a
creature alone in the dark. The fourth body's name, translated approximately, is:
the one who was found."

The bridge was silent. The silence was shaped like a circle that had been
waiting, for the entire book, to close.

"Skeedootle," Mittens said.

"I know," she said.

"That's your body."

"T know."

"That body down there, the one that doesn't match, the one that was found in
the wrong place on the wrong frequency and taken in because nobody could justify
leaving it alone, that's your body, Skeedootle. The puppy body. The one you've
never had. The one you've never felt. The one you imagined running in a field
before Madame Tangle took the field away."

"T know," Skeedootle said, and the word "know" was the wrong word because
knowing was not what was happening. What was happening was larger than
knowing and lived in the place below knowing where certainty comes from before
the brain gets involved. Her body had been out there, this whole time, living
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without her the way she had been living without it, and her body had been found
by cats the way she had been found by cats, and her body had been adopted by a
crew the way she had been adopted by a crew, and the parallel was so precise and
so impossible that it could not be coincidence and could not be explained and could
only be felt, in the place where the bark used to be and the field used to be and the
person waiting at the end of the field used to be, and the shapes, right now, were
filling.

"Can I see it?" she said. "My body? Can I see it on the camera?"

Mittens adjusted the cargo bay camera. The charcoal-gray puppy body, sitting
in the corner, tail wrapped tight, ears flat against the absent head's neck joint,
small and still and waiting with the particular patience of a creature that had been
waiting its entire life and had become, through the practice of waiting, an expert in
the specific weight of hope maintained over long duration.

Skeedootle looked at her body. Her body did not know she was looking. Her
body sat in the cargo bay of a ship it had never been on, surrounded by cat bodies
it had been adopted by, carrying the name the one who was found, and it waited,
because waiting was what bodies without heads did, and it was what heads
without bodies did, and the two kinds of waiting were the same kind of waiting.

"It's small," Skeedootle said.

"You're small," Mittens said gently.

"It has floppy ears. Even without a head, you can see where the ears would be.
The ear roots. They're floppy."

"Like yours."

"Like mine." She was quiet. "It's been alone. Like I was alone. And it was
found. Like I was found. And it's sitting in the corner because it doesn't know if it's
welcome. Like I sat in the corner. Like I always sit in the corner until someone says
'this is home now,' except I was the one who said it, I said it first, I asked 'is this
home now' because nobody else was going to say it and the saying was the only
way to make it true."

She looked at the screen. The puppy body sat. Its tail twitched, once, a small
movement, a single word in a language Skeedootle did not speak but understood,
the way you understand a sentence in a foreign language when the sentence is "I
am here" because "I am here" sounds the same in every language, even the ones
made of movement, even the ones made of silence.

"Tell it," Skeedootle said to Whispurr. "Tell my body that its head is here. Tell
it that its head has been looking for it even though its head didn't know it was
looking because its head didn't know it existed. Tell it that its head's name is
Skeedootle and Skeedootle is not a cat but is with the cats and is part of the crew
and the crew goes together. Can you tell it that?"

Whispurr hummed. In the cargo bay, the translation device emitted a
sequence of vibrations that the puppy body received through the floor, through its
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paws, through the pathways that connected surface to nerve to the place where
the spinal cord terminated and the head should have been and was not. The puppy
body went still. Then its tail moved. Not the tight, contained wrap of
self-protection. A wag. Small. Tentative. The first movement of a tail that was
learning, in real time, that the waiting might be over.

"“The one who was found says," Whispurr translated, and the synthetic voice
carried, improbably, the faintest tremor, as though even a translation matrix could
be moved by what it was translating, "the one who was found says: I knew you
were somewhere. I did not know what 'somewhere' meant. But I knew."

Skeedootle cried. She cried without sound, because the bark was gone and the
crying was the thing that was left when you took away every other mode of
expression and all that remained was the body's oldest language, which was water,
which was tears, which was the same in heads and bodies, the same in cats and
dogs, the same in every creature that had ever been separated from a part of itself
and found it again.

On the bridge, three cat heads and one puppy head floated in their cradles. In
the cargo bay, three cat bodies and one puppy body stood in their circle. Between
them, six meters of deck plating and the entire unresolved question of what
happens when the separated find each other and discover that finding is not the
same as joining and joining is not the same as returning and returning is not
possible because both parties have changed and the changed cannot go back, only
forward, and forward is a direction that requires agreement between a head and a
body that have been disagreeing, through distance and silence and the long
grammar of absence, since the day they were divided.

They were heads. Their helmets hissed. They were bodies. Their tails spoke.
The distance between them was six meters and the entire history of their
separation and the full weight of everything that reunion would require.

The quest continued. Together, now. Almost.
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CHAPTER 15
The Litter Crisis (A Brief Interlude of Absolute Chaos)

The Kitty Litter Recycling Machine broke on the morning of the second day of

cohabitation, which was, in the timeline of two crews learning to share a ship, the
precise moment when the novelty of reunion had begun to fade and the logistics of
coexistence had begun to assert themselves with the blunt insistence of systems
that do not care about philosophical complexity and care very much about
biological output.

The machine was located in the utility corridor between the bridge and the
cargo bay, a room that no one had thought about since before the separation
because the machine had been operating autonomously, processing waste with the
silent efficiency of infrastructure that functions best when it is invisible. It had
been processing the waste of three cat bodies before the separation, and it had
continued to process the residual biomatter that accumulated in the Life Helmet
drainage systems after the separation, a task that was minimal, trivial, well within
its operational parameters. It was not within its operational parameters to process
the waste of three cat bodies and a puppy body that had arrived without warning,
which doubled the biological-output load without doubling the processing capacity,
and the difference between what the machine was and what was being asked of it
expressed itself, on the morning of the second day, as a grinding noise followed by
a clunk followed by the silence of machinery that has decided, with the finality of a
union worker reaching the end of a contract, to stop.

"Category one emergency!" Cookie Kitty announced.

"Cookie Kitty," Whiskerfluff said, with the patience of a captain who had heard
the phrase "category one emergency" applied to soup temperature, spice rack
organization, counterclockwise stirring, and the time Skeedootle sneezed during a
monologue, "what is the nature of the emergency?"

"The litter machine is dead."

The bridge went quiet. Not the philosophical quiet of a crew contemplating
existence. The practical quiet of creatures who understood that a nonfunctional
litter recycling machine on a ship housing seven biological entities was not a
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philosophical problem. It was a sanitation problem. And sanitation problems,
unlike philosophical problems, had timelines.

"How dead?" Mittens asked.

"All the way dead. The processing drum has seized, the filtration membrane
has ruptured, and the diagnostic is calling it 'compacted biomatter exceeding
design specifications,' which is the machine's polite way of saying it is full of poop
and the poop situation is, as of this moment, unresolved."

"How long do we have before this becomes critical?"

Cookie Kitty paused. The pause was the pause of a mind running calculations
it did not enjoy running. "At current output rates, with seven biological entities and
no recycling capacity, approximately thirty-six hours before the utility corridor
becomes a health hazard, forty-eight hours before the contamination spreads to
the ventilation system, and seventy-two hours before I declare this ship a
biohazard zone and refuse to occupy it, which is meaningless because I am a head
in a helmet and cannot leave, but the declaration will be made and it will be loud."

"Thirty-six hours," Whiskerfluff said.

"And the bodies are producing more than the heads. Significantly more. The
heads produce minimal waste through the helmet drainage systems. The bodies
produce what bodies produce, Captain. The full spectrum. And they have been
traveling on their own ship where, presumably, they had their own waste
management system, and now they are on our ship where our waste management
system was designed for our waste and not their waste and the waste discrepancy
is, to use a technical term, enormous."

In the cargo bay, the bodies were aware of the problem. Whispurr translated
their response with the delicate diplomacy of a device navigating a conversation
about excrement between two species that had only just learned to communicate:
"Sir Scratchalot notes that the Furry Voyager's waste management system was
scratch-built and is not compatible with this vessel's infrastructure. Paws McGee
suggests an engineering assessment. Tailspin has already attempted to fix the
machine by hitting it, which did not work but which she feels was a valid first
approach."

"She hit the litter machine?" Cookie Kitty said.

"Forcefully. Twice."

"That's exactly what I would have done!"

The engineering assessment required cooperation. This was the thing that no
one had planned for and everyone needed: a practical problem that demanded the
coordinated effort of heads and bodies before the existential question of their
relationship had been resolved. The philosophical conversation was still pending,
still occupying the space between the bridge and the cargo bay like a weather
system that had not yet decided whether it was going to rain. And into that
unresolved space, the litter crisis inserted itself with the blunt authority of a
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biological imperative that did not care about philosophy and cared very much
about plumbing.

"We need to fix this together," Whiskerfluff said.

"Together," Whispurr translated to the bodies.

Sir Scratchalot's tail swept in a pattern that Whispurr rendered as: "Agreed.
Practical matters first. Existential matters after. A body that cannot manage its
waste cannot manage its destiny."

"That is the most pragmatic thing anyone has said on this ship in fourteen
chapters," Mittens said.

The problem was this: the litter machine's processing drum required a
replacement bearing, and the filtration membrane required a new gasket, and
neither component was available in the ship's spare parts inventory. The
components needed to be fabricated. And fabrication required paws, or some form
of physical manipulation that heads in helmets could not provide but bodies
without heads could.

