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	“Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.” - Anatole France
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Part I: Machine Nest

	I live inside a machine that sleeps like an animal and wakes like weather.

	When it sleeps, it holds the night in its ribs. The cold gathers in the bones of it, and everything inside smells like last day’s heat, like coffee ghosts and stale salt. When it wakes, it trembles first - just trembling, like a shiver a giant makes when it remembers its name - and then the heart of it starts to beat. The first beat is always too loud. The first beat rattles my teeth.

	I keep my nest in a place that never gets kicked. There are places in the machine you learn not to trust because they collapse without warning, or because they snap tight on your neck when the giant comes, or because they glow with a rich and terrible warmth. My place is above the foot cave and below the shin shelf, behind a curtain that looks like fur but isn’t - it tastes like tar and winter. I pulled threads from the floor forest and shredded a book into white curls. I stole soft from a mitten. I carry treasure in my jaw and I pack it with my paws, pat-pat, because the night is long and the machine has seams where the wind can find you.

	I love the seams because the seams tell me stories.

	Air speaks. It comes in the morning with milk breath from the valley and it comes in the afternoon carrying the city’s carbon skin. It whispers down the hidden throats of the machine, hums in the round mouths high above. When it is angry the machine howls, and the big round bone before the giant quivers, and the world buckles under us. That is not a story I like. I wait then. I fold like a leaf and become a quiver inside a quiver, and I press my flank to the duct and listen to the map.

	Maps are not pictures. They are pressure. They are the way the rumble quickens when the ground turns from smooth to pocked, the way the right side of the machine complains when it eats a hole, the way the light slides over my lids when we slip under branches of shadow cast by poles and poles and poles. I know when we are near the place of gulls because the air grows metallic and fat with fish-sour. I know when we are near the red mouth house because the light is hell-red through my eyelids and everything smells like sugar smoke, old oil, and salt.

	When the machine sleeps outside, the dark has claws. The sky water talks on the shell and runs in lines I follow with my tongue when I am brave. Outside has claws and eyes and fangs, but it also has seeds and a thousand thousand stories that say leave. Inside has a heart like thunder trapped in a box and teeth hidden in the soft, but inside has heat, and heat is a god.

	I learned the machine’s prayers by accident. The giant makes them. The giant has heavy feet that press the floor forest into valleys. The giant leaves offerings in the cup hollows and the bag caves - skimmed salt skins, yellow moons bitten, bones that once held meat but now hum with faint, greasy songs. I do not praise. Praise is too close to begging. I take. Taking is safer because it is a plan.

	The first time I tasted the sweet water that burns, it was because the machine had been angry all day and then suddenly gentle. We stopped where the red mouth house breathes hot breath into the cold. Light came in on my whiskers in a way it hadn’t before, and the giant spoke into the air with the voice that makes other giants speak back, and then the giant made the small square face glow. The giant pushed the square’s light down the big round bone and I tasted electricity in the air. All that while, the red mouth exhaled sugar-sleep, and when the giant took the salted skins to its face and made the grateful noise, it dropped a pebble into my country.

	The pebble was amber, hard-soft, tacky with heat. It smelled like summer making promises. I knew then there were foods made of light.

	I took it to my nest and let it share my warmth. I turned it over and over with my paws until it lulled me. In sleep, my paws remembered the first nest I ever built in the hollow wood where everything smelled like wet bark and a dog sang and a moon hung enormous and white like a nail. That was before I learned the machine.

	The machine is a teacher with waits between lessons.

	Between lessons, I work. I pull strands from the soft tunnel under the chair mountain because the soft tunnel exfoliates forever. I arrange my white curls so that when the heart beats the curl edges kiss and make the smallest shushing sound. I like that sound. It is like telling myself I am here. Here. Here. The more here I am, the less I am outside where the night has claws and the stories say leave.

	There is another voice in the machine that isn’t air, isn’t heart, isn’t giant. It is a tiny bell that rings sometimes at the corner of the hot dark. I tried to find it once, and my whiskers brushed a wall that was too smooth, and the smooth shocked my whiskers all the way to my spine. I went still and counted my breaths and made my smallness smaller. The bell stopped. The bell says not for you. I listen.

