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      The moon decided it was time while I was reorganizing my spice cabinet.

      I'd gotten as far as alphabetizing the chili powders when that familiar tug hit behind my sternum—insistent, unavoidable, the cosmic equivalent of someone grabbing your shirt collar and saying now.

      The cayenne bottle hit the floor. I didn't bother picking it up.

      "Tibby?"

      He was already in my arms before I finished saying his name, settling into the crook of my elbow like he'd been there all along. His tail flicked once.

      "I have a bad feeling about this one," he said.

      "You say that every time."

      "I'm usually right."

      The pull intensified. My kitchen dissolved into silver light and cold wind, and I had exactly enough time to think please not another desert before—

      I landed on ice.

      Hard, flat, endless ice stretching in every direction under a gray sky that looked like it had never heard of the sun. The cold hit like a physical wall—sharp, immediate, the kind of cold that makes your lungs hurt just breathing.

      "Oh no," Tibby said. "Oh absolutely not."

      That's when I heard the arguing.

      "—fish consumption protocols clearly state head-first consumption during ceremonial periods—"

      "—ridiculous! Everyone knows tail-first eating promotes better wiggling afterward—"

      "—the Sacred Fish Orientation Guidelines have been established for THREE CENTURIES—"

      "—guidelines, schmuidelines! We should all wiggle at our fish before eating them and see what happens—"

      I looked around. The ice stretched everywhere, white and seemingly solid, but as I watched, a thin dark line appeared between my feet. A crack. Hairline at first, then widening as I stared at it.

      CRACK.

      The sound came from everywhere at once. Not just the crack beneath me, but dozens of them, racing across the ice in all directions like someone had dropped a stone through glass.

      "—proper fish orientation cannot be IGNORED during times of territorial—"

      CRACK. CRACK. CRACK.

      The surface split into massive sections—chunks the size of city blocks separating with sounds like breaking thunder. The ground beneath me lurched sideways.

      I jumped left, away from the widening gap, and that's when I saw them.

      Penguins. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. Scattered across the breaking ice in two distinct groups, and every single one of them was passionately debating fish-eating techniques while standing on terrain that was literally falling apart beneath their feet.

      "—the traditional approach ensures proper digestive efficiency—"

      "—WIGGLE THE FISH FIRST! ALWAYS WIGGLE THE FISH—"

      A massive rift opened between the two groups with a sound like the world's largest zipper coming undone. Fifty feet of dark water suddenly separated them.

      They didn't stop arguing about fish orientation.

      I stood there, freezing, watching an entire island break into pieces while its residents held a passionate academic conference on the correct way to eat lunch.

      The nearest penguin—posture so rigid he looked like he'd been carved from ice and animated through sheer force of proper etiquette—turned to acknowledge me with grave ceremony.

      "I am the designated diplomatic representative of The Stiff Necks Colony," he announced with tremendous dignity. "We require the Seventeen Formal Acknowledgments before engaging in outsider discourse."

      "Seventeen?" I said.

      "Proper protocol demands—"

      A second penguin bounced over, literally bouncing from foot to foot with what appeared to be chronic enthusiasm.

      "Don't listen to him! We're The Wigglies! We think you should wiggle at this whole situation until it sorts itself out!"

      They demonstrated with what could only be described as interpretive emergency-response dancing.

      I stared at them. "I'm sorry. Did you say The Stiff Necks and The Wigglies?"

      "Our colony designation reflects our unwavering commitment to proper spinal alignment and formal governance structures," the first penguin explained, as if colony naming was a serious field of academic study.

      "We chose our name because we wiggle!" the second penguin announced. "At everything! Watch!" They performed a demonstration wiggle that somehow conveyed both greeting and territorial concern.

      Nine hundred years of cosmic community service. I'd mediated disputes between warring gods, negotiated treaties with sentient trees, and once spent an entire month trying to explain compound interest to a dragon with mathematical anxiety. But this was the first time I'd been sent to resolve territorial conflicts between political parties who had named themselves after postural preferences and rhythmic movement.

      "How exactly," I said carefully, "did you decide on these names?"

      "We held a formal naming ceremony," the Stiff Neck explained. "Seventeen subcommittees. Forty-three potential designations. Proper voting protocols."

      "We wiggled until we found something that felt right!" the Wigglies representative said cheerfully.

      "Of course you did."

      "The assignment?" Tibby asked quietly.

      Right. The assignment. I looked up at the gray sky, waiting for cosmic instructions.

      The words appeared, elegant and unhelpful:

      RESTORE THE ISLAND TO ITS ORIGINAL FORM

      I stared at them until they faded, then looked back up.