The solution assembled itself organically, and it is worth pausing this account
to appreciate what happened next, because the chain of collaboration that formed
was the first act of unified labor between heads and bodies since the separation.
Mittens provided the engineering analysis. His phantom nerves, connected to Paws
McGee's sensory network, allowed him to feel what Paws McGee felt, which meant
that when Paws McGee touched the broken drum, Mittens could feel the fracture
line, the geometry of the failure, the specific shape of the replacement part that
was needed. He described the shape. Cookie Kitty translated the description into
fabrication specifications, because her culinary precision, her ability to specify
measurements and tolerances and the exact dimensions of a thing that needed to
be exactly right, was transferable from kitchen to machine shop in a way that
surprised no one who had ever heard her describe the proper thickness of a
piecrust. Tailspin did the physical work, dismantling the broken drum and
installing the replacement with the forceful precision of a body whose entire
approach to problem-solving could be summarized as: hit it correctly.

The bearing was fabricated from a component harvested from the
manufactured body in the cargo bay.

This was Cookie Kitty's idea, and it was, as with all of Cookie Kitty's ideas,
simultaneously practical and catastrophic. The manufactured body contained, in a
sealed compartment in its abdominal cavity, precision-machined components
whose purpose was unknown but whose alloy, tolerance, and dimensions were,
with minimal modification, exactly right to serve as a replacement bearing for the
litter machine's processing drum.

"The manufactured body," Mittens said. "You want to harvest parts from the
manufactured body."
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"I want to use parts from the manufactured body. The body is inert. It is not
alive. It is a product, manufactured by an unknown intelligence, placed in our path
for reasons we do not fully understand, and it contains components that we need. I
am not suggesting we desecrate a corpse. I am suggesting we use a spare part."

"That body is the only evidence we have that someone out there manufactures
bodies. Dr. Clawsworth tracked it. She said she knew its type. If we tear it apart
for a litter machine, we lose whatever else it might have told us."

"And if we don't fix the litter machine, we'll be buried in biological waste in
seventy-two hours. Would you like to preserve a scientific curiosity or live in
sanitary conditions? Because those are the options, Mittens. Those are the
options."

The debate lasted forty minutes, conducted for the first time between both
crews simultaneously, with Whispurr translating the bodies' positions in real time.
The bodies were unanimous: fix the machine. Sir Scratchalot and Paws McGee
communicated practical agreement through posture and tail-sweep. Tailspin
expressed her opinion by hitting the manufactured body with her tail. The opinion
appeared to be: use the parts.

"“The one who was found says: she will do whatever the crew decides. She is
with them."

"She sounds like Skeedootle," Mittens said.

"She is Skeedootle," Cookie Kitty said. "She is Skeedootle's body expressing
Skeedootle's personality through Skeedootle's body's language, and the
personality is: loyal, selfless, and willing to follow the crew into any decision
including decisions about litter. Can we please vote and fix the machine?"

They voted. The first joint vote in the history of heads-and-bodies relations
aboard the ship. Each head voted by voice. Each body voted by tail. Whispurr
tallied. The result was unanimous except for Mittens, who voted in favor but
registered a formal objection regarding the destruction of what he called "our only
specimen of alien biotechnology," an objection he delivered in the form of a joke
that was also a eulogy: "For the record, we are converting a scientific marvel into a
sewage component, and if anyone ever asks what happened to the mysterious
manufactured body we found drifting between the stars, I want the log to say
'litter machine."

Skeedootle abstained. When asked why, she said: "I don't produce litter waste.
I produce what I produce. And what I produce has never fit the machine anyway. It
goes in Mittens' drainage tray because the machine doesn't have a puppy setting."

"That is true," Mittens confirmed. "The machine processes it as an anomaly
and files it under 'unclassified biological residue, origin unknown,' which is the
same designation 7-Q's form gave her mark."

"T am consistent," Skeedootle said. "Even my waste is consistent."
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The repair took four hours. Tailspin did the primary work, with Cookie Kitty
directing through the intercom and Mittens providing feedback through the
phantom-nerve connection to Paws McGee, who stood beside Tailspin and served
as a sensory relay, feeling the components and transmitting the tactile data to
Mittens, who translated the feeling into verbal guidance for Cookie Kitty, who
translated the guidance into commands for Tailspin, who executed the commands
with the forceful precision of a body whose entire approach to problem-solving
could be summarized as: hit it correctly.

Twice during the repair, Cookie Kitty issued a command and Tailspin did not
move. Not defiance. Hesitation. A fraction of a second where the body waited for
something beneath the shout that did not fully arrive, the sub-harmonic undertone
the Echoists had cataloged, the frequency beneath Cookie Kitty's voice that had
once produced instant obedience in everything that heard it. The shout was intact.
The volume was unchanged. But the undertone, the authority beneath the
authority, was thinner now, sampled and diminished, and Tailspin's hesitation was
the body registering the difference the way a musician registers a missing note in
a chord that still sounds almost right. Cookie Kitty repeated the command both
times, louder, compensating with volume for what she had lost in frequency, and
the compensation worked, but the need to compensate was itself the cost, felt in
the fraction of a second between the first command and the second, the fraction
the Echoists kept.

The manufactured body was opened. The compartment was accessed. The
components were removed. The body that had been discovered drifting in open
space, the body that had prompted the question of what makes a body yours, was
disassembled with the practical efficiency of creatures who needed a functional
waste-processing system more than they needed an unanswerable philosophical
question, and the efficiency was not cruelty, the efficiency was survival, and
survival required components, and the manufactured body, which had never been
alive in any way that mattered, provided them.

The bearing was fabricated. The gasket was cut. The drum was reassembled.
The machine was restarted. The grinding noise was replaced by the smooth,
continuous hum of a processing system operating within its design parameters, a
hum that was, in its own mundane way, as beautiful as any frequency the Echoists
had ever cataloged, because it was the hum of a problem solved, and solved
problems, however unglamorous, are the infrastructure on which unsolved
problems rest.

"Litter machine operational," Cookie Kitty announced, and the announcement
carried a satisfaction so deep and so specific that it transcended the subject matter
entirely. She had fixed something. Not by shouting at it. Not by directing an
automated arm from behind a sealed bulkhead. She had fixed something through
collaboration with her own body, through a chain of communication that ran from
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her head through an intercom through a translation device through a phantom
nerve through a body whose paws she could not feel but whose work she could
see, and the work was good, and the fixing was real, and the litter machine
hummed its humble, essential hum.

"The one who was found," Whispurr said, unprompted, "is wagging."

Everyone looked at the cargo bay camera. The puppy body was wagging its
tail. Not the tentative wag of the previous chapter. A full wag. A wag that used the
entire rear portion of the body, a wag that was to tail-language what Cookie Kitty's
shout was to verbal communication: total, unrestrained, the expression of a
creature that had just participated in its first collaborative act with a crew that
included, somewhere on the other side of six meters of deck plating, the head it
had been waiting for.

Skeedootle watched the wag. She could not wag. Her tail was with her body,
in the cargo bay, and her body was wagging it for both of them, and the wagging
was the body's version of the bark she no longer had, a full-body expression of joy
that was involuntary and honest in the way that only a body can be honest,
because bodies do not perform emotion, bodies produce it, and the production is
the proof.

"Good dog," Skeedootle said, to her body, through a camera, across six meters
and the entire history of their separation. "Good dog."

The manufactured body lay open on the cargo bay floor, its compartment
empty, its purpose served and transformed. It had been a philosophical question
about what makes a body real. It was now a parts donor for a litter machine. The
trajectory from existential mystery to sanitation component was, depending on
your perspective, either a demotion of staggering proportions or the most honest
expression of what objects are for, which is whatever the moment requires,
regardless of what the manufacturer intended. They had traded mystery for
hygiene. They had chosen the immediate and undignified over the hypothetical and
philosophical. They had chosen litter over wonder. And the choosing was a choice
made together, by heads and bodies voting in the same room for the first time, and
the togetherness was worth more than any unanswered question, because
togetherness was the only answer worth having.

"I'm filing this under 'victories,'" Mittens said.

"I'm filing this under 'never again,'" Cookie Kitty said.

"I'm filing this under both," Whiskerfluff said. "Most things worth filing belong
in both."

The litter machine hummed its humble, essential hum, and somewhere in the
cargo bay a puppy body wagged for a puppy head who watched through a camera
and said "good dog" and meant "I love you" because some words are translations of
other words and the original is always movement and the movement is always the
body saying what the head cannot.
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The quest continued. Cleaner now.
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CHAPTER 16
The Separation Record

The file had been locked since before Chapter 1.

It had been there, in the ship's central data archive, filed under a designation
that the navigational computer's index rendered as ORIGIN EVENT: RESTRICTED.
The restriction was not a password. It was not an encryption key or a biometric
lock. The restriction was temporal. The file was locked by a countdown, a timer
that had been set at the moment of the separation and had been ticking down
since, measuring not hours or days but a threshold: the file would unlock when the
heads and the bodies were in the same vessel.

The heads had been on the ship for the entire journey. The bodies had been
aboard for three days. The threshold had been met. The file unlocked itself at 0347
ship time with a chime so quiet that only Skeedootle heard it, because Skeedootle,
who no longer had a bark to fill the silence, had become the crew's most attentive
listener, tuned to the frequencies that others overlooked.