	Some days, when the giant is gone and the machine is breathless, I climb the spine tunnels and put my face near the round mouths. I can smell other lives there. Not just the giant. Giants smell like salt and metal and the sour they make when they are worried. Giants carry cloud water with flowers in it on their skin. But there is also petting fur smell, the kind of fur that is allowed in the sun and rests its chin on knees. There is also sharp lemon fear from a spray the giant used at the place where I leave tiny beads of myself. That fear is thin, a pretender fear; it makes my whiskers laugh. Once, there was a smell like my kind. It dragged along the duct like a string I could follow with my teeth. It made my heart paw at my ribs. I waited a long time and the string went thin, then away.

	The machine has enemies. The worst are rain and hunger, but there are other enemies that pretend to be friends. One day, an altar appeared.

	I came out for the day-fallen offerings - the giant had been loud with another giant and then let their voice go flat, and flat means careless, and careless means crumbs - and in the foot cave there was a kind of house I had never seen. It was a small sun-shiny room inside a room, with a smell like new snow that is not water and not sky, a sharp brightness that made the taste of my mouth thin and bright too. At the door of the small room, there was a gift. Meat. Not old meat, not hard edge meat. Blessing meat. The meat was wrapped in threads so straight that even my cleverest tooth could not pick between them.

	It took me a long time to see the smile.

	It was an iron smile, a smile without happy, a smile you could fit only once. I sat away from it and told my whiskers the story of careful. I told my paws the story of waiting. I told my belly the story that says empty is a prayer you make to keep your name. The machine was sleeping, and rain was talking very fast on the shell. The giant had left the iron smile where I must find it. The meat was singing wet songs. My head was full of meat songs.

	There is a way to test an altar without being the sacrifice. I picked the smallest red thread of meat with my front teeth and drew the song away as far as the song would go. The smile made no sound. I put my paw on the smooth of the small room and the smooth made cold climb my arm and asked my heart to hurry. I curved my spine and made my long self longer, and I let my whiskers touch the thread behind the smile. Then I went away. I went all the way to the nest and told myself the story of my first winter until the rain was tired.

	Later, when the giant woke the machine and the heart was a river and the world was moving walls of light, the iron smile laughed without me there to hear it. In the morning, the altar was gone. The place smelled like lemon fear again, but underneath, faint, there was a ribbon smell of my kind, a ribbon that led away under the chair mountain and into the place where the machine is nothing but blue-black tangles and heat. The ribbon stopped where there was a mark made of pain. The air there tasted like old pennies and quiet.

	I sat on my back paws and washed my face until my face was mine again.

	When the machine goes to sleep for many sleeps in one place, the outside tries to make a map of it. Wind writes leaves into the corners under the tires. Spiders string music from mirror bone to shell edge. The sun moves and moves and wears the same hole through the same carpet of dust on the dash field until you could believe the machine had a fixed star above it and a bird trained to aim. I know we stay when the ground begins to smell like other machines. There are families of machines. They come and go at different hours and all of them sigh at the end like they have taken off a heavy head.

	I listened to the families and to the pigeons and to the wind, and I heard a new note. It was small and skittering, and it lived in the space between the machine’s breaths. I put my nose to the seam and filled with air until my ribs said enough. There it was: a shape like me, carved in scent. Older. Wary. Carrying dirt from a place with heat that is not the machine’s heat. The scent went up into the lights and down into the water tray and along the hump where the giant rests its arm to command the big round bone. It went to my nest and didn’t go in. It turned away there and waited in the foot cave, in the dark where the giant does not step.

	I waited too. I tucked my paws in. I made no sound and made all my heartbeats line up. We are stones, I told my blood. We are waiting stones.

	The shape appeared in the way the air parted. If you make your eyes into night, you can see by whisker alone. I have nights of waiting, and I have learned how to unmake my impatience and braid it into rope I can climb. The shape made no sound. It wore a scar like a necklace and its tail had a soft crook. It smelled like old fire and bitter snow - the altar smell, but far away, and thinned by time.
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