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			Dedication

			For all the stories going unheard or devalued in this strange world we live in now.

			I hear you and see you. You are loved.

			Thank you for being my own signal to noise.

		
	
		
			
			Prologue

			📻📡

			Static. A quick dial turn to search the channels, waiting for the frequency to catch like a needle through the thick fabric of silence. There. A spark, a hum, resolving into a calming overture. Then, the voice. You don’t know whose voice it is, precisely, but it’s comforting. Caring. It only has your best interests at heart. It’s speaking to you, directly to your heart, your secret thoughts unuttered, and though it’s speaking, taking its turn, it’s urging you to do the same.

			Urging you to tell your story.

			“. . . for we are not the same as the Brindles,” the voice croons, softly, your inner ear vibrating as you nod along, like it’s plucked the red string of fate, your fate, and sensed your longing. “They call us monstros — monsters — but they cannot know us if we don’t tell them our true natures. Our stories. There are parts of us we won’t dare show this world: our mistakes, our fears. But it’s these things that bring us together and make us stronger. Shouldn’t we share them, together, before we lose the words? Before we forget our own voices?”

			You could change the channel. It’s too late, though, because you’re already rooted in place, the broadcast weaving its cocoon tightly around you, and you don’t mind. Not after all this time of not being seen, not being heard. Here you are, finally understood, finally turning your face towards the inviting light. No longer will you live in shadow, no longer will you be afraid.

			And the voice, so soothing, reaching out towards you . . . so clearly, in your mind’s ear, as if the voice, and the person speaking it, is standing right in front of you, beckoning. “Come,” it says. “Come, and tell your story.”

			And your legs (however many of them you have), or your claws, or your hooves, or your tendrils, your tail — scale and fur, whisker and flesh that glow in the darkest dark of your secret heart — they move, forward, one step at a time, following the voice, leaving everything else you knew before far behind.

			You are ready to tell your story. You are ready to be heard.

		
	
		
			
			
				Chapter 1

				The Thief on the Mountain

			
			Once upon a time . . .

			This simple line always made Sable’s heart quicken, because it was a promise to the reader. To her. A promise that ahead, woven between the lines of every book she clutched close, there would be a story to wrap around her shoulders like a comfort. Wherever the story took her, at least a book could be relied on; it never broke its promise. It had a beginning, a middle, and, while she often mourned it, an end. Even if they didn’t end the way she wanted or expected, the final word was the final verdict, and she could close the covers between her hands, press the book to her scales, and sigh, the warmth still there, even when it was over.

			Then her scales would buzz anew, and she would have to leave her home in the knot of the old renderwood tree, and find another. A simple life. But, for what it was worth, hers.

			She made sure the scarf around her throat was secured, while her tail — her body — uncoiled, and pushed her up from the dark, warm den she’d called home all these years on the northernmost slopes of Mount Quixx. Her eyes flicked and flexed as daylight filled them, peering through the rotting underbrush to make sure she was alone, that she wouldn’t be disturbed. It was nearly sundown, which would help her endeavours; so would her scales, which shimmered as they caught the fading light to match the cascade of vermillion, chartreuse, amber, and the clinging viridian of the forest floor. But always, they went back to their natural shade of violet, which she preferred. It matched the threadbare cardigan she’d been wearing for the last two months, unable to remove it. Because it had pockets. Yes. That was it. Not sentimentality. Sable never had an attack of that.

			Her heart thrummed as she thought the name of the person who made the cardigan, and the scarf to match, but she didn’t dwell on it further. She folded her thin arms to her chest, clutching the book close as she pressed to the ground and began down the mountain.

			This book’s story had been, in Sable’s expert opinion, a little too cloying . . . she was never one for romances awkwardly shoe-horned into intricate plots of murder and vice. After all, she had nothing in her life to compare them to and didn’t feel interested in finding a point of reference. But she’d been unable to stop herself from turning the pages, devouring the story in less time than the last.

			Kepler had taught her to read the Brindles’ strange slanting language, and she’d adapted quickly, learning so much more from these pages than she would have if she’d spent the last two years in the town below, as most of the Camillites had — even her own mother. You’ll never know them if you don’t try, Isolde had chided with one mouth while grinning with the other. Sable also had two mouths, but she couldn’t speak from either of them. That her mother could was really a trick of luck, one that Sable hadn’t been born with.

			Absently, she touched the gem in her forehead, feeling the thin crack that ran along it. Defect, she called it. Unique, Isolde had corrected. But what did her mother know? About Sable, or even about Brindles, for that matter. Sable didn’t want to know the humans, and she didn’t want them to know her. She was content with things as they were.

			Besides, what was there to know that she couldn’t simply read about?

			Unlike in the books she’d spent these tenuous years devouring, Sable was not protagonist material. Not even in her own story. How can you lead a tale if you don’t have one? True enough, excitement had happened on this mountain and in the town, once upon a time, but it didn’t involve her. She was content with that, too.

			Really.

			And though many might despair at this realization, it gave her a rush of relief. She wouldn’t have to make the hard choices the heroes did. She wouldn’t have to take a single slither out her door to enjoy adventure. Adventure was already laid out for her with each new read, with the luxury of entering or leaving the stories from the convenience of her burrow.

			Why bother having a story of your own when there were so many being written for her?

			She shivered through the leaves, then stopped suddenly, the warning vibration of movement nearby humming in her jawbone, rippling through her forehead. She was near a drop off the mountain face, but this worked to her advantage as she spun herself upside down along the length of a sideways pine jutting out from the rock. She waited, coils blending in with the dun of the needles, and watched as, on the path above, two figures emerged — and even though Sable didn’t spend time in Quixx if she could avoid it, she recognized them immediately: Professor Derrek Bedouin and his partner, Constance Ivyweather.

			Sable’s scales crawled. Had they seen — or worse, heard her? Sable tightened closer to the tree, flicking out her tongue, tasting the air coming off the pair. They both seemed relaxed, their crinkled eyes and upturned mouths suggesting they were in their own little world. She relaxed slightly at these cues, trusting in everything she’d read as she tried to understand not only Brindles, but what the Camillites saw in them. These two seemed capable of living together with ease, but to Sable, their bond was just another tangled mystery.

			The pair leaned towards one another, hands linked, and Sable turned away, finally feeling like an intruder. She waited until the vibrations of their movements left her, the two strolling down the slope towards the new bridge that made it easier for folk to come and go between the town and the observatory. Sable had many close calls here, but if she were ever to get caught . . . no. She wouldn’t. She needed this place, needed what it held. And so far, no one seemed to mind — or notice — what she was doing.

			Once Constance and Derrek were well out of range, Sable uncoiled from the tree and slithered out, arching upwards to get a better visual, then made her way around the back of the massive round building. As the shadows of the first days of autumn crept in earlier, she used that to her advantage, still clutching the book close as her tail clung to the observatory’s inviting curves, up towards the great telescope that pointed to the heavens. If only the fog were still here, she thought, not for the first time. Better cover, at least.