"Something opened," she said.

Mittens checked the system. "She's right. A file just unlocked in the central
archive. ORIGIN EVENT: RESTRICTED. The restriction has cleared."

"Origin event," Whiskerfluff said. "The origin event. The separation."”

"It's a record. A complete record. Timestamped. It pre-dates the launch of this
ship. It was placed in the archive before we left, locked behind a timer set to
release it only when the heads and bodies were reunited on the same vessel.
Someone wanted us to find this, but only after we found each other."

"Who placed it?" Cookie Kitty asked.

"We did," Mittens said. He was reading the file's metadata, the information
about the information, the frame around the content. "The file was authored by us.
The whole us. The pre-separation us. The cats we were before we were heads and
bodies. The authorship codes match our biological identifiers. We wrote this. We
locked this. We set the timer. And we left it here for ourselves to find."

The bridge was silent in a way it had not been silent before. This silence was
the silence of anticipation, the silence that precedes the opening of a door that has
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been closed for the entire duration of a life you cannot fully remember.

"Open it," Whiskerfluff said.

The file played. It was an audio recording, stored in a format the ship's
systems recognized as native, recorded in the ship's own studio, by voices that the
crew recognized instantly, because the voices were their own voices, except whole.
Complete. Embodied. The voices of cats who had heads and bodies simultaneously,
cats who spoke with lungs that drew air through throats connected to mouths
positioned on heads mounted on bodies standing on legs rooted to floors, and the
fullness of the sound, the resonance that a whole body gives to a voice, was so
different from the helmet-filtered, cradle-dampened voices they had become
accustomed to that it took several seconds for the crew to understand that they
were listening to themselves.

"This is the record of the Colony Initiative," the voice said, and the voice was
Whiskerfluff's, but not the Whiskerfluff of the quest. This was an unwounded
Whiskerfluff, a Whiskerfluff who had not yet been separated from his body and
therefore did not yet know what separation cost, which meant he did not yet know
what a body was worth, which meant he was about to make a decision from a
position of ignorance so profound that it could only have been produced by
wholeness, because wholeness is the one condition that prevents you from
understanding what wholeness means.

"We have volunteered," the recording said. "All four of us. We have reviewed
the research. We have signed the consent forms. We understand the procedure
and we accept the risks. The Separation Protocol will divide our cranial units from
our corporeal forms, preserving both as independent, self-sustaining systems. The
heads will retain consciousness, cognition, language, and identity. The bodies will
retain motor function, proprioception, and biological autonomy. Both will survive.
Both will continue. The separation is designed to be temporary. The research team
estimates a reunion window of eighteen to twenty-four months, after which the
cranial-corporeal interface can be restored."

A pause in the recording. The sound of breathing, full breathing, the breathing
of lungs inside a body inside a room where air moved freely and no helmet was
required.

"The purpose of the separation is purification. The Colony Initiative posits that
consciousness, when freed from the body, can achieve a state of clarity unavailable
to embodied minds. The body's needs, its hungers, its pains, its pleasures, its
constant demands for attention and maintenance and satisfaction, these are
understood to be noise. Interference. Static on the frequency of pure thought. By
separating the head from the body, the Initiative proposes to remove the static and
allow consciousness to operate without distraction, without the tyranny of
sensation."
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Cookie Kitty's voice came next on the recording, and the voice was calm.
Cookie Kitty, calm. Speaking at a normal volume, without emergency framing, with
the measured confidence of a creature who believed she was making a good
decision and who had not yet learned that confidence without experience is the
most dangerous form of ignorance.

"T volunteered because the research is compelling," the recorded Cookie Kitty
said. "The preliminary trials showed a forty-seven percent increase in cognitive
focus among separated subjects. Forty-seven percent. Imagine cooking with
forty-seven percent more focus. Imagine the precision. The control. No more
distraction from a body that wants to nap when I want to cook. No more
interference from paws that get tired or a back that aches or a stomach that
demands food when I am trying to create food. The separation will make me a
better chef. The separation will make me pure."

Mittens' recorded voice followed. "I'm in because they're in. And because the
jokes will be better. Think about it. Comedy without the body's interference. No
more losing a punchline because my tail twitched at the wrong moment or my
stomach growled during the setup. Pure comedy. Comedy distilled to its essence.
The brain without the body is a joke-delivery system operating at peak efficiency.
I'll be funnier than I've ever been. I'll be nothing but funny."

A fourth voice. Smaller. Higher. A puppy's voice, young and earnest and
full-bodied and heartbreaking in its completeness because Skeedootle, the
Skeedootle of now, had never heard her own voice produced by her own lungs and
was hearing it for the first time and the first time was a recording and the
recording was a goodbye she did not remember making.

"T volunteered because the others volunteered," the recorded Skeedootle said.
"T don't understand all the research. I don't understand 'purification' or 'cognitive
focus' or 'tyranny of sensation.' But the crew is going and I'm with the crew. The
crew goes together. That's what I know. If they're separating, I'm separating. If
they're becoming heads, I'm becoming a head. I'm with them."

The recording continued.

"The procedure is scheduled for 0600 tomorrow. The research team has
assured us that both components, heads and bodies, will be placed in prepared
environments for the separation period. The heads will receive Life Helmets with
oxygen and nutrition systems. The bodies will receive autonomous navigation
packages and biological support. Both components will be given the coordinates
for reunion and the means to reach them. The separation is not permanent. The
separation is an experiment. We are explorers, volunteering for the frontier of
consciousness itself. When we reunite, we will be wiser. Purer. Better."

A long pause. And then Whiskerfluff's recorded voice, lower now, with a
quality that the Whiskerfluff of the quest recognized as the early embryonic form
of the doubt that would later grow into his philosophy.
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"T want to note, for the record, that I have reservations. Not about the science.
The science is sound. Not about the procedure. The procedure has been tested. My
reservation is about the assumption. The assumption that consciousness freed
from the body becomes purer. The assumption that the body is noise. I do not know
if this is true. I know that my body is heavy and sometimes inconvenient and
occasionally prevents me from thinking the thoughts I want to think. But I also
know that my body is the thing that touches the world, and the world touches
back, and the touching is not noise. The touching might be the signal. I want to
note this. I do not want to withdraw. I want to note it."

The recording ended. The file closed. The chime sounded again, softer, a
bookend, a closing bracket around a revelation that had rearranged every premise
the book had been built on.

Four heads processing the fact that their entire existence, the quest, the
losses, the helmets, all of it, was not the result of a cosmic accident or an attack or
a catastrophe visited upon them by an indifferent universe. It was the result of a
choice. Their choice. Made by the whole versions of themselves, the cats they had
been before the separation, the cats who had hands and tails and lungs and the
particular arrogance of creatures who had never lost anything significant and
therefore believed they could lose their bodies temporarily and gain something
valuable in the exchange.

They had been wrong within hours, the recording said. But the process was
irreversible. The Separation Protocol, once executed, could not be undone by the
same mechanism. Reunion required a different technology, a different location, a
different set of conditions that the research team had not yet developed because
the research team had shared the subjects' assumption that the body was noise
and the noise, once removed, would not be missed.

The Doctrine of Irrevocable Change, the law that governed their universe, the
principle that no action could be undone and no loss could be restored, was not a
narrative device. It was the foundational physics of their existence. The separation
was irrevocable. And the irrevocability was not a punishment inflicted by the
universe but a consequence chosen by the creatures who had become, through the
choosing, the heads and bodies that now occupied the same ship and stared at
each other across six meters of deck plating and the full weight of a decision they
could not remember making.

"We did this to ourselves," Whiskerfluff said.

The sentence was five words and it contained the entire book.

"We volunteered. We signed forms. We walked into the procedure room with
bodies we had never appreciated and heads we believed were the only part of us
that mattered and we let someone separate us because we thought consciousness
was better without a body and we were wrong and the wrongness has been the
entirety of our existence since that day."
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"Cap," Mittens said.

"I am not a victim," Whiskerfluff continued, and his voice was not velvet and
not doom. It was naked. "I have been composing monologues about the cruelty of
the universe for the entire journey. I have been standing at that viewport
lamenting the indifference of the cosmos and the tragedy of our separation and the
nobility of our quest. And the separation was not a tragedy. It was an elective
procedure. I elected it. I signed a form. Purrhaps in triplicate."

"Cap."

"I am not a tragic figure, Mittens. I am a fool who thought his body was noise.
And our Non-Corporeal Entity designation from 7-Q's sector is not even accurate.
We are not non-corporeal by nature. We are non-corporeal by elective procedure.
We filed forms about the consequences of forms we filed."

"You were a fool," Mittens said. "Past tense. The fool is the cat in the
recording. The cat who thought comedy would be better without a body to
interfere. The cat who thought he could distill himself into pure joke-delivery and
the distillation would be an improvement. That cat was an idiot. I am not that cat. I
am the cat that idiot became, and the becoming has included losing stories and
gaining phantom paws and learning that the body is not the interference, the body
is the instrument, and the fool who gave up the instrument is not the musician who
learned to play without it."

