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A kitten, fur as gray as the stormy skies, quivered and shook from prolonged exposure to the harsh, cold wetness of the outside world. Mother was gone, that was for certain, but it was the tiny cries for her that brought a brand-new mother to the scene. A mother that was neither female nor feline. A mother that stood so tall that it had to crouch down just to see the kitten as it sat under the porch, slowly waiting out the inevitability of nature.
“Well, hello there,” the being said. “You must be freezing under there, huh? Tell you what, I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”
The being disappeared briefly. They returned soon after, carrying a large cardboard box. They did not set it down or tip it over to allow the kitten to walk in. Instead, the unthinkable happened. A massive hand entered and invaded the kitten’s only safe place and gently grasped around it as if the hand were the gentlest hawk searching for food. Being too weak to resist, the kitten was lifted from the ground and removed from its hiding place, only to be placed on something dry and soft in the bottom of the box. Then it started to move. The skies shifted about until they transformed into something light and solid, the atmosphere becoming dry and warm.
“There we go,” the being said, its face appearing above the kitten. “Hey Ellen, you won’t believe what I found!”
“What is it, Ron?” A second being’s voice answered, its face barely coming into view of the kitten. “Is that…a cat?”
“It sure is. I found it under the porch outside.”
Then, a high-pitched gasp rang out. Quick footsteps ensued, and a much smaller face appeared full of awe and excitement.
“It’s so cute!” The smaller being exclaimed.
“Not so close, Emily,” Ron said, “You don’t want to scare it.” 
“Oh lord... Ron, the poor thing must be freezing!” said Ellen. “We need to take it to a shelter.”
“More like a vet,” Ron said.
“Kenny, look!” said Emily.
An even smaller being walked over to the box and looked inside. It, too, emitted a high-pitched gasp, its eyes widening. 
“Kitty!”
“Kenny, Emily, please be careful,” Ellen said.
“Mom, can we keep him? Please?” asked Emily, turning to look up at her mother.
 Kenny also looked up at Ellen with big, hopeful eyes.
“I…no, we’re not keeping him.”
“Ellen, honey, maybe this is an opportunity for the kids. You know that they’ve always wanted a pet. This would be a dream come true for them, don’t you think?”
“But it… Ron, what if it’s sick?”
“That’s why…” Ron began, his face coming into full view of the kitten as he lifted the box, “I’m taking it to the vet.”
The box started moving again, this time back into the harsh outside world, but only momentarily, before entering another world with an atmosphere like that of the house. This world was louder, however, and there was a sense of moving constantly, albeit subtly.
The kitten’s still constant cries grew louder. Where was this alien abduction leading it? It did not know. All it had known before was mother, but now, it also knew cold, sickness, hunger, fear, confusion, suffering…
“Tell me about it, little fella,” Ron said, responding to the kitten’s cries, “We’ll be there in no time.”
Of course, these reassurances failed to resonate with the kitten. All it had known during its short life were basic needs. Needs that only its mother had been able to meet: her warm and nourishing milk, her guidance, her love, and her protection. All these needs now depended on this alien creature, but until these needs were met, the kitten would continue its cries.
At long last, they arrived in yet another atmosphere with white, static, and paneled skies. In this place, the kitten could hear other creatures’ cries, some of which were similar to its own.
The box remained suspended in mid-air as Ron began speaking to someone.
“Hey, I have a little kitten here that I found outside in the rain. I think it might be sick, but...”
“Oh, uh, ok,” another voice said. “So, will you be the one covering their care?”
“Oh, yes, of course.”
“Perfect. Are you a current client of ours, or would you like to set up a patient profile?”
“I’m not a current client.”
“Alright, then, what’s your name?”
“Ron Garner.”
“And your address?”
“8855 Rosa Street.”
“And a good number at which to reach you?”
Ron gave them his phone number.
“And what would you like the kitten’s name to be on file?”
“Their name? Uh…” Ron hesitated while he searched for the most suitable name his mind could grasp at the moment. “Corrr-ban, I suppose?”
“C-O-R-B-A-N?”
“Sure, why not?”
“I’m assuming they're male, then?”