			When she reached the observatory, Sable took a moment to look up at the sky, the dusk clouds tinged rose against the stark, magnificent blue of a dobber egg. Sometimes there were sights worth coming out of her burrow for, especially ones painted so miraculously. Kepler was right; there was beauty out here. But maybe only in small doses.

			Kepler.

			Sable turned away, her tail looping effortlessly around the telescope as she slid inside the observatory’s roof, sticking to the shadows cast by the equipment and letting her scales flex and change with the light. She had her usual route and kept time accordingly. Three minutes was all she needed to make her selection and get out again. Derrek and Constance usually walked to town together every second evening to eat in the Solarium at the Happy Bell Boarding House. They would be gone for hours, but Sable couldn’t risk lingering. If she were caught, she’d be cut off from her supply, and that wouldn’t do at all. She’d already been caught at the Quixx Library, and this was all that was left to her . . .

			She slid along the floor, slipping through an open door, down a corridor, and — there, at the end, a wide set of double doors inlaid with elegant golden whorls.

			Professor Bedouin’s study.

			Sable wouldn’t touch the door. Beside it was a panel, and when she put the book down and pressed her palms into it, it gave, sliding sideways. She wiggled through, pulling her tail after her in one quick snap, then she turned, reclaimed the book she’d put down, and slid the panel back.

			She turned towards the room, towards her prize . . .

			“Hello, Sable,” came Derrek’s cheerful signing with his four hands, Constance standing patiently next to him.

			Sable froze, clutching the book, her tail coiling tightly in a spiral as she hunched down, down, shrinking into the shielding cover.

			“It’s all right!” Derrek signed again, then held up his top pair of hands. “You’re not in trouble.”

			“Sort of,” Constance signed from beside him, her gestures a little awkward. Sable continued to go into her coils, casting her eyes down as she held the book up in her quaking hands.

			Derrek crept forwards on his eight legs, a bemused smile on his face. His amber eyes blinked in concert, reading the title out loud. Sable could make out the words as he mouthed them: “The Fatal Promise. Ah yes, one of my favourites!”

			Constance came forward cautiously, and when she did, Sable noticed the study’s window, her usual escape route, was open, and at the edge of the casement, a few stray red threads, likely from the dropped hem of Constance’s red trousers.

			Sable shook her head, trying to focus and not get caught up in little details, but she couldn’t help herself. They must have known she was coming, their little display earlier a ruse so they, too, could sneak back in. The professor was an elegant climber, after all. Too bad about the trousers, though.

			Derrek’s hands flashed again, and Sable was taken aback. “What did you think of it?” He pointed to the book.

			Sable blinked, her shoulders lifting as she folded her arms, looking to the side. After a pause, one that was likely too long for polite conversation, she signed, “Romance isn’t my thing.”

			It didn’t stop you from reading it all in one night, she chided herself, and was glad that thoughts, like the rest of her world, were also silent, despite her second mouth — her traitor-mouth — bulging behind the scarf knotted tightly to conceal it.

			Derrek tapped his chin, then turned towards his impressive library, the shelves reaching to the ceiling and across the room from his great, silken web. He replaced the book in its slot.

			“You’ve been doing this a while.” Constance’s signs were stilted, some of them incorrect, but she spoke the words, too, and Sable could read the odd Brindle mouth movements just fine. In the air, she tasted Constance’s nervousness, which made Sable relax. At least they had something in common.

			Sable shrugged again, her coils loosening as she stood up a little taller. She fiddled with the ends of her scarf, then signed, “I was going to give it back. I always do.” A quick glance at Derrek. “What gave me away?”

			Derrek seemed confounded at first, then recovered, signing awkwardly, “Nothing, actually. I forgot my pocket watch, came back up, and saw you . . .” He pointed skyward.

			Sable’s scales flashed a brighter shade of their natural violet before settling. That’s what I get for admiring the view . . . She dipped her head, her dark, bluntly shorn hair falling into her eyes like a protective veil.

			“I saw the book was missing, but I thought Derrek was just reading it,” Constance said, signed. “I know you’ve had some . . . trouble at the library, but . . . I’m sure they’d still give you a card.”

			Sable tried not to, but she rolled her eyes. Had she broken into the library after hours? Yes. Had she stolen books, when apparently one could simply take them out whenever they pleased, for free? . . . Also yes.

			But, at least, she hadn’t had to talk to anyone. Since then, she had returned the books — well, after hours. And after another break-in. Anyway, now things were terribly awkward, and why did it bear repeating?

			Derrek beckoned for Sable to join him, and, defeated, she obeyed, sliding past Constance heavily.

			“Your mother mentioned how much you love books when I saw her last.” Sable cringed. There went Isolde and her two big mouths. Ever since her mother had moved into Quixx proper, she’d become a regular gossip. With so much going on nowadays, why did Sable have to be the subject of it? She wanted to sink into her coils again . . .

			Derrek must have sensed Sable’s unease. He quickly pivoted the subject. “What do you like to read? I’d be happy to make a recommendation.”

			Sable flicked her glance from Derrek’s fine, folded hands to the bookshelf next to him. She had known exactly what she was going to read next, which is why this should have been a cut-and-dry job, if she’d been more careful. She signed “Excuse me,” and after Derrek moved aside, she plucked it free.

			“Ah!” Derrek clapped, signing excitedly. “Mysteries, then? Constance’s sister, Ivory, has reeled me into them, too.” He tapped his narrow chin again and shrugged. “Though I confess, the culprit is never who I think it is . . .”

			When Sable picked up the book, she could tell it had been read, but once, and carefully. The spine was barely cracked, but there was an imperfection in the endpapers. That’s when she saw the author’s signature and let out a gasp.

			“So you’re a fan!” Constance had tapped the page to get Sable to look up as she spoke and signed. She was smiling. Sable wasn’t sure if she should smile back, but she nodded. “I went up to Ferren City to visit a friend’s hotel recently, and Mr. Foreword was doing a book signing in the lobby. This one is the most recent in the series.”

			Abiding Shadow by Arthur Foreword. Sable let her fingers dance across his name. He was the first author Sable had felt connected to, and her favourite ever since. Each story Arthur came up with seemed more incredible than the last, his lady sleuths intelligent and cutting, but relatable. Their narratives were rich with the ideas and questions that battered Sable daily, and it was because of these sleuths that she felt less lost when it came to Brindles. Arthur Foreword’s narratives were soothing. If there was any Brindle she’d be willing to speak to of her own accord, it was Arthur Foreword.

			“Pity about the next book in the series,” Derrek signed. “I read an article in the Overture Journal that the next book and all the research materials were lost to a fire at his family home . . .”

			Maybe we could see Arthur Foreword in Ferren City if we went together! Think of that!

			Sable clapped the hardcover closed, the memory of Kepler’s words sending a wave of ice rushing beneath her scales. Her coils tightened again, and both Derrek and Constance looked up suddenly.