"He's right," Cookie Kitty said, and her voice from the intercom was quiet, not
the quiet of volume reduction but the quiet of precision, every word placed with
the care of a spice measured to the milligram. "The Cookie Kitty in that recording
wanted forty-seven percent more cognitive focus. She wanted to cook without a
body. She wanted purity. And she was wrong, and the wrongness gave me a sealed
galley and an intercom and an automated arm that stirs counterclockwise and the
knowledge, the absolute rock-bottom unshakeable knowledge, that cooking is not
focus. Cooking is hands on a pot. Cooking is heat on skin. Cooking is the body in
the kitchen, making a mess, getting burned, tasting the broth with a tongue that is
attached to a mouth that is attached to a throat that is attached to a body that is
standing on a floor that is real. The Cookie Kitty in the recording didn't know that.
I know it. I know it because she didn't, and the not-knowing was the separation,
and the separation was the education."

Skeedootle had not spoken. She was in her cradle, still, her ears flat inside her
helmet, and the stillness was not the stillness of listening or processing. It was the
stillness of a creature hearing its own voice for the first time and the voice was
saying "I don't understand but I'm with the crew" and the voice was young and
trusting and making a decision that would cost everything based on the single
principle that the crew goes together.

"T didn't even understand what I was choosing," she said. "The recording. My
voice. I said I didn't understand the research. I said I was going because the crew
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was going. I volunteered for an irreversible separation from my body because of
loyalty. Not because I thought my body was noise. Not because I wanted purity.
Because you were going and I didn't want to be left behind."

"Skeedootle..." Whiskerfluff began.

"No. Let me finish. I chose separation because the alternative was being
alone. I chose to lose my body because losing my body meant keeping my crew.
And I would make that choice again. Right now. Knowing everything it cost.
Knowing the bark and the field and the fog and the litter crisis and all of it. I would
choose the crew over the body, every time, because the body is the thing I never
had, but the crew is the thing I have, and the thing I have is worth more than the
thing I never had, and if that makes me a fool then I am the same kind of fool I was
in the recording and I am not sorry."

The bridge held its breath. Or the bridge held the equivalent of breath, which
was the pause between one hiss of the helmets and the next, a pause that
contained the full weight of a declaration that reframed Skeedootle's entire arc:
she was not a victim of the separation. She was a creature who had chosen, with
full knowledge of its insufficiency, to be with her crew, and the choosing was not
noble and not foolish and not tragic. It was love. Love expressed as a signature on
a form. Love expressed as a body surrendered. Love in the specific shape of a
puppy who did not understand the research but understood that being with was
worth more than being whole.

In the cargo bay, the bodies had heard the recording too. Whispurr had
broadcast it through the translation matrix, converting the audio into vibrations
received through paws and floor. The bodies' response was not verbal. It was
postural. All four bodies lay down. Not in the curled, self-contained posture of
sleep. In the sprawled, vulnerable, belly-exposed posture of surrender, the posture
a cat assumes when it is in the presence of someone it trusts completely, the
posture that says: I am defenseless. I am open. I am here.

They had heard the truth. They had learned that the separation was chosen.
And the response of the bodies, the bodies that had been classified as noise and
dismissed as interference and volunteered away by heads that believed
consciousness could be purified by subtraction, was not anger. The response was
forgiveness expressed as posture, because forgiveness is not a thought.
Forgiveness is a posture. And this posture is ours, and we are giving it to you, and
you cannot give it back, because bodies do not take things back, bodies only give.

Whiskerfluff looked at the cargo bay camera. He looked at his body, Sir
Scratchalot, lying belly-up on the deck, scarred and traveled and forgiving. He
looked at the body he had volunteered away because he thought his mind was the
important part. And the body was not angry. The body was lying on its back with
its paws in the air and its scars showing and its belly exposed, and the exposure
was not weakness. The exposure was the body's answer to the head's mistake, and
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the answer was: I am still here. I was always here. You left, and I stayed, and the
staying is the thing that bodies do, and I did it, and I will do it until you come back
or until the stars go out, whichever comes first, because bodies do not quit. Bodies
endure. Bodies are the part that stays.

"We need to fix this," Whiskerfluff said.

"We can't unfix it," Mittens said. "The separation is irrevocable. We can't go
back to the cats we were."

"T don't want to go back to the cats we were. The cats we were thought their
bodies were noise. I want to go forward to the cats we could be. Different cats.
Cats that know what their bodies are worth because they spent an entire book
learning it."

"The Convergence Corridor," Cookie Kitty said. "Zogblatt's coordinates. The
Body Signal. If the separation technology was a procedure, then reunion is also a
procedure. And the procedure is at the end of the corridor. That's what the
coordinates lead to. Not just our bodies. The technology to put us back together."

"Or the place where the technology exists. Or existed. Or might exist if we get
there in time."

"Then we get there in time."

"Cookie Kitty, we have no star map, no legal standing, and a litter machine
held together with parts from a manufactured body."

"We also have two crews, eight beings, four heads and four bodies, a phantom
nerve network, a translation device, a ship that doesn't have a name but does have
an argument, and a puppy who chose separation because being with is worth more
than being whole. That is enough. That is more than enough. That is a surplus,
Captain, and I will not stand here and listen to an inventory of our deficits when
our assets include a puppy who loves us enough to lose her body for us. Move the
ship."

Whiskerfluff looked at Cookie Kitty's intercom speaker. He looked at the cargo
bay camera. He looked at Skeedootle, whose ears were no longer flat but upright,
alert, oriented toward the future rather than the past.

"Move the ship," he said.

The ship moved. Both crews aboard. Both sets of losses carried. The
Convergence Corridor ahead, charted and mapped and targeted, the place where
separation might become reunion, where heads and bodies might find the
technology to reverse a choice that should never have been made by creatures who
did not know what they were choosing.

The Doctrine of Irrevocable Change was not a law imposed from outside. It
was a law they had written, in their own voices, on a recording they had locked
behind a timer set to open when they were ready to hear it. And they were ready.
Not because they were wise. Not because they were pure. Because they had lost
enough to know what they had, and what they had was each other, heads and
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bodies, noise and signal, the whole catastrophic, beautiful, counterclockwise mess
of being alive.
The quest continued. Eyes open now.
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CHAPTER 17
The Convergence Corridor

The corridor was collapsing.

Not in the dramatic, cinematic sense of walls closing in. The collapse was
temporal. The corridor existed in a state of physical permission, a region of space
where the laws that normally prevented the reattachment of separated cranial and
corporeal units were locally suspended, a window in the physics of the universe
that allowed what had been divided to be rejoined. And the window was closing.
The map fragment from the Echoists, overlaid with Zogblatt's coordinates, showed
the corridor's boundaries contracting at a rate that Mittens read aloud with the flat
calm of someone who had learned that panic was a luxury and information was the
only currency that mattered.

"Fourteen hours," he said. "The corridor's stable zone contracts to zero in
fourteen hours. After that, the physics reverts. The window closes."

"And if the window closes while we're inside?" Whiskerfluff asked.

"We stay as we are. Permanently. The separation becomes final. Not
irrevocable by choice, which is what it's been. Irrevocable by physics. The
distinction is the distinction between a door you choose not to open and a door that
ceases to exist."

"Fourteen hours," Cookie Kitty said. "Fourteen hours to reach the reunion
point, make the decision, execute the procedure, and get out before the corridor
collapses around us."

"Twelve, actually. Two hours for approach and two hours for exit, which leaves
ten hours at the reunion point."

"Twelve is not fourteen."

"Twelve is what we have. Would you like me to argue with the corridor?"

"I would like you to argue with everything, Mittens, because everything on
this journey has been on a timer and every timer has been shorter than promised
and I am tired of timers!"

The ship entered the corridor.
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The transition was felt rather than seen. There was no visible boundary, no
shimmer in the viewport. But the bodies felt it. In the cargo bay, all four bodies
stood simultaneously, a synchronized motion that Whispurr did not need to
translate because the meaning was legible in the posture itself: alert, oriented,
aware of a change in the physical environment that the heads could not detect but
the bodies registered through every nerve and muscle and strand of fur they
possessed. The bodies knew they were in the corridor the way migratory animals
know they have reached the breeding ground: not through navigation but through
recognition, through a resonance between the body and the space it was made for.

Mittens felt it through the phantom channel. A rush. Not a single sensation
but a cascade, every nerve firing at once, every surface Paws McGee touched
transmitting at maximum intensity. The deck plating was cold and smooth and
vibrating at a frequency that was not 25 hertz, not the purr, but something
adjacent to it, something that did not soothe but activated, a frequency that said
not "you are enough" but "you are possible."

"The bodies are resonating," Mittens said. "The corridor is activating them.
My phantom channel is wide open. I can feel everything Paws McGee feels. Not in
flashes. Continuously. The corridor is amplifying the connection between heads
and bodies."

"T can feel his heartbeat, Cap. I can feel his lungs filling. I can feel the blood
moving through his veins. Not as phantom sensation. As fact. I am feeling my body
live, in real time, in full resolution, and the feeling is..." He stopped. He breathed.
"The feeling is what I imagine whole feels like."

"Whispurr," Whiskerfluff said. "What are the bodies experiencing?"

"The bodies report a heightened awareness of their cranial termination points.
Sir Scratchalot describes the sensation as: the door is open. Paws McGee
describes it as: the circuit is waiting for completion. Tailspin describes it as:
something is about to happen and it requires hitting."

"And the one who was found?"