      "Any chance of clarification on that?"

      Nothing.

      "Maybe some specifics about methodology?"

      Still nothing.

      "How about a deadline? Timeline? Helpful hints?"

      The sky maintained its professional silence.

      "Perfect," I muttered. "Restore the island. The island that's currently breaking into pieces while two colonies argue about fish-eating techniques."

      "The proper orientation of ceremonial fish consumption—" the Stiff Neck began.

      "EMERGENCY WIGGLING!" the Wigglies penguin interrupted. "We should form a wiggling circle and wiggle at the problem until—"

      That's when Tibby disappeared.

      Not fell through ice. Disappeared. One second he was in my arms, the next second the ice beneath us opened like a trapdoor, swallowed him completely, and snapped shut.

      We all stared at the spot where he'd been.

      A beat of silence.

      Then, from somewhere beneath our feet, a muffled voice: "I'M FINE. EVERYTHING'S FINE. I'M JUST SWIMMING WITH THE FISHES. VERY COLD FISHES."

      The ice cracked open about ten feet to our left, and Tibby's head popped up like a very angry periscope.

      "THIS," he announced, "IS THE WORST THING THAT HAS EVER HAPPENED TO ME."

      "You've died in worse ways."

      "NAME ONE."

      "The barrel incident."

      "The barrel incident was DIGNIFIED compared to this." He paddled over to the edge with the furious determination of someone who had Strong Opinions about ice-based transportation. "I'm freezing, I'm soaked, and I think something nibbled on my tail."

      I levitated him out and set him on solid ice, where he immediately began the most dramatic shaking routine I'd ever witnessed—water flying everywhere, complete with sound effects.

      “I HATE this place," he said between violent shakes. "HATE everything about this place. HATE the ice. HATE the water. HATE the fish-argument penguins."

      "They're actually quite passionate about their fish orientation," the Stiff Neck observed helpfully.

      Tibby stopped shaking to stare at him. "Their fish orientation."

      "Head-first versus tail-first consumption during ceremonial periods. It's a complex issue with deep historical—"

      "I'm going to die here," Tibby said flatly. "Many, many times."

      “I love you, my infinite-life cat,” I said.

      “You better.”

      The sound of boat engines echoed across the water then—mechanical, confident, completely out of place. I looked toward the horizon and saw them: three boats cutting through the dark water between ice floes, moving with the kind of purposeful speed that suggested their owner had never met a problem that couldn't be solved with superior paperwork and Brooklyn confidence.

      The boats pulled up to the nearest large ice floe, and workers started unloading equipment before the engines had even stopped. Surveying gear, stakes, flags, what looked suspiciously like the beginning stages of a major construction operation.

      Then he stepped off the lead boat.

      Even from a distance, I could tell this was someone who considered Antarctica to be just another real estate opportunity with an unconventional climate. Expensive coat, professional clipboard, the kind of stride that suggested he'd probably tried to renovate the Statue of Liberty at some point.

      He planted a flag in the ice, checked something on his clipboard, and immediately planted another flag six feet away.

      "Excuse me," I called out across the water. "What are you doing?"

      He looked up, squinted in our direction, then pulled out a megaphone from nowhere.

      "REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT," his voice boomed across the ice floes. "EDDIE MINOR-FINCH, MINOR-FINCH CONSTRUCTION. THIS HERE'S PRIME ANTARCTIC TERRITORY AND WE ARE GONNA MAKE IT WORK."

      "Prime Antarctic territory?"

      "LUXURY ICE-FRONT PROPERTIES. EXCLUSIVE PENGUIN VIEWS. VERY MARKETABLE." He gestured at the breaking ice like he was showing off a penthouse. "YOU WANT TO INVEST? GROUND FLOOR OPPORTUNITY."

      I looked at the Stiff Necks representative. "Please tell me he's not serious."

      "He arrived two days ago with legal documentation," the penguin said grimly. "Claims territorial acquisition rights based on 'absence of recognized property ownership structures.'"

      "Meaning?"

      "He says we don't count because we don't have deeds."

      The Wigglies penguin bounced anxiously. "We tried wiggling disapproval at him! We wiggled very sternly! It didn't work!"

      "ALSO," Eddie's voice boomed again, "I GOT PERMITS. LOTS OF PERMITS. SEVENTEEN DIFFERENT PERMITS FROM SEVEN DIFFERENT AGENCIES. VERY LEGAL. VERY PROFESSIONAL."

      He planted another flag with a small flourish.

      "This is insane," I said.

      "Nine hundred years," I muttered to myself
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