			Sable ducked a nod, signing, “Thank you. I’ll bring it back . . . through the front door, this time.” She needed to consciously pull each scale downward, force herself to seem relaxed, at ease. She couldn’t think of Kepler. That was the whole point of this. She’d been thinking about them too much. Thinking too much was the enemy — that’s what fun-loving Isolde had always said about Sable’s tendency to look at everything like people, and long-past scenarios, as puzzles to be solved.

			Sable begrudged any time her mother was right.

			“Let me walk you home!” Constance signed abruptly, arms waving. To the unhearing, the gesture could definitely be interpreted as squawking. Even Derrek danced to the side to avoid her.

			“Are you sure about that?” Derrek said, bottom hands wringing as he glanced at Sable. “I believe Sable lives on the northern slope, which is difficult this time of year . . .”

			Even with the barest tongue flick, Sable could tell the air around Constance radiated with what Kepler called anxiety. But there Sable went again, thinking about them. The sooner she got back to the renderwood, to immerse herself in this new book, the better. She started for the door, and Constance followed; with her back turned, Sable couldn’t witness any further sweet nothings.

			Once they were outside, the rustle of the leaves pulling against Sable’s scales, she felt a little better. Silence was her true friend, though silence with other people was always hard. She never knew what to do; should she try to make the other party comfortable by asking questions she didn’t care to know the answers to? When she chanced a glance through her dark fringe at Constance, she felt the familiar vibration again. A tension, a terror, but not for anything in the darkening mountain forest all around them. A mind-terror, the fear of misstepping socially.

			Kepler would understand.

			Sable grimaced, touching her forehead gem. She willed it to work, to do something. A faint ripple — was that something? She glanced at Constance; had her shoulders dropped a little? Was her face relaxing?

			Sable shook her head. No, her gem only worked when it wanted to. Sable’s second mouth rolled its lips beneath the scarf. She flicked it.

			Sable must have made a sound of irritation, because Constance turned sharply towards her. The Brindle smiled, brow creasing, stiffly signed, “I heard about your friend.”

			Without tone, it was impossible to interpret, but Sable was still working out the subtleties of expressions, so decided to imagine it was said with sympathy. She tried not to cringe, to keep herself from shrinking down and building a burrow here in the middle of the narrow path heading up to the north peak. Anything to keep this conversation from happening.

			Sable just waved a free hand, the Abiding Shadow hardcover clenched in the other. It’s fine, she hoped it conveyed, but when she looked, Constance was still talking, only halfway signing, so Sable had to watch her mouth to catch the words.

			“So many of my friends still live in Ferren City. It’s tough when the people we care about go their own way — but Ferren City is quite close by! If you ever want me to take you there to visit Kepler . . .”

			Sable’s forehead buzzed, then throbbed. Her second mouth, she could feel, was opening.

			Sable froze. Constance halted a half step, as if she heard its nascent speech.

			“What was that . . . ?”

			Sable was shaking her head frantically. She was holding the Arthur Foreword book so tightly, fingers shaking, that she couldn’t tighten the scarf at her throat, which had come loose. She pressed the book into her throat.

			Constance tilted her head, signed, “Are you all right?” The look she gave Sable was something like compassion, but Sable took it instead to be pity. The scarf shifted again as the secret beneath it licked its lips.

			She shot forwards and away from Constance’s unspoken questions without a backward glance.

			Sable didn’t see the words that Constance formed to try to get her to stay. She needed to get away fast before she betrayed herself. She was a cannonball up the rock, sending leaves in a crackling wave in her wake. The gravity of Mount Quixx pulled her quicker, higher, as if aiding her escape. Finally, the renderwood was in view, and Sable bolted into the hollow beneath, landing in a familiar pile of roots as she coiled tighter and tighter, heart hammering, scarf bunched in her claws.

			The grin beneath the wool twisted, the mouth cracked open, but Sable held on tight. You have nothing to say. Nothing at all. Be silent. Stop ruining everything.

			Silence. That’s what Kepler had given her the last time Sable’s second mouth had opened, betraying her, destroying the one friendship she had. And she hadn’t even been able to hear what the words her traitor-mouth had said that had put a look of horror on Kepler’s small, shining face . . .

			Sable took a breath, then another, from the security of her coils. Nothing could harm her here. No Brindles. No feelings. It was consistent here in the dirt beneath the tree. Storyless. She need not slither out her door for anything.

			Not even for her now-fled best friend.

			After a time, Sable gently cracked open the book’s cover, seeking reassurance in a story that wasn’t her own, and tried not to think about Kepler.

			Wherever they were.

		
	
		
			
			
				Chapter 2

				A Curiosity of Catamint

			
			Entering Quixx, for any monstro-Camillite, was easy now. They could simply climb out of the old meteor trench and into “civilized society,” or they could cross the newly minted bridge, waving their claws or nodding their antennae at polite passersby. The Quixxians had become used to their monstrous mountain-dwelling counterparts over these past two years; that they’d been telling tall tales about them since the town was founded helped a great deal in this new wave of acceptance. It even aided in tourism. The Quixxstory Museum, detailing the town’s founding, had received record funds to sort through what was hearsay and what was truth, from a board of Brindle and monstro directors.

			Sable had enjoyed the mystery more. But some folk needed every plot twist spoiled for them.

			Windmills dotted sagging rooftops, keeping the strange fog that reached its whispering fingertips into Farrowmarket at bay. While it had been Professor Bedouin’s great work to lift the fog and return the alpine skyline to those deprived of it in the valley, the fog was not defeated. Neither was the second wave of meteors that had swept through — but even that calamity seemed a distant memory, the repairs complete, the world askew but slightly anew. Questions became stories and theories, unchecked and unearthed or catalogued and considered “closed.” Many lingered: would the meteors return in another fifty years? If things were resolved, why was the former fog still trying to come back?

			Even with explanations and visiting researchers and boards of directors, there would likely always be a lingering air of mystery in Quixx, each unanswered query biding its time — Sable saw and counted them all, and perhaps they saw her too. At least the Quixxians usually didn’t.

			Sable was in a foul mood and knew that going into Quixx would only worsen it. But Isolde insisted they take tea at the Happy Bell every Thursday, and since her mother had moved off-mountain, it was the only time they connected. Sable may have been what her novels called crabbing, or down with the morbs, but she wasn’t so far gone as to fob off her own scale and blood. No matter how much she wanted to.

			Since the world of the written word was introduced to her suspicious eyes, Sable had probably read more than all of Cardinal Quixx Hall’s faculty combined on the history of Brindlewatch, its split continents, surrounding seas, bustling Far Cities, and beyond even them. She had circumnavigated it all from the safety of her hollow and had come out a more seasoned explorer than those out in this strange world. Sable could recite capitals and land masses and great world-shattering events like a stock ticker — so what more was there for her to learn out amongst Brindles?

			Really, being around people was a tiring exercise.