“Haven’t gotten that far yet. I mean, I only discovered it no more than an hour ago.”
“Gotcha.”
“Now, I think this might be an emergency. He’s tiny, wet, and shaking; he doesn’t look so hot if you ask me.”
“Got it. The doctor will be out shortly.”
“Thank you.”
A few minutes later, a new voice spoke to Ron in the waiting room.
“Hello, I’m Dr. Emmy Downs,” the voice said. “Is that Corban we’ve got here?” 
“Yes, it is.”
“Perfect.”
A new face then appeared above Corban's.
“Oh, poor thing,” Downs said, her eyes returning to Ron. “And you said you found them out in the rain?”
“Yes.”
“So, where exactly did you find them?”
“Well, it was hiding out under the porch of our house.”
“All right then, I’m just going to take them in the back to get clean and dry and check some vitals. Maybe we’ll see if they will eat or drink anything.”
The box began to move again, but this time, the doctor’s face accompanied Corban as they entered another realm of this strange world.

Ron sat in the waiting room with a sense of anticipation. It was as if one of his own children were being treated down the hall. He had never felt, let alone done, any of this for an animal before. He had known his children would love it, though, and with that in mind, he hoped Corban would secure a place in the family.
Corban would eventually return clean, hydrated, and with a prescription of antibiotics—a syringe that could be given orally no more than three times a day—to combat a flareup of feline herpes (a common ailment among cats). All that was bundled together with a hefty invoice. Ron was willing to pay for it and give him his medicine. After all, he made a promise to his kids and to himself that he would take care of this little munchkin.
Corban would now return to what was considered home. While Ron ventured out again to fetch some kitten food and accessories, little Corban felt comfortable enough to take a piss in the cardboard box, covering the evidence with more of the towel lining the bottom. Having witnessed this, Ellen would later dispose of the ruined towel. Meanwhile, Corban finally gained the courage to leave the box and enter his new haven, much more spacious than the previous one, with friendly giants roaming about. 
Not long after Ron returned home with supplies, Corban ravenously ate a small can of chicken and vegetable stew, thirstily drank from a bowl of water, and gradually learned to use a new box of gray dirt to cover his waste. The children, Emily and Kenny, watched intently over Corban as if worshipping him. It was as if they had found their new god, with its perfect gray coat and glowing green eyes.
 
From the beginning, Corban had always slept with Kenny since the child was three. Ellen had frequently encountered the two together in bed, both sound asleep. Sometimes Corban, lying atop Kenny’s chest like a night hag, would look up at Ellen with his green eyes glowing in the reflecting moonlight before returning to his slumber. Since the start of this ritual, she was worried that the playful kitten would awaken her sleeping three-year-old; only the kitten had also been asleep, its loud purrs radiating across the room. Initially, when she tried to usher the kitten out of the room before bedtime, Kenny had protested.
“No, Mommy, I want Corban.”
“You want him to lay with you?” Ellen had asked. Kenny nodded in response. Ellen could sense a strong bond between a boy and his cat. Man’s best friend was usually a dog, but Corban was the kind of kitten any child would want: Playful, affectionate, hypnotizing, and a pain in the ass; an equal partner in crime.
All the children loved him: Kenny, Emily, and any of their friends who laid eyes on him. The star of the show was always Corban. His perfectly gray short-hair charm pertained to all the world's children, and each new child he met couldn't get enough of him. The feeling was mutual for Corban. Rubbing himself against them, the purrs emanating from his body would hypnotize the children as if making a covenant with them.
However, it was Kenny who would remain closest to him, and vice versa. Their bond was unbreakable, and would remain intact for seven years, until one Saturday morning.
Kenny routinely allowed Corban outside to hunt in the morning, typically coming back just a few hours later, sometimes with prey. It was an aspect of Corban that Ellen had always despised, as she frequently found the blood and guts of rodents on the kitchen floor. On a few occasions, the rodents would still be clinging to life. They would struggle to survive in a world alien to them, while this feline monster would be on their tail. Kenny was not too pleased about the sight of such carnage, either. Whether shrew, rat, or lizard, he always felt for the little guys. It still didn’t stop Kenny and Emily from frequently letting their carnivorous god loose on the world to initiate a sacrifice, nor did it diminish their adoration towards him.