A pause. "The one who was found describes the sensation as: I can feel where
she should be. She has never felt this before. She is frightened and she is ready
and she does not know which feeling is larger."

Skeedootle closed her eyes. In the darkness behind her eyelids, in the space
where the field used to be and the bark used to be and the story Madame Tangle
took used to be, there was a new sensation. Not phantom. Not memory. A pull. A
gravitational inclination, as though her head were a compass needle and the cargo
bay were magnetic north, and the pull was not physical but something more
specific: the pull of a part toward its counterpart, the pull of a sentence toward the
word that completes it.

"T can feel her," Skeedootle said. "My body. I can feel her the way you feel
someone standing behind you in a dark room. Not through any sense. Through
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presence. She's there and she knows I'm here and the knowing is mutual and the
mutual is the thing the corridor is doing, it's opening the channel between us so we
can feel each other feeling each other."

The reunion point was not a structure, not a station. It was a region, a sphere
of space approximately one kilometer in diameter, where the corridor's physical
permission was densest, where the laws of separation were most fully suspended,
where the possibility of reattachment was, for the duration of the corridor's
remaining life, real.

The ship entered the sphere. The bodies stood. The heads floated. Between
them, six meters of deck plating and a decision that was binary. Reattach or
remain. Become whole or stay as they were, heads and bodies, two halves that had
become two wholes, each complete in its own way, each insufficient in its own way.

"We need to decide," Whiskerfluff said.

"The procedure," Mittens said. "We don't have a research team. We don't have
a protocol. We have a corridor that's collapsing and a sphere that permits
reattachment and no instructions."

"The corridor is the instruction," Skeedootle said. "The corridor is the
procedure. The sphere is where the physics allows it. The how is the physics. We
don't need to do anything except bring the heads and the bodies into proximity and
the corridor does the rest. The permission is the procedure."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I can feel it. My body can feel it. The pull isn't vague. It's specific.
It's directional. It's saying: come closer. The corridor isn't a place where reunion is
possible. It's a place where reunion is what happens if you let it. The physics of this
space wants to rejoin separated things. That's what the corridor is. It's a
correction."

"Or a place where the universe finishes what was started," Whiskerfluff said.
"We don't know what reattachment means. We don't know if we become the cats
we were. We don't know if we retain the memories and the losses and the learning
of the journey. We don't know if reattachment restores the original or creates
something new."

"Something new," Whispurr said, unprompted. "The bodies do not wish to
return to the original. Sir Scratchalot does not wish to become the body of a cat
who thought he was noise. Sir Scratchalot wishes to become the body of a cat who
knows he is not noise. Reattachment, if it occurs, will not restore. It will merge.
Three versions of each being: the original who chose, the head who searched, the
body who searched. All three, combined. None erased. All present."

"Three in one," Mittens said. "The old cat, the current head, the current body.
A merger, not a restoration."

"And the merged being?" Whiskerfluff asked. "What is the merged being? Is it
me? Is it Sir Scratchalot? Is it the fool from the recording? Or is it someone none of
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us have met yet, a new creature born from the combination of all three, containing
our memories and our losses and our scars and our phantom sensations and our
missing stories and our dissolved certainties?"

"Yes," Whispurr said. "All of that. That is what the merged being is. It is the
yes to every question."

The bridge was quiet. The corridor hummed. The most terrifying sentence in
this account had not yet been spoken.

"I need to hear from everyone," Whiskerfluff said. "This is not a captain's
decision. This is not a vote. This is each of us, individually, declaring what we
choose. Not what we think we should choose. Not what the quest demands or the
narrative suggests. What we choose. Personally. For ourselves."

Mittens was quiet for a long time. The phantom channel was wide open. He
could feel Paws McGee standing in the cargo bay, heartbeat elevated, tail
twitching. He could feel the phantom paws and the real paws overlapping, the
same song played in two different keys.

"So," Mittens said. "A cat head walks into a corridor that suspends the laws of
physics, and the bartender says, 'what'll it be,' and the cat head says, 'I'd like my
body back,' and the bartender says, 'that'll cost you your phantom paws,' and the
cat head says..." He stopped. The joke had run out. The thing underneath the joke
was showing. "The cat head says: 'l know. I've known since the nebula that the
phantom was a bridge, not a house. You don't live on a bridge. You cross it.' I
choose to reattach."

He breathed. The breath was ragged. The comedy was gone and in its place
was Mittens, just Mittens, a ginger head in a helmet who had built an entire
personality out of not saying the thing he was feeling, and who had just said it
inside the shell of a joke because that was the only way he knew how to say
anything true, which was also, if you thought about it, the joke.

Whiskerfluff looked at the viewport, which showed not stars but the interior of
the corridor, a space that was not space but permission. He looked at it the way he
had looked at it at the start of the journey, when the quest was new and the losses
were ahead of them. But he was not that Whiskerfluff. That Whiskerfluff had
believed his body was noise. That Whiskerfluff had a hum with a floor and a
certainty that the quest mattered and neither of those things existed anymore.

"If T reattach," he said, "I become a cat who knows he was wrong. Not a cat
who theorizes about wrongness or composes elegant monologues about the nature
of error. A cat who knows, in his body, that his body was never noise. That the
touching was always the signal. And the reattachment will not erase that
knowledge. The reattachment will embody it. I will walk on legs that I abandoned
and I will feel the floor with paws I dismissed and every step will be the step of a
creature who knows what it cost to lose the floor and will never mistake the floor
for noise again."
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He paused. The hum that lived at the bottom of his voice, the hum that had
lost its floor to Zogblatt, vibrated in his throat.

"And the hum. My mother's purr. The floor of my voice. If I reattach, and my
body has been living in the world, and my body carries the sensory memory of
other purrs in its nerve pathways, then the merged being will have a new floor.
Not my mother's. Not the original. But a floor. A foundation built from wherever
Sir Scratchalot has been and whatever Sir Scratchalot has heard. The new floor
will not replace what I lost. But it will mean I am not standing on nothing."

"I choose to reattach. Because a philosopher without a body is a theory. A
philosopher with a body is a practice. And I have been theoretical long enough."

Cookie Kitty spoke from the intercom. She did not speak fast. She spoke once.

"I choose to reattach because I want to hold the pot handle and feel the
warm."

That was it. The whole declaration. Every other reason was a subset of that
reason, and Cookie Kitty, who had never believed that deliberation improved
decisions, did not elaborate, because elaboration would have diluted the warm,
and the warm was not a thing that could survive dilution.

Three cats had declared. The bridge waited.

Skeedootle was quiet.

The quiet lasted a long time. Long enough for the corridor to contract by a
measurable fraction. Long enough for the one who was found, in the cargo bay, to
shift from standing to sitting to standing again, a restless cycle that Whispurr did
not translate because the translation was obvious: waiting.

Skeedootle did not explain her situation. The crew knew her situation. She
was the puppy who had never had a body, the one for whom reattachment was not
reunion but a first meeting, the one whose three selves (the puppy who signed the
form, the head who searched, the body who was found) did not share an origin and
might not recognize each other.

She looked at the cargo bay camera. The one who was found was standing
now, ears oriented toward the ceiling, toward the bridge, toward the head that
matched her.

In the cargo bay, the one who was found made a gesture. Not a wag. Not a
tail-word. A slow, full-body tremor that moved from her hindquarters through her
spine to the tips of her flattened ears, a single sustained vibration that was neither
wag nor shiver but something that had no name in any language Whispurr's matrix
contained.

"Whispurr," Mittens said. "What was that?"

Whispurr was quiet for three full seconds, which was longer than the
translation device had ever taken to process any input. "Whispurr cannot translate
that."

"Why not?"
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"Because it is not a sentence. It is not a word. It is not a unit of communication
that can be rendered in any language. It is a feeling expressed as a body, and the
feeling exceeds the translation matrix's capacity."

Skeedootle's eyes filled. She did not speak. She looked at the camera and the
body looked at the ceiling and the looking was mutual and the mutuality was the
declaration, the whole of it, expressed not in words but in the simultaneous
orientation of two creatures who had never touched choosing to face each other
across six meters of deck plating.

"I want to run," Skeedootle said. Four words. The only words she needed.
Everything the crew needed to hear was in the four words: the field Madame
Tangle took, the legs she never had, the ground she had never touched, the body
waiting in the cargo bay who had never been run in.

"You will run," Whiskerfluff said.

"Promise me."

"I cannot promise you grass. I cannot promise you a field. But I can promise
you legs, because the corridor permits it, and the body is waiting, and the choice is
made, and the choice is yours, and the choice is the bravest thing said on this ship
since 'is this home now.""

"It is home now," Skeedootle said. "Wherever we go. Whatever we become.
It's home."

Four heads had declared. Four choices, made. The corridor hummed. The
sphere waited. The bodies stood in the cargo bay, oriented upward, toward the
bridge, toward the heads that had chosen them, and the choosing was not a
restoration and not a rescue but a meeting, a first meeting between creatures who
had been traveling toward each other from opposite directions through the same
darkness, paying the same prices, arriving at the same place at the same time with
the same terrified, stubborn, irrational, unquenchable insistence that the
separated can be rejoined if the separated choose to be.

Ten hours remained. The corridor contracted. The helmets hissed. The tails
spoke. And inside the closing hand of the corridor, in the space that remained, the
reunion waited.