			Sable had her own way into the town, a much longer route where the crater mouth didn’t touch the mountain, accessible only as a direct drop from the mountain’s north peak. The autumn sunlight etched the crescent-shaped edge of said peak, partially knocked clean off in the most recent meteor strike. Prescient, a narrator might note of the view. Sable hoped there was nothing to portend as she slid down the mountain, slipping from each tree sticking out from the rock face like boot brushes, and to the outskirts of town, beginning her slow, undetected spiral inwards to the Happy Bell.

			And maybe just a quick stop at . . .

			Sable tightened her scarf around the burbling set of lips she wasn’t about to set free. There was no use getting her hopes up. There was no use having hopes at all. She had made her choice; she was going to continue to make it, and everyone around her could make their suggestions, and she was free to ignore them.

			Yet while she was getting knotted up in all these non-hopes, it was strange, and maybe a little prescient, that she found herself darting through alleys and up gutters and down drainpipes, only to look up through the dark curtain of her hair and find herself in front of the post office.

			The mouth beneath her scarf lengthened in what could be a smirk.

			A flash of a wool coat around a corner on the approach sent Sable skittering into the alcove behind the building. It was early, yet the post office always had customers, folks with packages, letters. Sometimes, if Sable was in a fanciful mood on Thursdays, she would linger here for an hour or so, watching the Brindles come and go, trying to make guesses about who they were based on the tilt of their hats, the swish of their coats, the way their eyes crinkled when they passed each other in the road. This was an amusement she allowed herself to have, because it honed her reading journey the more books she devoured. It exercised her sleuthing muscle, the one that all her favourite protagonists maintained as they sussed out criminals and ne’er-do-wells on the page. And an imagination was, at least, a powerful tool and a free ticket to anywhere without truly going anywhere.

			Absently, she touched her forehead gem. If only that could be considered a monstro talent . . .

			Sable shook her head as she tried to estimate the weight of the brown-wrapped box beneath Mr. Heathers’s arm and if it had anything to do with the Widow Vera’s compact bulldog. Wasn’t being fanciful the reason for her current mental anguish? She wasn’t even supposed to be here today; she’d very much wanted to avoid the post office and the emptiness of the little slot that Kepler had made her sign up for so she could receive newspapers or journals if she ever sent away for them . . .

			A memory slid in through a back door in Sable’s mind before she could slam it shut: Kepler joining Sable in the renderwood, knitting with a peaceful smile on their wart-riddled face, a candle lantern of their own invention sending flickering shadows across the mystery caper Sable was reading, the shush of the pages apparently making Kepler giggle since they were so frequent.

			“If you read any faster, you’ll sprain your brain!”

			Sable wasn’t much of a giggler herself, but Kepler made her smile in a way that was altogether unexpected, warming her cold blood. Even in silence, their friendship was reassuringly noisy. Kepler’s charisma, their own little talent, was hard to resist, even for Sable.

			Sable shot through the window that Postmaster Clare kept open, even on the chilliest days. She had to check. She was already here. She was already devastated. What would another dashed hope be on the pile of them? She did a quick survey of the back room, her nostrils catching the scent of Rosings tea cooling in the pot; Clare’s spectacles rested atop the newest edition of Quixx Quarterly, and the door into the post office was ajar just enough so that when Sable’s tail gently clicked it closed, and held it firmly in place, it would be mistaken for the wind, jammed shut. As was always the case when Sable checked her mail.

			The newest parcels had just been dropped off — of course they had; Sable’s timing was always impeccable, whether she was avoiding it or not. With her tail still holding the door, she rifled through the mail basin, nostrils flaring as she quickly examined each envelope. The one postcard Kepler had sent her had the same tang they carried around with them, the same lingering vibration that even the mail train couldn’t shake out of them — a bright joy, a breath of catamint, a semi-rare herb that Kepler liked to use as knitting material. She wondered if they’d found a supply of it, growing between the cobbles and bricks of Ferren City . . .

			The postroom door rattled against Sable’s tail, her neck twisting frantically, heart hammering. There was a hum through the wood, and though Sable couldn’t hear it, it felt like a curse.

			This is the part where Sable should make her escape. Or perhaps reconsider simply coming in through the front door and asking the postmaster to check her mail slot for her. But this was about the thrill of the chase, the rush of being caught. She couldn’t help herself, thinking of Arthur Foreword’s heroines.

			Thrill, yes, but the reality was she didn’t want anyone to see her face when she was told there was no mail for her.

			That there never would be again after that first (and last) pitiful postcard.

			The door slammed inward, but the force of it sent Sable and her tail fully into the mail cart, the avalanche of pushed-aside packages giving her ample cover as the postmaster staggered inside. Through an artful crack between boxes, she caught Clare’s lips muttering about sticking doorknobs and maintenance being beneath her pay grade. Sable made herself as small and tight as she could, felt her scales shivering to match the uneven shadows each parcel cast, and when the scent of the Rosings teapot diminished, she knew that she was free.

			Free in one sense, at least. She slid out of the mail cart and towards the window, defeated. No post for her once again. Kepler must really still be angry — although Sable hadn’t realized that Kepler was capable of that. Maybe it wasn’t anger, then. Just . . . hurt.

			And Sable had been the one who hurt them. Well, not me! This blasted mouth . . . but it wasn’t an excuse. Sable had let it say what it wanted, even if she couldn’t hear the words. And perhaps that was worse. She touched her throbbing forehead, knowing it was just another thing her talent was unwilling (or unable) to resolve.

			Sable checked the clock hanging above the door, ticking minutes before the hour. Even Sable’s hidden mouth grimaced. Her own teatime was nigh.

			But as she slid out the window, something nagged at her. She turned back only once, tasting the air. Was that catamint . . . ?

			No. No hopes. Best not to have them at all. Best not to expect forgiveness, even if she’d only begged for it inside her head. She slithered back into the last few shadows of the morning, towards the Happy Bell Boarding House.

			

			The Happy Bell had been repaired and returned to what some called its previous splendour. All its jamming windows and loose floorboards and cellar doors had been secured. The birds had decided that the human activity was far too much to bear inside, but varying avian condominiums had been built to accommodate the shift, roosting comfortably (and somewhat fashionably) on the grounds. Bernard the mail goose was nowhere to be seen, but with the turning weather, Sable guessed he’d headed south. She didn’t know whether Post Master Clare would find his absence reassuring, or if a winter bird had been employed to make up for the shortfall.

			No expense had been spared to clean up, but still maintain, the rambling structure that had been bequeathed to Constance Ivyweather since the passing of its previous owner. And rumour had it that Constance had access to enough money to build forty Happy Bells with change left over. She doesn’t look it, Sable judged uncharitably, as if she had any expertise on looks.

			Sable tugged at her fraying cardigan sleeves, sashaying glumly through the front door behind another Camillite, one who tried to engage her in sibilant conversation with its prominent mandibles, but when they saw Sable was scowling openly at the attempted inroad, they flickered jewelled beetle wings in affront and skittered away. The birds watched her and flickered out of her path, likely to gossip about her arrival. She went inside.