Corban enjoyed the outside world, the suffering it had previously brought him at the start of his life now long forgotten. There was freedom for him, and it felt all too right. He was a king, and the woods were his castle. He could hear his avian subjects chirp amidst the trees, see the squirrelly squires roam, and feel the lush breeze flow throughout the kingdom. Everything was in utter harmony. He could even see—
A tall figure suddenly emerged several paces away. The young figure walked about, holding a large stick that said: I’m the king, and these woods are my castle.
Corban was used to seeing these humans, having lived closely with them for seven years. He was especially used to seeing these young ones, and thus, he initially paid little attention to the boy. After all, humans would always share their affections, as if offering their worship and prayers to their feline god.
This adolescent boy seemed no different to him. It stopped in its tracks and looked at Corban intently, like eyes on prey. The boy’s fixed and seemingly lost gaze was soon followed by a smile, and he began to approach the cat slowly.
“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” the boy said, pulling a long and thin object out of his pocket. He flicked it, and it extended to a single sharp point.
Having encountered another friendly human, Corban approached the boy to let the affections begin...
 
It was only later in the evening, at a time wedged between lunch and dinner, that Kenny became concerned enough by Corban’s absence, which by now had accumulated to being several hours. Wondering now where the cat could be, Kenny began to search in his bedroom for Corban, checking under the bed and inside the closet, but no cat was there to be found. The next place he planned to search was in Emily’s room. Her door was closed, however, and she was likely in there, fixed on her phone like many girls her age were. Nonetheless, Kenny decided to knock on the door for good measure. 
“Emily?” he asked timidly through the door.
“Yes?” Emily’s voice replied with slight annoyance.
“Have you seen Corban? Is he in there with you?”
“No, he’s not in here. Why? Can’t find him?”
“Yeah.”
Kenny could hear Emily’s footsteps approach from behind the door before she opened it and asked, “Want me to help you?”
“Yes. Can we check your room, just in case?”
“Fine,” Emily said, opening the door further to invite her little brother in. 
The previous search procedure was implemented here just as it had been in Kenny’s room: under the bed and in the closet. Unfortunately, there was no cat.  
“Let’s check Mom and Dad’s room,” Kenny then said.
They did just that, repeating the procedure once more; no cat. Now that the upstairs had been cleared, Emily asked, “Did you check downstairs yet?”
“No, but I haven’t seen him at all since I let him outside this morning.”
Emily felt a slight annoyance. She was tempted to think that all Kenny had to do was just walk downstairs and search the area. He would likely find Corban napping somewhere as simple as that, and there would be no need to drag her into this. However, she also loved that cat and understood Kenny’s love for him. Thus, she knew not to consider such dismissive ideas.  
The two of them ventured downstairs to the living room, where Ron and Ellen sat watching TV and reading a book, respectively. As if sensing an unspoken plan between one another, Kenny and Emily parted ways to continue their search. Emily checked the cabinets and the storage closet in the kitchen, and of course found only food and unused dishes. Kenny, meanwhile, checked the bathroom. The door to the bathroom was open, the lights turned off, but the curtain to the shower was closed. He pulled the curtain aside, for a brief second imagining a disturbing sight behind it, but the shower was empty. 
Kenny returned to Emily, who looked at him and shook her head in defeat. He then walked into the living room and made a last ditch effort to search for Corban, seemingly ignoring his parents as if they weren’t there. Of course, Ron and Ellen weren’t going to sit idly by while their kids rummaged through the living room where they had made themselves comfortable. Instead, Ellen looked up from her book and said, “What are you looking for?”
“Corban,” Kenny replied.
“Are you sure he’s not outside?”
Kenny stopped his search and looked at his mother. “I let him out hours ago and haven’t seen him since. I was hoping maybe he would be in here.”
Ron then tuned in to their conversation. “What’s going on?”
“They can’t find Corban,” Ellen replied. 
“You checked the whole house?”
“All except the garage,” Kenny said.
“Well then, how about you check in there?”