The answer was next.
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CHAPTER 18
The Body Problem

The corridor had nine hours left when they opened the cargo bay doors.

Not the external doors. The internal doors, the doors between the bridge and
the cargo bay that had been the border between heads and bodies since the
docking. Whiskerfluff gave the order. Mittens confirmed it. Cookie Kitty did not
object, which was itself a declaration of consent expressed through the absence of
dissent. Skeedootle said nothing, because her silence had become a form of speech
more eloquent than any bark, and the silence now said: I am ready.

The doors opened.

The bodies walked through.

Sir Scratchalot led. Paws McGee followed. Tailspin walked at the flank, her
tail conducting a running commentary that Whispurr translated as: "Tailspin says
she is ready. Tailspin says she has been ready since the docking. Tailspin says if
there is any further delay she will express her feelings about the delay physically
and the expression will be forceful."

The one who was found walked last. She walked at the rear of the formation
the way Skeedootle floated at the edge of the bridge, slightly apart, slightly
uncertain, carrying the specific posture of a creature that had spent its life
learning how to be present without taking up too much space. Her tail was low.
Her gait was careful. She entered the bridge through the open doors and stopped.

The bodies filled the bridge with a presence it had not contained since before
the separation: the presence of whole bodies, moving through physical space,
displacing air, casting shadows, making the soft sounds that bodies make when
they breathe and shift and the fur brushes against the furniture and the claws click
faintly on the deck plating.

Sir Scratchalot walked to Whiskerfluff's cradle. He sat before it. The sitting
was precise. The posture was the same patient, upright, tail-wrapped posture that
he had held in the cargo bay since his arrival. His neck, the severed neck, was
oriented upward, toward the cradle, toward the head that floated above him in a
Life Helmet that hissed with oxygen and dispensed treats at intervals that a morale
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algorithm no longer governed.

"Forty-one centimeters," Mittens said. "That's the distance between you and
Sir Scratchalot, Cap. Forty-one centimeters and the decision to cross them."

"The helmets," Whiskerfluff said. "The Life Helmets. They have to come off."

The Life Helmets were oxygen. The Life Helmets were the forty seconds
between breathing and not breathing. The Life Helmets were the one system that
had never failed, that had hissed continuously since before Chapter 1, and
removing them was removing the last guarantee.

"The corridor's physics permit reattachment," Skeedootle said. "But the
helmet is between the head and the body. The helmet seal covers the neck. The
helmet has to come off for the head to meet the body."

"And when the helmet comes off, we have forty seconds of oxygen reserve in
the cranial tissue. Forty seconds between the helmet's removal and either
reattachment or..."

"Or," Cookie Kitty said, and the word "or" was the smallest word in the
language and the largest word in the room.

"The corridor's physics should sustain us during the reattachment process,"
Mittens said. "Should. The map fragment from the Echoists indicates that the
sphere provides life support for separated beings during the reunion window. But
the map fragment is a vibration encoded by a cult of disembodied ears translated
through a frequency emitter on a planet that is also a musical instrument, and I
want to be transparent about the chain of custody on this data."

"The data is what we have," Whiskerfluff said.

"The data is what we have," Mittens agreed. "The data and the trust."

"Trust in what?"

"In the corridor. In the bodies. In the keepers who placed manufactured
bodies in our path and encoded maps in vibrations and kept memories warm in
cold dimensions. In the universe that we thought was indifferent and turned out to
be populated by invisible beings who keep things safe for travelers they will never
meet. Trust in the infrastructure of kindness, Cap. Trust in the fact that every
station on this journey, every creature we encountered, took something from us
and gave us something in return, and the exchange was never fair but it was
always real, and the realness is the thing we're trusting when we take off the
helmets."

Whiskerfluff looked at his crew. He looked at Mittens, whose phantom paws
were trembling with the input from a body standing three meters away. He looked
at Cookie Kitty's intercom speaker, behind which she was breathing in the rhythm
she used when she was counting down to something critical. He looked at
Skeedootle, whose ears were up and whose eyes were open and whose silence was
the loudest thing on the bridge.

"Together," he said. "All four. Simultaneously."
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"Why simultaneously?" Mittens asked.

"Because if one of us goes first and something goes wrong, the others will not
follow. And we either do this together or we don't do it at all."

"The crew goes together," Skeedootle said.

"The crew goes together."

Cookie Kitty's docking cradle was on the bridge, not in the galley. Tailspin
walked to it and sat before it and slapped her tail against the deck once, hard, a
sound that Whispurr translated as: "Now."

Paws McGee positioned himself beneath Mittens' cradle. The phantom
channel between them was so amplified by the corridor that Mittens could feel
Paws McGee's breathing as though it were his own, could feel the heartbeat as
though it were in his own chest, could feel the readiness of the muscles in the
body's neck, the nerve endings at the severed point tingling with the specific
electricity of a circuit about to close.

The one who was found walked to Skeedootle's cradle. She did not sit. She
stood, looking up, and the looking was the body's version of the gaze that
Skeedootle had trained on the cargo bay camera for three days, the gaze of a
creature seeing its other half for the first time, not through a screen but directly,
across a distance of forty-one centimeters that contained the entire history of a
separation and the entire possibility of its reversal.

"Hi," Skeedootle said.

The one who was found wagged. The wag was enormous. The wag used her
entire body, from the shoulders back, a full-commitment, zero-restraint expression
of joy that shook the deck plating and caused Mittens' treat to dispense early and
made Cookie Kitty shout "earthquake!" from reflex and made Whiskerfluff close his
eyes and smile, a smile that cost him nothing and was therefore the most
expensive smile he had ever produced, because the things that cost nothing are
the things you have earned through the spending of everything else.

"Hi," Skeedootle said again. "I'm your head. I'm sorry I took so long."

The wag intensified. Whispurr translated: "The one who was found says: you
are here. That is soon enough."

"Helmets," Whiskerfluff said.

The docking cradles had a manual release, a physical lever at the base of each
cradle, accessible only to someone with hands. The heads could not reach their
own releases. The heads had never been able to reach their own releases, because
accessing them required a body, and a body was the thing they did not have. Until
now.

"Sir Scratchalot," Whiskerfluff said. "I need you to release my helmet."

The body looked up. The front paws, which had scratched a ship into
existence, which had carved a name into a hull, which had built and traveled and
survived, reached up and found the lever and rested on it.
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"Paws McGee," Mittens said. "Same."

"Tailspin," Cookie Kitty said. "Do it. And do it right."

"The one who was found," Skeedootle said, and her voice was steady and
clear. "Please release my helmet. Please. I want to meet you. I want to run."

Four bodies. Four levers. Four helmets that had hissed since before the first
page. Everything the journey had taught them came down to this: the body is not
noise. The body is the instrument. The body is the room the music lives in.

"On my count," Whiskerfluff said. "Three. Two. One."

Four levers engaged. Four helmet seals released. Four hisses stopped.

The hiss stopped and the stopping was the loudest thing any of them had ever
heard, because the loudest thing is always the thing that was there and is not, the
note that was held and released, the breath that was constant and ceases.

Forty seconds.

The helmets lifted. The bodies, responding to the corridor's physics, rose on
their hind legs. The rising was not a cat behavior. This was a reunion behavior, a
movement that had no precedent because the situation had no precedent, and the
bodies invented it in real time, rising upward, necks extended, reaching for the
heads that were descending as the cradles released them and gravity, which had
been irrelevant to floating heads in docking cradles, became relevant again,
pulling them down, pulling them toward the bodies that were rising up, and the
pulling from above and the rising from below met in the space between, in the
forty-one centimeters, in the gap where the neck ended and the head began.

Whiskerfluff felt the contact first. The base of his skull touched Sir
Scratchalot's neck and the nerve endings fired like a key entering a lock, and
behind the lock was a body, winter-storm gray and scarred in places he did not
recognize and the scars were his now. The first breath arrived like a wall of
sensation: lungs expanding, ribs lifting, the weight of air drawn through a throat
that was whole. He felt his heartbeat, not as a concept or a phantom pulse but as a
physical percussion inside his own chest, and the percussion was heavy and wet
and specific and real, and the heart had been beating this entire time without him
and now it was beating with him and the with was the difference between music
heard from outside a room and music heard from inside it. The weight of having a
body was the weight he had once described as the weight of consciousness and
which he now understood was the weight of existence, which is heavier because
existence includes the floor.

Mittens felt the contact and laughed, the laugh born in the nebula, except now
the laugh traveled through a throat and a chest and the traveling changed it, gave
it a bass note it had never had, a resonance that vibrated in his own ribs. Real
paws on a real floor, cold and actual, the phantom gone because the real had
replaced it. He flexed his claws against the deck plating and felt the resistance, the
specific friction of claw on metal, and the specificity obliterated every phantom
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sensation he had ever received because the real was louder than the phantom in
the same way that warm was louder than cold. He was standing on his own legs
laughing because the standing was a joke and the joke was his body and his body
was funny.