			Sable’s ilk weren’t known to control the weather (though some monstros likely could), but she felt the emotional thundercloud vibrating over her head. It parted, for just a moment, as she caught herself beneath the large painting at the centre of two enormous staircases, Brindles and Camillites coming and going down those hallowed steps and completely ignoring the two benefactors watching them from the picture frame.

			Camille and Klaus Bedouin, rendered in dizzying, clear colours against a backdrop of stars. Derrek’s parents, Sable mused, head tilting. What had it been like to be raised by Brindles? These two humans seemed harmless enough. But if the stories were to be believed, they’d changed everything and paved the way for the world everyone now lived in, where Camillites, and the folk like them, had emerged into the light, extending tooth and claw and wing and finding their own places in the world. All this because of the Bedouins, and their legacy left to Derrek and Constance in the next generation.

			Romance wasn’t Sable’s forte, but the tale was pretty. She could appreciate that.

			A tap to Sable’s shoulder sent her nearly knocking Constance Ivyweather herself into the banister. Sable steadied her with her tail, hands up, apologetic.

			“It’s all right,” Constance reassured her, slipping a tentative smile over the mask of her automatic fear — it was a brief, almost undetectable shudder that many Brindles still sent Sable’s way, and the way of her fellows. Just one of the many reasons she wasn’t as keen as Isolde to live amongst them.

			Constance spoke, enunciating with her mouth as she tried to sign at the same time. “Your mother is at her usual table, if you were looking for her.”

			I wasn’t. Sable was, as usual, grateful that her thoughts could be silent, as long as her second mouth played along.

			She nodded, signed, “I was thinking . . .” and she pointed to the painting.

			“Ah, yes.” Constance’s smile, this time, was an easy thing. “I always feel well taken care of, knowing they’re watching.”

			Sable was confused. The painting was of two Brindles who were, as far as she knew, dead. “How can they be watching us?” she signed, shrugging. She was about to mime a death pose, but thought better of it.

			Constance seemed as startled as Sable by this conversation. She wondered where she’d learned to sign. Probably the professor, Sable thought, then grimaced as the romantic notions invaded her thoughts.

			Constance patted Sable’s shoulder, encouraging her to turn and walk with her to the Solarium. “It’s a figure of speech.” She signed only a little, and Sable read her lips the rest of the way. “I just meant I feel their presence, even though they’re not here. I miss them.”

			Miss them . . . but Constance didn’t seem sad at all, which is what missing someone meant — or so Sable had gleaned from the many tragedies she’d read. Brindle feelings were deeply confusing. If only they could be catalogued, like a library book.

			“Sable, darling!”

			Sable cringed. She couldn’t hear, of course, but she felt her mother’s peal of a greeting come at her like an aftershock through the black-and-white tiled floor. Constance, for her part, tried to look impassive, but Sable caught a whiff of that nervous vibration she’d felt from her on the mountain. An understanding.

			Mothers can be insufferable.

			“Thank you, Constance, my dear, you must be so busy. Don’t let my daughter drag you down with her intense moodiness!” Isolde slid easily from behind her table at the glittering windows, her top mouth smiling, and her bottom mouth exposed, wide, charming with its teeth and the words coming out from behind them. Words that made Sable want to crawl back up Mount Quixx as fast as she could.

			Constance backed away, giving Sable one last sympathetic smile before she left the tearoom to attend to the front desk.

			Isolde’s clucking made a tingle in the air that set both sets of Sable’s teeth on edge. “Darling, really, you’re as easy to read as those books you’re always buried in. Tell me what the matter is.”

			The matter is that you’re talking like one of them, and it’s driving me both up and down a tree. “I’m fine,” Sable signed stiffly. “I just don’t like being out here. As you well know.”

			“You’ll have to get used to it eventually, my love. The world is more than that hole beneath your tree.”

			“Our tree,” Sable corrected tersely. After all, that’s where Isolde had hatched Sable, had raised her to be cautious of the Brindles down below. But now her mother was singing an entirely different tune. Sable stretched out her arms as they both reposed at their table, sitting up on their coils. She signed, “What’s so great about this place? It’s busy, crowded. And they look at us like we’re monsters.”

			“Monstros,” it was Isolde’s turn to correct Sable. She was partially signing, the gestures Isolde herself had passed down from her own mother, amended with the universal type that Kepler had taught them both, but her second mouth was also speaking. It felt like a betrayal as well as a gesture of care. As Sable’s eyes darted back and forth, giving her a headache, she guessed that one day, Isolde likely wouldn’t sign at all. Not since she’d managed to harmonize her gem to her second mouth.

			Something Sable’s, with its fine crack, could never do.

			“That’s what they’re calling us now, darling. And there are more of us than just the ones here in this tiny town. Why, in Knockum—”

			“Another tiny town. Yes, the secret city beneath the lake. So what?” The tale of Jet was epic, but Sable didn’t want to be immersed in this debate again. “The Jettites have been hiding all this time, too. And for good reason. All the reasons you taught me, anyway.”

			Isolde sighed. For once, she stopped talking, gathering her thoughts as she lifted her teacup to her top mouth. The gem in her forehead shimmered as the sun escaped from behind a ribbon of cloud. Sable resisted the urge to touch the gem in her own forehead, hidden beneath her dark ripple of rainsheet hair. It was something that had made the two of them, mother and daughter, special. For only them to share. We can create harmony where there is discord. Isolde had managed to create a harmony that allowed her to speak her thoughts. Something all of Sable’s ilk, apparently, could eventually do, even though it didn’t make them miraculously able to hear. Still, a miracle all the same. Good for Isolde.

			Just another pretty story.

			But Sable’s world was not a fairy tale. And now that her mother was living amongst Brindles, styling her hair like them, revealing her gem for all to see, and speaking like them to — what? Make them believe she was one of them? With over six feet of serpentine tail, bright topaz eyes with slit centres, and scales that shifted colours depending on their moods, Isolde and Sable weren’t destined to fit in. None of the Camillites — monstros — were. Why couldn’t they all see that?

			Isolde’s second mouth closed as she signed for Sable’s sake. “I only wanted to keep you safe. I didn’t know what kind of world lay outside our renderwood. I was afraid. But we don’t have to be afraid anymore. There is so much for us out here, things your books can’t begin to describe. I want you to be safe, but I also very much want you to be happy. You need to harmonize more than sound, my love. You need to harmonize yourself.”

			Sable didn’t even blink. If she did, she was afraid a tear might escape. Not because her mother was right — but because Kepler had said something similar, before they had left. Before Sable had let her second mouth open wide and say . . .

			She scowled, taking a sip of her tea, before remembering abruptly that she hated tea, hated these little talks, hated coming into Quixx only to be stared at by the folks on the cobbles outside this miserable boarding house, like that woman in the neat skirt suit with dark umber skin, on the arm of a man in uniform, who was looking straight at Sable through the patio window with a tilted, perfectly manicured eyebrow before kissing the gentleman lightly on the cheek, parting from him, and making her way across the road towards Sable.