“Can you help me? It’s crowded in there.”
“Sure thing.”
Ron, Kenny, and Emily then walked over to the door leading to the garage. They opened it and turned on the light, illuminating the deep intricacies of storage within it. It was unlikely Corban was in here, Kenny thought. Even at his young age, he knew from experience that whenever something important was lost, educated assumptions had no merit. 
Walking further in, he began this tedious part of the search with a few high-pitched calls. “Corban? Here kitty, kitty, kitty.”
They checked the nooks and crannies formed by the clutter within the garage for several long minutes but found and heard nothing. This left the only possible place that Corban could be to be the outside world. It was a thought that Kenny was hesitant to consider in that it opened the unreal possibility that Corban could be just a foot away or halfway across town—or the world, for that matter. 
After leaving the garage, they ventured through the house again and out the back door to begin their external search. They started by peeking underneath the patio and then scanned the backyard thoroughly. They then worked their way to the front of the house where they scanned the immediate surroundings and looked underneath their car. There was still no feline in sight. 
Thus, they deduced that the woods beyond the backyard would be the most plausible place Corban could be. After all, the wild was an outdoor cat’s second home, in a sense. However, with the cluster of seemingly endless forestry overtaking the landscape, they knew it would be no easy feat. Despite this, they opened the gate leading beyond the backyard and proceeded into nature’s oblivion. Ron and the kids made the decision to separate to expand the search. 
“Be careful, kids,” Ron said. “Try not to go too far. We don’t need you to get lost as well.”
“All right, Dad,” They both responded.
They searched the forest for several minutes, and heard the occasional crunch and rustle, only to discover the source to be birds, squirrels, or a breeze. Then Ron’s nostrils caught a slight whiff of smoke in the air. What is that? He thought. A campfire? In these woods? No way. A forest fire? Whatever it was, he tried to follow the smell. He realized that he was getting closer when he noticed a faint plume of smoke nearby. As he got closer, he saw that the source of the smoke appeared smaller than he had expected. Then he heard the sound of sizzling. He figured someone must have set up a campfire. But why here?
Now that Ron was close enough, it did not appear to be a campfire at all. There was no wood, nobody around tending to it, and no supplies whatsoever. The smell permeated the air at this close proximity, burning his nostrils. It was a toxic blend of stenches: meaty, sulfuric, sweet, coppery, musky. 
Covering his face with his shirt, he finally understood the source's identity. It was an animal, not just any animal, but a cat. He could not tell what color its coat was because the fire had burned it away, and its body was the fuel. Its head was gone, blood staining the ground where it would have otherwise been. Its flesh sizzled and roasted, the skin burnt to a crisp.
“Oh God,” he said in repulsion. He then heard Kenny and Emily approaching.
“Dad? Did you find Corban?” Kenny yelled.
“Don't come over here!” He exclaimed.
Ron turned to face them, attempting to usher them away with his arms, but it was too late. Their eyes had already taken in the scene, as they looked past their father at the roasting corpse.
Emily ran to it first. It took her a minute to process what she saw before she screamed.
“Emily, dammit, get away from there!” Ron said.
Kenny, too, began to cry out as he fought against his dad to see his furry friend one last time, “No! Let me see him! Please, Dad! Please!”
Ron then gave up the efforts to stop his son and went to grab his daughter. He felt she was too close to the fire and its toxic fumes, and moved her away from it.
Kenny slowly approached the body, watching it burn out the last of its heat. Ron ran back to the house to get some water. He returned with a bucket, dumping the cold water on the corpse, as if he were giving it a heavy, torturous shower. Slight steam rose from the body and eventually disappeared. It was Corban, all right. They could feel it. When Kenny came to this realization, he began to cry hysterically.
“What the hell happened?” Ron said.
“I don’t know!” Emily replied.
“He was murdered!” Kenny exclaimed. He then fell to his knees and began to bawl before the wet and seared corpse.
Ellen had finally joined the group. Upon laying eyes on the carnage, she covered her mouth in shock.
“Oh, dear Jesus…”
 
Back at home, the family mourned together, Kenny and Emily clutching their mom and dad for comfort.
