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  Bells on ankles, wrists, and tail jangled a wild rhythm as Roulette spun on one leg, the other bent at the knee, lifted high. Each ring and clap was as precise as each flare of her skirt. With no musical partner, it fell on her shoulders to hold the audience’s attention. A dance full of color and noise and just a hint of risqué movement did much to make up for the lack of accompaniment.


  Risqué for here in Norinton, at least, the largest city in Achoren. Back in Orinthe, the raccoon woman’s dance would have seemed tame. In this northern reach of the Ranean Empire, though, her knee-length skirt alone could earn her a disapproving glance. Add to that the comparative exotica of fur and fang and she could be positively shocking.


  That added up to great revenue.


  She reversed the twirl, stamping down her raised foot (ring!) and curling her tail about her waist like a sash, the motion lifting her skirt still higher. Then, the dance’s finish: a drop to her knees, rainbow-colored skirt fluttering against the courtyard’s flagstones, and a sweeping bow, arms to her side, curly black hair cascading off her shoulders and down her back. As her nose remained almost touched to the stone for the space of a long breath, she reviewed the crowd in her mind, playing a customary game. Who would pay and who wouldn’t?


  Leaping to her feet, she swept up the wooden offering bowl in front of her, a handful of coins she’d placed there herself rattling an invitation. “If you enjoyed Roulette’s performance, then please, kind sirs and ladies, show your appreciation.” She exaggerated her flowing Orinthe accent, smiling widely.


  As usual, her guesses about who would support her and who would move on proved close. Some had started to drift away before she’d even gotten back to her feet, and many of those who remained offered no more than applause. Perhaps a third tossed in a few coins, though. The ones who’d had trouble keeping their eyes above her chest either left quickly, looking self-conscious, or tossed in extra. Roulette had a build more slim than full, but while her colorful outfits had a handmade and ragged look to them, she’d paid to have them perfectly tailored to her curves.


  Then, of course, the few who remained. Sometimes they wanted to talk about the art or business of dancing, but sometimes they’d been less entertained than transfixed. She tried to be careful with them. They might give her a lot of money, but they might also be a lot of trouble.


  She had three this time, not quite a record—two humans, both men, and one Vraini, a tall, russet-colored vixen. One of the men dumped nearly ten times as much as  the other patrons had into her bowl, saying nothing to her other than a whimper when her hand brushed his and hurrying off in shame. The other, with thinning gray hair and an immaculate business jacket of precisely the same color, tipped his hat to her and murmured, “I have no money now, but I’ll pay you well later.”


  “I’ll be here tomorrow, sir,” she said, flashing another smile.


  He glanced around furtively, then leaned closer and said barely above a whisper, “The White Orchid Inn. After evening dinner service.” He smelled of something sweet but unpleasantly chemical.


  “I don’t think—”


  He hurried off.


  “Lovely,” she muttered under her breath. She’d been asked for more private dances before, of course, and at times had consented—but only when she had a good feeling about the customer, and only when fully understood that she’d do no more than dance. She would dance past risqué into erotic, she might shed most or all of her clothes, but she kept “no touching” as a rule. If he wanted to touch himself while she danced, that was his business.


  That left only the vixen. Roulette realized she hadn’t seen the vixen move once, other than her eyes, through her entire dance. Her sea green eyes remained fixed on the raccoon’s form even now.


  Interesting. The woman was attractive in a rugged, muscular fashion, and Roulette had never been judgmental about such things, even though—other then one tipsy weekend in school—she’d never leaned that way herself. “Did you like Roulette’s performance?” she asked with another smile.


  The vixen tossed a one-var coin into the bowl, pivoted on one heel and strode away.


  Roulette frowned, emptying the bowl into her purse bag. “Upset because you Vraini are supposed to be the ones who turn men into puddles with a tail swish, not dumpy Procya, hmm?” she muttered under her breath. She knew no one would ever apply the word dumpy to her form, of course, but she knew the reputation her people had, one of many unflattering stereotypes.


  But she knew she was attractive and knew she was not, no matter what some said about raccoons, a con artist or thief. She’d worked hard to be as good as she was, took great pride in her appearance, and averaged twenty vars a show. At five shows a day, five days a week, she made more than some of the businessmen who watched her. When she did deign to do a private dance, that could be another hundred or more. In the five weeks she’d been here, she’d made as much as two months of street performances in Orinthe earned. Another half a year and she’d move to Raneadhros with far more money than she’d ever had in her life, over ten thousand vars. A small fortune.