			Isolde snapped her fingers in front of Sable’s face, bringing her back. “Really, Sable.” Isolde sighed and folded her arms over her ribbed chest. “You can’t just keep living in your own head. There’s an entire world out here for us! For you! If your dearest friend can venture out on their own to find their way, I don’t see why you can’t!”

			Sable got up so abruptly that her coils slammed into the table, sending the fine teacups rattling. Even though her world was silent, Sable could feel the room’s air thickening as every patron in the Solarium turned to stare. Sable tightened her scarf, muffling whatever impulsive thing was about to creep out from her second mouth, eyes darting to Isolde, who was chattering away with reassurance, but Sable didn’t want to listen.

			Yes, Kepler had gone off on their own adventure. Yes, Sable was flabbergasted that they had even thought of doing it. Wasn’t Kepler like Sable, timid and unsure and just fine thank-you-very-much with the lives they’d been leading before all this Brindle nonsense had kicked its way into their world?

			Why was Kepler in such a hurry to leave Sable behind?

			Sable barely registered that the tall woman with the incredible braided cords framing her immaculate suit was speaking to her as she hurried past, until she caught the scent of catamint, stopping her mid-escape.

			She turned, tense. The woman’s hand was outstretched towards Sable, the letter caught between two bright green fingernails. Her face’s smooth planes were impassive, stalwart.

			Mx. Mott, headmistress of Quixx County University, and formerly of Cardinal Quixx Hall. Sable had noted her from afar with something akin to respect. Here was a woman who didn’t suffer anyone’s opinions.

			And yet, here she was, pressing a crinkled envelope into Sable’s trembling, dumbstruck hands. Behind the headmistress’s shoulder, Constance wavered. She must have been telling Mx. Mott where to find Sable before she shot past.

			“This was delivered to my postbox by mistake,” Mx. Mott signed. She did so impeccably, and Sable dimly recalled that the sign repertoire she picked up from Kepler was universal. “I believe you’re Sable?”

			Sable nodded numbly, taking a moment to note that the envelope had no return address before shakily tearing it open with a claw. Kepler doesn’t even want me to know where they are, she thought, despairingly. Whether or not Kepler had forgiven her didn’t matter. This letter was from Kepler to Sable. That mattered.

			Sable dropped the envelope as she read the letter. She would have dropped the letter, too, but there was a new scent on it. Something acrid. Something she’d never smelled on Kepler before. Something that made her second mouth bare its teeth behind the scarf Kepler had knitted her, that sacred, final gift, before they left.

			The scent was something like ozone. The spark in the air before a storm.

			“Oh my,” Mx. Mott said, unable to help herself from reading the letter, too.

			But of course it wasn’t hard to mistake. The letter smelled like fear, and it held only two words scrawled in large, neat handwriting in the centre.

			Help us.

		
	
		
			
			
				Chapter 3

				Train of Thought

			
			The only reason Sable and Kepler were friends was because of a book.

			Before the meteors two years ago, before Isolde changed her mind about Brindles, Sable would often chafe about how close the humans lived to them beneath their tree on the peak. Too close for comfort. She felt she had to always be aware of their movements, getting as close as she’d dare, to make sure they remained in their place.

			Whether she’d do anything to protect herself if she was confronted with one . . . well, she’d decide when it happened.

			And Sable would go out amongst the others, the monstros, but she watched them, too, detached and from a distance. Most monstros were one-of-a-kind; not many reproduced. Frankly, many just sprang from the earth, the water, the air. Families could be biological, but that was the exception, not the rule, so disparate creatures formed groups. Monstros of the ground banded together. Monstros that took to the air made flocks. But the unit comprised of herself and her mother was all she needed. Other creatures with their thoughts and complications were just too much when it came down to it, especially trying to communicate when Sable and Isolde were non-hearing. Of course, they were quite adaptive . . . but why try? The smaller your world, the less others needed from you.

			But while Derrek was high on his own peak, dreaming of stars and quietly dragging automobiles into the monstros’ world to satisfy his curiosity, Sable had her own. So she piggy-backed off his efforts, slinking down to the crevasse at the bottom of the mountain, strewn with steel and tires, and would go through the items left behind on car seats and in gloveboxes, looking for clues about this so-called world Isolde warned her about, wanting to draw her own conclusions. At a safe distance. No Brindle interaction required.

			But when she popped open the trunk in a ’28 Frivol, expecting to find more odds and ends with symbols she didn’t yet understand, she discovered she wasn’t the first one with this idea.

			She bolted backwards on her tail at the sight of the little creature in the trunk, a bit of phosphorescent bark sending the shadows dancing across its wetly haloed eyes.

			They gave a greeting, based on how their face changed, their webbed hand raised. Sable didn’t understand much then, but she recognized that. She nodded. This was a small creature, but Sable wasn’t hatched yesterday; small could still be a threat. It was wearing a little sweater — the only monstro who wore clothes was Derrek, and the others were wary of his human-adjacent ways ever since the astronomer and the fire so many seasons ago. It seemed to be knit from the fine bearded moss growing on renderwoods like hers. Catamint, she recalled another monstro calling it.

			The amphibicreature unfolded their short legs and hopped out of the trunk, clutching something under their arm, and extending the other. Their mouth formed words. “Kepler.”

			Sable still hadn’t moved, better to save energy in her coils for a counterattack or an easy escape, but the creature’s smile was hard to resist. She tilted her head at it — was it not afraid of her? Usually she would’ve been annoyed at being taken for granted, but found herself extending her own hand, letting this Kepler wrap their somewhat slimy digits around her scaly claws.

			She relaxed as a wave of kindness rolled off the little hopper. Her forehead, creased around her gem, eased in a ripple. Kepler’s face lit with glee. Sable’s head tilted the other way, which produced the same result.

			“Have you ever seen one of these?” They were speaking using the Quixxians’ language, which Sable had picked up from years of watching their mouth movements. Kepler showed Sable what they were clutching. She took it with caution, sniffing the hard case, shocked when it accordioned open, the centre rustling and fluttering like a bird and a butterfly all at once.

			The giggle again, the vibration of joy, and something that Sable thought only she and her mother could share — kinship. That’s what made her lower her guard, in the end: Kepler’s immediate surety that Sable wasn’t a threat.

			What she’d later come to know as charisma.

			Sable signalled awkwardly, pointing to the object, shrugging. She didn’t try to use her and her mother’s language of gesture. This gap was largely why she avoided the other creatures on the mountain. How could they relate to one another if they couldn’t speak? Like the rest of the world below the mountain, its sea of objects and trinkets, monstros were impossible to decipher. It would take too much time. It wasn’t worth it.

			Sable wasn’t worth it.

			But that was back when the mountain whispered to its children. And maybe Kepler heard Sable’s earnestness, or her strange, confused sadness. And once upon a time, before Brindlewatch knew who the monstros were, their friendship could be possible. It could be worth it.

			“It’s a book,” Kepler had answered with a contagious grin. “Want me to teach you how to read it?”