“He is in a better place now,” Ellen said through tears, hoping to give her and her children closure.
“No!” Kenny exclaimed, “I didn’t want him to die. It’s not fair!”
“I know, sweetheart,” Ellen said, holding him close and kissing him on the forehead. “But eventually, we will all get to see Corban again. I promise you that.”
Emily wiped her tears. “But who would do something like this?”
“I don’t know, but that’s what I’m going to find out,” Ron said.
Ron would file a police report that same day. Unfortunately, the officer would tell him that with neither a suspect nor witness, there would be almost no case for the wrongful death of an animal. That night, Ron decided to dig a grave beside Corban’s cold yet charred body. He then used the shovel to gently move the body into the hole. He covered Corban with dirt, hoping to obscure the traumatic scene as much as possible. Of course, the trauma could not simply be obscured, and for the time being, the family would not know what had happened to poor Corban...
 
…but Corban knew. Indeed, even after he was stripped of his vessel, his soul still could never fully molt away the memories. Unfortunately, life is sometimes chock full of madness and tragedy, but in the end, it is all an exchange of shells. The shell known as Corban was nothing more than that: a shell. The true nature of Corban and his consciousness was his soul. The soul is not a magical specter of another realm, but an organism. Each function in the universe serves an evolutionary purpose, and the soul and its functions are no exception.
Upon Corban’s gruesome fate, when the brain severed from the spine and the neurons ceased to fire, his soul had departed from its shell and entered an endless sea of traffic. However, Corban was not yet ready to complete the process, having not yet fully molted his skin of memories, knowledge, and consciousness. Although he had not fully molted the skin of his old life, much of its trivialities were stripped along with the shell, only retaining the fundamentals and highlights of it all. There was one crucial fundamental: Kenny. There was also one important highlight: The troubled boy. The boy who did this atrocious thing to his shell. The boy who sunk his pocketknife repeatedly into Corban’s flesh, as if behind Corban’s emerald-green eyes was the father who had beaten the boy repeatedly. He would then finish Corban off, severing the cat’s head like a king putting his enemies to death. Realizing the extent of his treachery (and the need to cover up his atrocity), the boy left the corpse briefly. He returned with a lighter and a small canister of kerosine. He poured out just enough that he thought his father wouldn’t notice any missing and lit the corpse ablaze. Feeling a sense of sadistic satisfaction, the boy then went nonchalantly on his way, leaving Corban’s shell to burn behind him.

Having separated from his shell, Corban’s soul would roam in a daze, encountering and passing by other souls. Time seemed to have no parameters. A minute could have been an hour, an hour could have been a day. All his soul knew was that time was passing. Eventually, he would return to ground zero. That is where he encountered a familiar face: the disturbed boy walking with his stick as if it were a staff, and the woods were still his kingdom. The highlights came flooding back to Corban’s soul, but something else began to drive him as well. An urge…an instinct…one he had never felt when living in his shell. His soul moved toward the boy. What had once looked like a person now appeared to be just another shell; one which he instinctively desired to inhabit. As the soul’s impulse took over, he entered the boy’s shell.
Despite these primitive efforts, another soul was already inhabiting this shell, and it wanted him out. Unfortunately, it was too late; Corban’s essence had already flooded into the brain. This twisted, disturbed brain. It was wired differently than usual. Some crucial parts also seemed to be missing, but it would have to do.
Of course, two souls inhabiting one shell could simply not do. *** Yet the tango had already begun between the two souls, fighting for dominance and control of the shell.
The boy stopped in his tracks, but no cat was tortured this time to compensate for lost parental love. Instead, he felt something in his mind that was not his own. He felt as if his brain didn’t fully belong to him. Then things started to become foggy, and he fainted.
The boy awoke in a state of semi-consciousness. He got up and began crawling, stumbling, and contorting. Grunts and moans emanated as saliva dripped from his mouth. The boy then stood up and screamed, arms flailing. He began to claw at his face and hiss like a cat attacking itself.
“No! Get out of my head! Get out! No, no!” The boy exclaimed amidst bursts of clarity in his semi-conscious frenzy.