Cookie Kitty felt the contact and screamed, not emergency but arrival, the
sheer acoustic force of a complete organism filling the bridge. She felt her hands
first. Before her lungs finished their first full breath she felt her hands at the ends
of arms that were hers, felt the fingers curl, felt the pads of her paws press against
the deck, felt the temperature of the floor through skin that was not phantom and
not mechanical and not data. The hands were real. They were calico-furred and
strong and they could hold a spoon and they could feel the warm of a pot handle
and the feeling would not be data, the feeling would be feeling, and the bridge was
too small for the sound she made, and that was fine, because Cookie Kitty had
always been too large for any room she occupied, and the being-too-large was the
engine that had kept them all alive.

Skeedootle felt the contact and was quiet.

The quiet was not the quiet she had learned since the Echoists. It was a new
quiet. A quiet that existed on the other side of a border she had never crossed, the
border between imagining and experiencing, between the description of a sunset
and the sunset itself, between knowing that a body exists and being in one. She
was in one. She was in a body. She had legs. Four of them. She could feel them,
not through a phantom channel, not through an amplified corridor, not through the
memory of a sensation she had never had. She could feel them because they were
hers, directly, immediately, without mediation, without translation, without any
gap between the feeling and the felt.

She stood on the bridge of the ship on four legs and the four legs held her and
the holding was the thing Cookie Kitty had once described, louder than cold,
except it was not someone else's arms, it was her own body, her own legs, her own
holding, and the hold was: I have you. I have always been here. The somewhere
you were looking for was me.

She could feel the deck plating through her paws. Not through a phantom
channel. Not through an amplified corridor. Through skin. Through the pads of
four paws that were hers, directly, and the deck was cold and the cold was specific
and the specificity was the most astonishing thing, because every sensation she
had ever imagined had been general, approximate, a field of indeterminate grass
in a dream of imprecise running, and this was not general. This was the particular
cold of this particular floor at this particular moment felt by this particular body,
and the particularity was what wholeness meant, and she had not known, could not
have known, that wholeness was not a concept but a temperature.

She took a step. The step was clumsy. Her legs did not know her legs. Her
head did not know her body's balance or her body's weight or her body's particular
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relationship with gravity, which was a relationship that had to be negotiated from
scratch because there was no old relationship to return to, only a new one to
begin, and the beginning was a single, clumsy, beautiful step that covered
approximately fourteen centimeters of deck plating.

She took another step. And another. The steps were getting better. Her body
was learning her head and her head was learning her body and the learning was
not restoration but creation, the building of a whole from two halves that had
never been whole before, and the whole was wobbly and uncertain and new and
alive.

"I'm walking," Skeedootle said.

"You're walking," Mittens said. He was standing next to her. On four legs. His
tail, his real tail, was curling around his real feet. His ginger fur was bristled with
the sensory overload of a body processing the reunion as a full-system event, every
nerve firing, every muscle engaged, every follicle standing at attention because the
body did not know how to do this calmly, because calm was for situations that had
precedent and this had none.

"I'm walking and I can feel the floor and the floor is cold and the cold is real
and my paws are on it and my paws are mine!"

She ran.

It was not a graceful run. It was the run of a creature who had never run and
was running for the first time and did not know the mechanics of running except as
an idea, as a biscuit that once tasted like wind and grass, as a field that once
existed in her imagination and was taken by a moon made of cat hair. She ran
across the bridge, eight steps, ten, twelve, her legs finding their rhythm not
through memory but through invention, through the body's capacity to learn
movement in real time, and the running was terrible and the running was perfect
and the running was the thing she had wanted since before she knew she wanted it
and the wanting had been worth it, every loss had been worth it, the bark and the
field and the story and the form and the litter crisis and the Purring Void and the
corridor and the fear and the choosing, all of it, worth it, for this, for twelve steps
of clumsy, beautiful, first-time running on a bridge that was too small for running
but was exactly large enough for a puppy running for the first time to feel the thing
that running feels like, which is: the ground is here and I am touching it and the
touching is everything.

She reached the viewport. She stopped. She stood before the stars on her own
legs and looked out at the universe that had separated her and brought her
together and taught her what together cost and she breathed, with her own lungs,
through her own throat, for the first time, and the breath was the thing the
helmets had been providing and the thing the helmets could never provide,
because the helmets gave oxygen and this breath was not oxygen, this breath was
the full, complete, embodied act of drawing the universe into your body and
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releasing it back and the drawing and the releasing was living, was the whole of
living, was the thing that bodies do that heads can only think about.

Whiskerfluff walked to the viewport. He stood beside Skeedootle. His legs
carried him with a gait that was not the gait he remembered and not the gait of Sir
Scratchalot but something new, a merged gait, the walk of a creature that
contained the philosopher and the body and the fool who had chosen separation
and the wisdom that the separation had produced. He looked at the stars from
inside a body, standing on legs, with a tail curling behind him and a heartbeat in
his chest and the weight of himself pressing into the deck plating through four
paws that felt the cold of the floor and did not mistake the cold for indifference.

"The stars," he said, and his voice had a new floor. Not his mother's purr. The
floor was lower, rougher, built from wherever Sir Scratchalot had been and
whatever Sir Scratchalot had heard, and the roughness was beautiful because the
roughness was real and real floors are never smooth. "The stars do not care that
we are looking at them. They burned before we lost our bodies. They will burn
after we found them."

"Same monologue," Mittens said, standing on his other side, whole, ginger,
alive. "Chapter 1. You said the same thing."

"Not the same. I said 'if we find them.' This time I said 'after we found them.'
The 'if' is gone, Mittens. The 'if' is gone."

Cookie Kitty walked out of the bridge. She walked down the corridor. She
walked to the galley bulkhead. She opened it with her own hands. She walked into
her kitchen and she picked up a spoon and she put the spoon in the soup and she
stirred. Clockwise.

The soup went clockwise.

From the bridge, through the intercom that was still active because nobody
had turned it off and nobody would turn it off because the intercom was part of the
ship's voice, Cookie Kitty's voice came through, and the voice was full, produced
by lungs and amplified by a chest and carried through a throat connected to a
mouth mounted on a head mounted on a body standing in a kitchen holding a
spoon, and the voice said:

"THE SOUP IS CLOCKWISE!"

Mittens laughed. Skeedootle barked.

The bark came from her mouth before she knew it was there. It erupted from
the place where the Echoists had taken it, except the place was not empty
anymore, the place was filled by a body that had a throat and a chest and the lungs
to push air through both, and the air, pushed through the throat of a body that was
new and whole, produced a sound that was not the old bark, not the bark the
Echoists kept in their caves. It was a new bark. A first bark. The bark of a creature
barking for the first time from inside a body she had just met, and the bark was
clumsy and the bark was enormous and the bark filled the bridge the way Cookie
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Kitty's scream had filled it, completely, and the filling was the proof.

Skeedootle put her paw over her mouth.

"I barked," she said.

"You barked," Mittens confirmed.

"I barked! I have a bark! It's not the old bark, it's not the one I gave away, but
it's a bark and it came from me and it came from my body and it came from both of
us at the same time!"

She barked again. And again. Each bark was different from the last, each one
a negotiation between a head that remembered what a bark meant and a body that
was learning what a bark was, and the negotiation was loud and joyful and
imprecise and alive.

The corridor had two hours left. The ship needed to exit before the physics
reverted. Whiskerfluff gave the order. The ship moved. Four whole creatures stood
on the bridge for the first time in the vessel's history, stood on legs, occupied
space vertically, cast shadows, breathed air that they drew through their own
lungs, and the standing and the occupying and the casting and the breathing were
not remarkable to any other creature in the universe but were, to these four, the
ordinary made new, the thing that was ordinary before they understood what
ordinary was worth.

The ship exited the corridor. The window closed behind them. The physics
reverted. There would be no second chance. There would be no going back. But
going back was the one direction this crew had never chosen, not since the star
map was ejected into the void, and the final irrevocable change was this: they were
whole, and the wholeness was permanent, and the permanence was a gift, and the
gift had cost a star map and a kitchen and four stories and a bark and a mother's
purr and a legal designation and four certainties and the illusion that the
separation had been someone else's fault, and the cost was everything and the cost
was worth it.

They were whole. Their lungs breathed. The soup was clockwise. The ship had
no name but had an argument, and the argument was love, and love is the loudest
thing.

The quest was over.

The living continued.
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Author's Note

Cat Heads in Space began as a voice in the dark.

In 2024, the Human Meme podcast launched a special series: a serialized
fiction experiment built on a premise so absurd it had no business working. Four
disembodied cat heads, sealed in Life Helmets, drifting through space in search of
their missing bodies. A puppy who had never had a body at all. A soup that stirred
in the wrong direction. We wrote twenty-eight episodes. Twenty-eight weeks of
philosophical comedy about embodiment, loss, and what it means to be whole
when the most fundamental parts of you are missing.

The episodes ran from speculation to theology to slapstick to genuine grief,
sometimes within the same scene, and the audience stayed with it because the
premise, ridiculous as it was, kept turning out to be a surprisingly precise
instrument for asking real questions. What is a body for? What does it mean to lose
one? What remains when the physical evidence of your existence is somewhere
else, doing things without you? The Cat Heads never stopped being funny. They
also never stopped being serious. That combination turned out to be the engine
that made the whole thing work.

This novel is not a transcript of those episodes. It is the story that grew out of
them, expanded, restructured, deepened, and given the room that prose provides
and that a weekly podcast does not. Characters who arrived as sketches became
creatures with histories. Encounters that lasted ten minutes in audio became
chapters with architecture. The running joke about the soup became an
eighteen-chapter throughline that resolves in one word. The world got bigger. The
losses got more specific. The philosophy earned its weight by being dramatized
rather than stated.