			

			That first book seemed so far off, as Sable stared at the room around her. As remote a possibility as the meeting she was currently involved in, surrounded by more folk looking right at her than she ever had in her twenty turnings.

			A bona fide investigation. A line from an Arthur Foreword novel rose up and attached itself to the moment. In the trunk of that car, handed to her like a keystone, had been an Arthur Foreword book: Private Heart. A mystery, an unravelling of possibilities, ways to solve a problem at the heart of the inquiry. It had changed Sable’s brain in more ways than she could quantify. Maybe it had even changed her heart — but she kept that to herself.

			This inquiry was unfolding now around a worktable at the Bedouin Grand Observatory on Klaus Peak, where the evidence Sable had collected lay before Professor Derrek Bedouin, Constance Ivyweather, Isolde, Mx. Mott, and her. They had insisted Mx. Mott join for “a perspective of flavour.”

			The evidence in question was Kepler’s first missive from when they had landed in Ferren City: a postcard, with not much of a message, save a drawing of a foxfly, something Kepler always liked to put inside little knitted lanterns of their own devising, so they could knit by nightfall. Otherwise, no feelings, no recriminations of their and Sable’s last conversation before they’d left. The postcard itself was merely Kepler keeping their promise that they would write. And they had. The absence of the things friends usually wrote to other friends seemed so obvious to Sable; thankfully, the others gathered hadn’t noticed her cheeks burning at the thought of it.

			On the back of the postcard was what Sable privately imagined was a lovely bookshop, the trees lining the pavement outside of it in full spring bloom, the gleaming windows bursting with books. Preface Pagesmith, it said over the door.

			Beside that, lay a brochure for the program Kepler had left to attend: an urban retreat in Ferren City for gifted monstro artisans, which culminated in a gallery show, and something that Brindles prized highly, money. The brochure was crumpled. Sable knew why, but she didn’t want to dwell.

			Next to it, like a threat, was the letter scrawled with Help us. Sable didn’t want to look at it.

			The group chattered around the table. Of course, there was worry. But there was also perplexity. Phone calls had been made to the place Kepler was staying, the phone number from the brochure. Reassurances given that Kepler “was fine, but they were out currently, working very hard on their exhibition, and would you call back later, dear?”

			All seemed normal. Except Sable had a feeling. It itched beneath her scales. It made her brow knot up like a tree trunk riddled with wood mites. Something wasn’t right, and Isolde, to her garrulous credit, had intervened in the Happy Bell’s lobby, reading Sable’s dreadful silence as adeptly as Sable read novels.

			So Isolde called this meeting to discuss the matter, to lay fears to rest. And Sable was to lead it. Which was a tall order, given that she’d barely signed ten words to any of the folk present. The night she’d been caught pilfering the book from Derrek’s study was the most she’d spoken to the enigmatic astronomer in her history of knowing about his existence — now he was pouring her tea (which she despised but wouldn’t say so) and refilling glasses in his well-appointed parlour.

			Sable caught her eyes in all four of Derrek’s amber ones, and they crinkled under his disarming smile. His ability to exude calm and comfort confused her and made her more on edge. Nothing like Kepler’s charisma, which made her relax at once. She couldn’t relax, not now.

			Putting down the teapot, he signed and spoke, “Why don’t we let Sable go over it again, from the beginning, so we can get the facts straight?”

			Sable swallowed. She made sure that her scarf was tied with a double knot. She was feeling as volatile as a subterranean geyser, and wasn’t about to let her feelings get the better of her and have her traitor-mouth run away with itself.

			Signing allowed Sable to gather her wits. Derrek’s signing was layered, enunciated by the fact that he had four hands. It gave Sable confidence as she lifted her hands from the table.

			Just the facts. No feelings. That’s how an Arthur Foreword investigator approaches the setup.

			Sable cracked her knuckles, which was akin to clearing her throat, and began, looking only at her hands and not at her uncanny audience. “Kepler is very good at knitting. With materials that they gather on the mountain. Before they left, they ran a knitting circle at the West Quixx Galleria . . .”

			Derrek translated, mostly for Constance’s benefit. Mx. Mott nodded. “Victor attended it a few times. For his nerves after he came back from the front.”

			Sable’s eyes narrowed, trying to stay on track. “They are very good at knitting.” She swallowed; she’d already signed that. Focus. Her scarf seemed tighter than she’d purposely made it. “Someone from out of town attended one of the knitting circles. From Ferren City.”

			At this, Sable looked up at Constance, the current Quixx resident who had moved there from Ferren City, the closest of the Far Cities, and stayed, though many tourists and looky-loos came through from that metropolis since the Camellites came out of hiding. Immediately, Sable wondered if Constance knew who this knitting-crasher may have been.

			Constance seemed to catch on. “I’m not sure who it was. Maybe someone at the galleria knows?”

			“I’ll make inquiries.” Mx. Mott nodded, gesturing for Sable to go on.

			“They told Kepler about an art gallery in Ferren City, with a new residency program, looking to support . . .” Her fingers stilted over the word, and simply pointed at herself and at Derrek. “. . . our kind, in their artistic pursuits. They encouraged Kepler to apply. And they did. Of course, they were accepted.”

			Sable glanced down at the brochure, fingers itching to smooth the very obvious creases out of it. She remembered what the paper had felt like in her claws as she’d squeezed it, trying to make it go away, make it expire like prey. After her last night with Kepler two months ago, she’d found it at the bottom of a pile of detritus beneath the renderwood. She hadn’t the heart to throw it away.

			She tried desperately to keep her scales mauve, to shut out the feelings of shame, the familiar anger.

			“Why are you being like this?” Kepler had asked, sincerity shining out from their pretty golden eyes as they watched Sable slide back and forth across the narrow floor at the bottom of the renderwood. “I thought you would be happy for me.” Then Kepler’s fatal mistake, a brightening of their whole expression. “Why don’t you come with me?”

			A jolt, a pressure in her forehead as she allowed herself to recall it. The memory jumped around with her heartbeat, skipping frames. Kepler’s face, so open and trusting.

			Sable had ripped off the scarf, let it tumble to the ground, and let the poisonous words pour out of the mouth she never trusted to hold her secrets. The mouth whose words she couldn’t hear. She could only feel how spitting and vile they were, could see it on Kepler’s face. So many things that couldn’t be taken back, no matter how many knots she tied around her neck.

			Her forehead throbbed. She reached up to touch the gem there, but made a show of adjusting her hair as she still felt all eyes on her.

			The brochure spoke of new beginnings and a brave new world with both a Brindle and a monstro shaking hands and smiling. Another knuckle crack and she went on.

			“Kepler went away sixty-one days ago. Ferren City is four hundred and seventy-two kilometres from Quixx. Letters between the two should have a correspondence rate, factoring in variables like inclement weather and poor staffing, of every two days. Kepler promised to send a letter every day of their absence.” Sable tapped the table, containing only the first postcard, postmarked a day after Kepler’s arrival in the city, and the newest letter, postmarked two days ago. Constance and Derrek exchanged a glance, then a nod.