The two souls continued to fight for control of his mind, failing to realize that their vessel was stumbling in the direction of disaster: A small cottonwood tree had been broken at the middle during a storm. Its top half lay detached on the ground, and the remaining exposed trunk had splintered at the tip to create a massive stake. The boy continued stumbling towards it before finally tripping over the tree’s top half and clumsily spreadeagled down onto the spiked trunk. Thus, just as he had sunk his knife into the flesh of nature, so too did nature sink her knife into his. It got him by the stomach, piercing deep into his flesh. He let out a loud groan, lifting himself off the bloody stake and onto the ground. The boy lay there, writhing and coughing up blood, as the two souls within him continued their fight, even as their vessel began to die.
It would take the boy a while to bleed out and ultimately force both souls out of the shell. While Corban veered off into the distance, the soul that had once controlled the boy did not. Though most of its skin had molted, the fundamentals and highlights, of course, would remain. The boy’s soul would not find another vessel. Instead, it would hold on to its pain, injustice, and legacy and haunt the world of the living. The more prolonged the soul remains outside a shell, the more it will adapt to worldly functions: delirious and nonsensical actions such as moving objects of the physical realm or even harassing the living—something which this boy was bound to do. However, as the soul remains without a vessel, the skin of its old life will molt more until no remnant of its past remains. So became the fate of the boy.

Corban’s soul would roam the area around what was once his home but wouldn’t realize it until dark. When he noticed it, he ventured in with what little fundamentals he had left. He explored the area as he entered through the cat door and into the living room. There, in one corner, was a box of gray dirt. He recognized it: a fundamental. He went over to it briefly, attempting to touch it but to no physical avail. He then set his sights on a small plush object by the couch. This object, with its set of eyes, ears, nose, and tail, was another fundamental. Past memories of batting around this toy mouse like a rag doll surfaced. He tried playing with it as he used to, but again to no avail.
As these fundamentals all came flooding back, he felt another urge. Not an unusual urge, but a fundamental one. He went up the stairs and through the hall to one of the bedrooms. The door to this bedroom was open. The inside was mostly dark, save for a night light illuminating the room with dreamy wonder. Lying in the bed was a boy, fast asleep. This boy was not just another shell but perhaps the most significant fundamental in Corban’s old life: Kenny. As the boy lay there, Corban’s soul could see that his mind was in an otherworldly state as if in a dream. It expanded and fleshed out to allow the soul perfect entry, and so he went for it, entering the boy’s mind.
Instead of finding the inner hardware of the shell and the soul that inhabited it, Corban’s soul reentered the dark room of the boy’s dream. This time, he had his old shell to sport, and as he walked into view, Kenny’s voice quietly called out to him.
***“Who’s there?” Kenny said as he lay in his bed. Suddenly, he saw a familiar shape walking majestically into the room, its emerald green eyes glowing in the dark.
“Corban, is that you?”
Corban said nothing, however, and continued over to the foot of the bed. When he got there, he hopped up, walking from Kenny’s feet to his chest.
“Corban…” the boy said gratefully yet quietly. “You’re alive.”
In this dream, Corban embraced his previous nature. He would do what he always did every night. Kneading into Kenny’s arm, he would lay in the crevice between the boy’s arm and body. Corban’s body would then melt into it, heavily yet gently.
Kenny immediately embraced the soft, heavenly warmth in his arms. He began to pet Corban, and the cat would purr loudly at the sensation. It was a magical moment between them. A boy with his best friend once more, hypnotized by the cat’s deep purrs, glowing eyes, and sparkling gray coat. It was as if an angel had visited Kenny, and it was the most welcoming and beautiful angel Kenny had ever seen.
“I love you, Corban,” Kenny said. “You are my best friend in the whole world.”
For a moment, it was almost as if, by the miracle of dream logic, those purrs said to him: I love you too, Kenny, and I will always be with you.
Their dreamed magical embrace would last what felt like a whole night. Alas, all dreams must come to an end.
Eventually, Corban stood up, arched his back in an extensive stretch, and started walking down the length of the bed.
“Where are you going, Corban?” Kenny asked him.