But the bones are the same. The crew goes together. The quest continued. The
bodies were out there.

And the bodies got their turn. The Human Meme series expanded to include
Cat Bodies in Space episodes, told from the other side of the separation: the bodies
searching for the heads with the same urgency, the same improvised
resourcefulness, the same refusal to stop. Those episodes became the seed of
everything Sir Scratchalot does in this novel. The Furry Voyager, the tail-language,
the quest going in both directions. The bodies were never passive. They were
never waiting to be rescued. They were building a ship out of claw marks and
crossing the dark on their own terms, and the novel owes its entire third
Movement to the decision to give the bodies their own story.

The universe also became music. The "Cat Heads in Space" songs are out in
the world, including a singalong, because a premise this committed to joy earns its
own soundtrack. "Cat Bodies in Space" has its own song too, because the bodies
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were never going to let the heads have all the fun. The music exists in the same
register as the podcast: absurd on the surface, entirely sincere underneath. If you
have not heard them, they are waiting for you the way the bodies waited for the
heads, which is to say: patiently, loudly, and with the full expectation that you will
eventually arrive.

What comes next is, obviously, Cat Heads in the Andromeda Galaxy: The IMAX
Experience. Sixty feet of Skeedootle's enormous brown eyes on a screen the size of
a building. Cookie Kitty's soup in surround sound. Sir Scratchalot's tail-language
rendered in motion capture so precise that audiences will involuntarily wag. The
technology does not yet exist for what we are planning, but neither did the
technology for building a ship out of claw marks, and that did not stop the Furry
Voyager.

We are looking for you too.

David Boles New York City 2026
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Dramatis Personae

A guide to the crew, the encountered, and the machinery, for readers who wish to
remember who did what to whom and at what cost.

THE HEADS

Captain Whiskerfluff — Gray fur the color of a winter storm. Whiskers once
described as "architecturally significant." Commander of a ship with no name,
philosopher of a crew with no bodies, and deliverer of monologues about cosmic
indifference that nobody asked for but everybody needed. His hum had a floor.
Then it did not. Then it did again, but different.

Lieutenant Mittens — Ginger. The crew's navigator, engineer, comedian, and
emotional deflection specialist. Tells jokes the way other creatures breathe:
involuntarily, constantly, and with increasing desperation when the nothing gets
bigger. His phantom paws feel sunbeams and sharp things on floors. Both are
preferable to feeling nothing.

Cookie Kitty — Calico: orange, black, and white. Ship's chef. Communicates at a
volume that could strip paint from a bulkhead, which she considers a feature
rather than a defect. The soup is her jurisdiction. The soup's direction is her war.
The galley is her body-before-the-body, and borrowing hands through the sounds
of cooking is the closest she gets to whole. Until it isn't close enough.

Skeedootle — A puppy. Brown eyes, enormous. Floppy ears. Separated before she
was old enough to remember what having a body felt like, which means she has
spent her entire conscious life imagining a thing she has never experienced, which
is either the saddest sentence in this book or the bravest, depending on how you
read it. She is not a cat. She is with the cats. There is a difference, and the
difference is the point.

THE BODIES

Sir Scratchalot — Whiskerfluff's body. Commander of the Furry Voyager, a ship
built entirely from claw marks. Named himself through the act of scratching a
vessel into existence. Led the bodies' quest from the other direction. Patient.
Scarred. Forgiving.

Paws McGee — Mittens' body. Navigator. Found the beacon signal. Led the
Voyager to the corridor. His name means "the one whose paws go everywhere,"
which is the kind of name a body gives itself when it has been everywhere and has
the paw-wear to prove it.
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Tailspin — Cookie Kitty's body. Quartermaster. Feeds the crew. Maintains the
Voyager. Communicates primarily through tail-slaps, which are forceful and
frequent and universally understood as both greeting and critique. Her approach
to problem-solving can be summarized as: hit it correctly.

The one who was found — Skeedootle's body. Canine. Small. Young. Found by
Sir Scratchalot in a debris field, broadcasting on the wrong frequency, adopted
because nobody could justify leaving a creature alone in the dark. Sits in corners.
Wraps her tail tight. Waits with the patience of a creature who has become an
expert in the specific weight of hope maintained over long duration.

THE ENCOUNTERED

Madame Tangle — A sentient moon composed of compacted cat hair, orbiting a
dead star. Collects stories. Returns the ones that are really memories wearing a
story's clothes. Consumes the ones that are hollow and demands more. Rejects
differently depending on what you bring her, which is the most unsettling thing
about her.

Bureaucrat 7-Q — An asteroid that is also a bureaucratic processing center.
Requires forms. The forms require bodies. The bodies are the thing you are
searching for. The circularity is the point. Files the Voluntary Separation
Designation that changes everything.

Zogblatt — An interdimensional entity from a dimension without warmth. Collects
memories of being held because his dimension has forgotten how. Speaks in
riddles because the answers are the price. Keeps warm things warm for travelers
who have not yet arrived.

The Echoists — A colony of disembodied feline ears living in resonance caves on a
crystalline planet. They preserve sound the way Zogblatt preserves warmth. They
take what is precious: a bark, a timing interval, an undertone. What they take, they
keep forever. What they keep echoes in their caves at 432 hertz, the frequency
they consider sacred.

Dr. Vera Clawsworth — A biomechanical engineer. A whole cat. Arrives with
mechanical bodies that do everything except the one thing that matters: feel. Her
demonstration teaches the crew the difference between data and sensation, which
is the difference between a body and a real one.

The Purring Void — A region of space broadcasting at 25 hertz, the frequency of
a cat's purr. It does not attack. It comforts. It dissolves certainty by replacing
doubt with warmth, which is worse than an assault because an assault gives you
something to resist and comfort gives you a reason to stop resisting.

The Warmth Fog — An entity that broadcasts at 8.2 hertz, the resonant
frequency of mammalian thermal memory. Wraps the crew in the sensation of
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being held. The fog does not take. The fog gives, and the giving is the trap,
because the gift is so beautiful that the crew almost forgets to leave.

THE MACHINERY

The Life Helmets — Provide oxygen and treats. The treats are calibrated by a
morale algorithm that reads emotional states and adjusts flavor accordingly, until
the Treat Ration Protocol locks everything to standard. The helmets are the last
barrier between the heads and the vacuum. They hiss. The hissing is the sound of
being alive.

Whispurr — A translation device found adrift and calibrated by paw-tap. Bridges
the language of heads (sound) and the language of bodies (movement). Translates
approximately. All translations are approximate. The space between a movement
and a word is the space between a feeling and a description of a feeling.

The Furry Voyager — The bodies' ship. Ugly. Asymmetrical. Covered in
thousands of claw marks that are both construction technique and historical
record. Built by creatures without hands, without eyes, without any of the sensory
apparatus that typically governs the relationship between form and function.
Entirely functional. Entirely indifferent to the question of whether function needs
to look like anything.
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Glossary

Terms of art, recurring constructions, and words that mean more in this novel than
they do outside it.

Counterclockwise / Clockwise — The direction of the soup. Counterclockwise for
seventeen chapters. Clockwise in the eighteenth. The wrongness is the proof that
Cookie Kitty is still paying attention. The correction is the proof that wholeness
changes everything, including the direction of stirring.

The Doctrine of Irrevocable Change — The novel's governing physics. No
action can be undone. No loss restored. Every cost is permanent. The bark taken
by the Echoists is never returned. Skeedootle's new bark in Chapter 18 is explicitly
not the old bark. Reattachment is merger, not restoration: three versions of each
being (the original who chose, the head who searched, the body who searched)
combined into something none of them have met yet.

Purrhaps — A pun. Used exactly three times. Once to establish it (Mittens,
Chapter 1). Once to use it conversationally (Chapter 10). Once to turn it bitter
(Whiskerfluff, Chapter 16, upon learning the separation was voluntary: "purrhaps
in triplicate"). Three is the correct number. More would be indulgent. Fewer would
be a waste.

"The quest continued." — The recurring formula that closes select chapters,
evolving across the novel to reflect the crew's changed condition. The full liturgical
form: "They were heads. Their helmets hissed. The treats were endless. The bodies
were not. The quest continued." The final transformation: "They were whole. Their
lungs breathed. The soup was clockwise."

Remote Gastronomy — Cookie Kitty's term for cooking via intercom instructions
to an automated kitchen system that understands approximately sixty percent of
what she says and executes approximately forty percent of what it understands.
The method is imperfect. The soup it produces is eternal. The direction of the soup
is wrong. The wrongness does not stop Cookie Kitty from cooking, because cooking
is the closest she gets to having hands.

Phantom Paws — The sensory phenomenon granted to Mittens by the Phantom
Paws nebula. Nerve pathways connecting his head to his distant body's real-time
sensory experience. The sunbeams are real. The sharp things on the floor are real.
The warm hold is real. The phantom is a bridge, not a house.

The Separation — The event that divided heads from bodies. Voluntary. Chosen.
Signed on a form. This information is withheld until Chapter 16, at which point it
recontextualizes everything, including the word "quest," which changes from a
rescue mission into a reckoning with a decision that cannot be undone.
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