			“That sounds about right,” Constance said, answering Sable’s inferred worry about the lack of letters, but Mx. Mott interrupted.

			“You’re worried because your friend doesn’t make a habit of breaking promises, do they?”

			Sable’s top mouth pressed together in a line, something she did when she was being chastised. Kepler wouldn’t break a promise, no, but maybe they would if the promise was no longer worth keeping . . .

			“We called the housing department that had put Kepler up. The man on the line said that Kepler is still there, and is apparently doing well, very busy with their exhibition. And a special project of some kind . . .” Constance tried to exude reassurance, but Sable wasn’t receiving any of it.

			She pointed at the most recent letter, shrugging with an open expression of aggravation.

			“This new letter is concerning,” Derrek mused, tapping it with one finger and his chin with the other. “Help us. And what does the ‘us’ mean? Very vague. Written in haste, perhaps.” He looked to Sable and signed, “Does Kepler have any other friends in Ferren City? Perhaps there’s someone they’re concerned about.”

			Sable winced. She hadn’t expected she would, especially at the thought of Kepler making new friends in a new place. Of course, why wouldn’t they? They were gregarious and kind and fiercely friendly. Of course others would gravitate to them. Kepler had forced a tiny crack through Sable’s social scales. But it hurt to imagine someone else was there in her place.

			You had your chance, she thought bitterly.

			“So when are you leaving?”

			Sable hadn’t seen Mx. Mott speak or sign, only noted how the table exchanged glances, then stared openly, silently, in Sable’s direction. A gentle hand from Isolde, and she signed, “The schoolmistress has asked when you’re leaving.”

			Sable looked between her mother and Mx. Mott. Sable kept her forked tongue behind her teeth. She would have flicked it out to show passivity in her consideration, but then she realized she was all but frozen, fingers twitching, unable to sign. A stammer.

			Constance spoke up. “Does Kepler have any family?”

			That was an easier question for Sable to cling to. “They were hatched upstream, north up the Ozine River. Their family lived at the base of Mount Quixx until Kepler came of age — the rest of them went back up north after the meteors, but Kepler stayed behind.”

			She trailed off. Kepler stayed for me. Sable’s scales shivered, knowing the others were still waiting for her to answer Mx. Mott’s question, but she couldn’t. Someone else should go and find them. Someone more in this world than me.

			Kepler sent you the letter; Kepler wants you to come, her inner voice hissed, but her fingers still did not move.

			“Well.” Mx. Mott stood. “It’s getting late. I’ll attempt to telegram Kepler’s family in the morning, see if they’ve heard anything. And I’ll speak to the manager at the galleria, see if they recall the person who recruited Kepler to this program. In the meantime,” and she turned to Sable, smiling for the first time, and Sable felt mildly wary of what this formidable woman was capable of, “it’s a troubling letter, but it doesn’t prove anything, does it? All you can do is follow the evidence — and there doesn’t appear to be much right now that indicates your friend is in danger.”

			Something itched — no, roiled — in Sable’s gut. Follow the evidence. There wasn’t any? But there was. There was the brochure. The postcard. The housing where Kepler was staying. The person who came to get Kepler and entice them away. Tiny details hidden, Sable’s eyes darting across them. And this letter — the letter that Sable had been hoping for and destroying other people’s mail in service of for two months, was right there, on the table in front of her, and her skull was beginning to buzz and everyone was saying their goodbyes and Kepler was still not there and—

			Constance must have let out a screech, but Sable, of course, didn’t hear it as she snapped herself fully over the table, snatching up the letter, the postcard, this small dossier, and ricocheted back on her coils. Her shoulders steadied, her eyes clarified, and her tongue did flick this time, but she ran a hand over her hair and adjusted her scarf before the mouth behind it could betray her.

			“In the morning,” Sable signed, sedately. “I’m leaving in the morning.”

			

			Sable didn’t consider how she was positioned on the train platform standing, per se. She had no legs and therefore couldn’t attenuate the same way that her fellow waiting passengers did. Her tail, which was really an extension of her body, merely allowed her to be upright, vertebrae stacked to make a good imitation.

			Sable’s philosophizing about what constituted standing happened because Sable was thinking of a plate she had pinned up in her hollow from one of her favourite Arthur Foreword novels. Under it was labelled The Steel-Backed Editrix. The character in the picture was Lor Marquis, protagonist of his most popular series. Lor was a books editor by trade but had been drawn into various investigations that only her literary prowess could unravel, and when Sable was feeling othered and sorry for herself, she always turned to this etching of a fierce middle-aged woman, tired of everyone’s claptrap, back straight, face grimacing at the world, a manuscript clutched in her arms.

			This was the picture Sable tried to conjure now in her stance, but when attempting a world-weary scowl, some of her razor teeth showed, and she couldn’t tell if the rumbling beneath her scarf was a growl or a giggle. She let herself sag, just a little bit, so she wasn’t towering over everyone else. She needed to mould herself into a shape resembling someone who could manage . . . whatever it was she was going to do. Looking for Kepler meant she’d have to interact with people — Brindle and monstro alike. She forced her bones into obedience to stop herself from leaving the platform at breakneck speed, fleeing all the way back to the peak of Mount Quixx.

			Steel-backed. Fierce. Think of Kepler.

			Sable had positioned herself at the very end of the platform, so she could sit at the very back of the train, out of sight. It limited the gawks from passerby, but not totally. It wasn’t because other monstros weren’t boarding the train — Sable was simply a new monstro some of the Quixxians hadn’t seen much of, and she tried not to take the pointing and staring to heart. She kept her gaze fixed over her shoulder, watching for the train, ignoring even when Camellites tried to get her attention. This was not a social call; it was a mission.

			Soon, luggage carriers were frantically skittering around her, and when one cart rolled over her tail, she hissed in pain, rising up taller than even the station awning. She could tell from the shape of the boy’s mouth he’d squawked as he fell over, apologizing before making his escape.

			Sable caught the eye of the astonished crowd and sank down so low into her coils that no one with a working brain could say her back was made of anything other than jelly.

			Sable stared at the brickwork on the ground beneath her, contemplating going home and trying again in a century, when a tap to her shoulder jolted her blinking and back to her full, defensive height.

			Mx. Mott held up her hands, but she had the grace not to look frightened. “I came to see you off. Though I actually didn’t expect you to be here.”

			Sable signed the equivalent of a grumble. “Me, neither,” but realized too late that Mx. Mott was rather good at signing and could understand all her mutter-gestures. The prepossessing schoolmistress was distractedly searching the platform, in any case.

			“Where are your things?” she asked, gesturing to the fact that Sable had no bag, no suitcase, little else but the slightly careworn clothes on her scaly back, the ephemera from last night’s meeting in an interior pocket. Sable simply shrugged.

			Mx. Mott shook her head. “Prepared, I see. And where will you go once you arrive in Ferren City?”

			That, at least, had been provided. A very late-night home call by a rumpled Constance Ivyweather, who gabbed so quickly that Sable had to make her a cup of lollyroot
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