Showing no reaction to the boy’s pleas, Corban hopped off the foot of the bed.
“Don’t leave me again. Please. I need you.”
Corban continued to walk toward the open doorway that would lead to oblivion. Before Corban left, though, he stopped and turned to look at the boy. Without words yet heard perfectly by Kenny, Corban then said: We will meet again sometime.
The cat walked through the doorway and disappeared around the corner. Corban was gone once more, this time for good.
 
Kenny would later awaken to the sun shining through his bedroom window. He was alone. Corban was gone. As he lay in his bed, staring into the bright outside world, he wondered if Corban had entered a light like this. He remembered Corban’s last words in his dream, and tears began to stream down his cheeks.
He didn’t leave his bed for a long while. Eventually, his mother went to check on him.
“Kenny, breakfast is ready. You’re still in bed?”
“Yeah,” he said tiredly, turning over in his bed.
Ellen walked over to him and sat at the foot of the bed.
“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
“I had a dream last night where Corban was still alive, and he came into my room to lay down with me.”
“Aw,” she said touchingly. “Well, Kenny, maybe he just came to say goodbye.”
More tears began to fill his eyes. “I miss him.”
“I know. We all do,” Ellen said, resting her head on his shoulder.
 
Once more, Corban’s soul roamed the earth. This time, it was amidst an endless sea of traffic. The skin of his old life was nearly molted away and hanging by a mere thread. What was known as Corban was almost gone. Fundamentals and highlights began to break down, leaving only the basic instincts of a pure soul. This soul was now part of a game of musical chairs in a sense—or akin to a crab shell exchange. Like the hermit crab, when the shell is discarded, the souls inside search for fresh new shells that have not yet been inhabited.
As Corban’s soul continued to search for a brand-new shell, the last thread of the skin of his old life had finally molted into oblivion. Individuality was gone, and Corban was no more. Now, only a soul remained. This soul would soon stumble across a perfect shell. 
An expecting feline roamed the wooded area of its neighborhood, but she was not the shell to be desired. The shell was within her womb, having just begun to experience the formations of the brain; it was ready for a consciousness. Instinctively, the soul veered toward the cat. Of course, the cat did not notice, for it could pay no mind to what it could not see or feel. The soul entered the womb. Many shells were inside, but only one had not been inhabited by a soul. It knew this one was to be its shell, and with the full might of instinct, it went in.
 
Kenny knew he could never get over the grizzly tragedy that was the death of his best friend and the most incredible cat the world had ever seen. However, it seemed to him that his family most certainly could. A few months later, into the winter months, Corban’s grave was now decorated by a single layer of stones in his honor and topped off with a veil of snow. Kenny would visit the grave to explain the recent events that were soon to transpire: that his family was taking him to the shelter to look for another cat.
“I just hope you can forgive me,” he said, standing in the snow before the grave. A light breeze whistled through the frozen dead woods. It was in these same woods that the family would later find out that a neighborhood boy would die in a “freak accident,” according to the police officer who observed the scene. A tragedy it was, indeed…
 
The shelter was an extensive facility. As they walked through a hall lined with cells of barking dogs, they eventually passed into the “hairball hall,” as Ron put it. The cats here were in glass cubicles stacked upon one another like miniature cells of the criminally insane. The family of four looked around at the various cats. Some of these cats were timid, others eager for affection. None, of course, interested Kenny, who only wanted Corban. It wasn’t fair… he thought. Why must I replace him? He doesn’t deserve that. But what more could he do? This wasn’t just for him, after all. The whole family had loved Corban, of course, but with Corban gone, they still wanted a furry friend to love. After all, do they deserve to lose that forever?
Kenny broke off from the group at his mother's insistence, who suggested he try to find a cat he particularly liked. He walked around with limited interest and saw a variety of cats—young and old, sick and healthy, friendly and mean—but they didn’t resonate with him.
He walked into another, smaller room of the cat complex. He hadn’t visited this room yet, and it was here that he saw it. A black and white furball of a kitten stood up to the glass and yelled directly at him with all its might. Although he would not have bothered, Kenny suddenly needed to stop and look at it. The kitten, so tiny it couldn’t be two months old, continued to scream as if begging for his attention. Although it was long-haired, black on top and white on the bottom, sporting blue eyes, and looking nothing like Corban, it resonated with him. There was something about it that was all too familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on it as to why. He walked over to the glass.
Having been separated from its mother, the kitten was in dire need of affection.	 It was as if it had seen this small giant before; as if it had always known them. This was its caregiver. This was its friend. This was its new mother. It cried out through the invisible barrier that had separated mother from baby, its tiny paws resting on the glass.
Kenny reached out a finger, which met the kitten’s paw on the glass. There was a recognizable moment of magic between them.
“Corban?” Kenny said quietly.
His family soon came over to where he was, surprised to find their son already bonding with the most adorable little munchkin they had ever seen.
“It's so cute!” Emily said softly.
“Do you want it, Kenny?” Ellen asked him.
“I feel like I’ve always had them. I think it’s always been with me.”
…I will always be with you…
“Well then, that settles it,” Ron said.
At long last, Corban had come home…
 



Author’s Note:

There were three different events that helped to inspire my debut published story, Corban’s Shell. The earliest of these events was the backstory of the first cat my fiancé and I adopted: Teestak. Teestak was first brought to the shelter where I would adopt her from in quite a poor state. She was suffering from an upper respiratory infection brought about by feline herpes—which, much like the human herpes virus, is very common among cats and will remain in their body for the rest of their life. However, feline herpes only causes sniffles instead of facial or genital irritation. Top that off with being dehydrated and underweight, and you had a sick, sad, lonely kitten. This backstory, of course, served as the inspiration for Corban’s origins.
The second event, or rather an idea per se, was when my friend and I discussed the evidence for and against reincarnation. As the skeptic I was and still am, I didn’t believe there was any evidence for such an idea, let alone a reason. I thought, "If reincarnation is real, what purpose does it serve?” That’s how I came up with a theory that it was like an exchange of shells among hermit crabs; that the “real us” was our soul acting as a living organism, while our bodies were a shell that we wore, and when the shell “molted”, we went off to find a new one. It made more sense to me, as it provided a more rational purpose that aligned with nature, rather than being purely magic beyond our understanding. Thus, I had intended to write Corban’s Shell as almost a science fiction story, but it became apparent after I had finished writing that it still harkens closer to fantasy than sci-fi.  
The final event that helped to inspire this story didn’t concern the plot, but the emotion of it. That event happened only a few weeks before I came up with the idea and began writing it. My youngest cat, a kitten named Teebee, had begun throwing up, having diarrhea, and losing her appetite. She was only around nine months old yet still looked so tiny—and at the time of publishing this, she still does, at least to me. Concerned, I took her to the vet to see what was wrong. Until then, she had never been sick. That was when the doctor told me that little Teebee was showing signs of dehydration and stomach tension, and they wanted to run an X-ray on her, worrying about a blockage. Being the pessimist that I am, I immediately thought: “A tumor”. What made this feeling worse was that Teebee, bless her little kitten heart, was moving around too much to get a proper X-ray. Therefore, the doctors recommended a sedative to calm her, akin to “a glass of wine,” as they put it. The only problem was it would take a few hours to kick in; time which I didn’t have to wait there. Thus, the only option was to leave her at the vet and pick her up later that day. That was the first time I had ever had to leave one of my cats at the vet—even when one of them had a urinary blockage. Something about leaving that cute, precious little pain-in-the-ass at the hospital got to me. I must not have been having a very good day at the time—who would when you’re paying one thousand dollars for your kitten’s medical treatment—because while at work, I was on the verge of bursting into tears, and pessimistically imagining my little kitten passing away. Eventually, I couldn’t hold it in anymore, and I left my post, ran to the restroom, and began to bawl. You may or may not think that’s silly, crying over what later turned out only to be gastroenteritis (the “stomach bug”), but when I told my friend and my mother, they both said something along the lines of: “Welcome to parenthood.” Pet parenthood, in this case.
With all that, I found my inspiration for this short story, and I hope you enjoyed reading it... 
Cherish your furry friends, everyone…