  If she wanted more than a small one, though, she would have to move. She’d grown up hearing tales of Raneadhros and its well-to-do landed gentlemen, and with good luck she might find one as nice as he was rich. Her father was certainly the former, but far from the latter. As her mother often lamented, Orinthe had more kindness than money. Achoren had money, but the gentry were nearly all human, and of a mindset that saw marrying out of their race as scandalous.


  This had been the day’s last performance; the sun shone low on the horizon, barely cresting the tops of the taller buildings. She took off her bells and put them, the bowl, and coin purse into her knapsack, slung it over her shoulder, and set out on the fifteen-block walk back to her rented room.


  She liked Norinton far more than Dry Lake, the Orinthe village where she’d grown up. In Achoren you could feel the history of the place as you walked the streets. It was there in the colors of cheerful brick and somber stone buildings, in the scents from damp shadows and flowering vines creeping across walls that had been old in her grandfather’s time. Orinthe’s wood and canvas, its bright dyes and sun-faded paint, were all lovely, but Achoren had a—a depth, a weight. While she didn’t want to experience one of its legendary snowy, gray sky winters, the cool, pleasant midpoint of its spring promised a splendid warm summer. Warm, not searing. Her mother used to joke that Orinthe had only two seasons: summer and full boil.


  Her path took her past the bakery she stopped in nearly every afternoon for lunch, and past the dress shop she would make a point of patronizing before she left the city. The dress they’d put in the window four days ago still remained, a splendid one-piece, sleeveless blue affair of a remarkably daring cut for the locale. She could see herself dancing in it, not on the street but with her future husband at a formal ball. Surely it was fancy enough. The price tag was hidden now, as the shop keeper had recently placed a little framed picture of the Achoren national crest in the window’s corner. But she knew it already: four hundred-fifty vars—not inclusive of the necessary tailoring.


  Roulette left the main square and its businesses, turning right to walk down a more residential avenue lined with trees and street lamps and small homes. Each had a neatly manicured front lawn ending at a wooden front porch. There were few pedestrians, but some porches were occupied. She waved whenever someone looked in her direction, usually receiving a wave back or, occasionally, a stolid nod.


  “Mommy!” a voice ahead of her called.


  Her ears perked up and she looked across the street. A young child, human, sounding frightened, but she couldn’t see—ah. A boy, perhaps five, legs and arms wrapped around a tree branch a good twenty feet in the air.


  As Roulette started to cross the street, a woman a few years older than the raccoon came out of the house behind the tree, stared up, and swore, putting her hands on the side of her head. “What have you done, child?”


  “Get me down!”


  “I don’t have a ladder that high! You climbed up, you can climb down.” The mother put her hands on her hips, trying to match the severity of her voice with her expression.


  “I can’t!” the boy yelled, and began to cry.


  “Miss,” Roulette called as she approached. “I can help.”


  The woman turned, startled. “Dudley doesn’t need help, he just needs to climb down,” she said archly.


  Roulette tilted her head back to watch Dudley, who hadn’t moved a muscle. The raccoon approached the tree trunk and patted it, mindful of the mother’s warning glower. “Just slide backward along the branch,” she said soothingly.


  Dudley moved just enough to stare down at her balefully.


  The mother sighed. “Listen to the…” She paused, fixing Roulette with her gaze. “What are you again? Foxes and cats don’t want to be called foxes and cats, so what’s a raccoon?”


  “A Procya.”


  “I don’t know why you all need two names. Humans are just humans.”


  Roulette gave her a patient smile. “We’re all speaking your language. If we spoke Melifeni everywhere, you’d have two names and the cats—”


  Dudley’s crying became a piercing scream. Both women jerked their heads up to see the boy clinging desperately by just his arms, legs kicking frantically.


  “Dudley, pull yourself up!” his mother called.


  With another wail, Dudley slipped down an inch.


  “He’s going to fall.” Roulette dropped her knapsack to the ground and dug her finger claws into the tree’s soft bark. She pulled herself up enough to dig her toes in as well, then scaled the tree nearly as fast as she might have jogged down the cobblestone.


  Getting up to where Dudley’s branch jutted out was easy enough, but Roulette doubted it could support both her weight and Dudley’s. She kept her legs on the trunk, and leaned out as far as she could by digging one hand into the branch. She extended her other arm out to the boy.


  He looked even more terrified. “The animal’s gonna get me!”


  Roulette stiffened.


  “Dudley!” the mother called up, more desperate than stern now. “Go to the raccoon woman!”


  “I’m here to help,” Roulette said softly, taking care not to show her teeth.


  After four of the longest seconds Roulette could remember offhand, Dudley began lurching along the branch until his hands nearly touched the point her hand dug into.


  “All right,” she said. “I’m going to put my arm around you.” She waited until he nodded weakly, then slipped her arm around his back. “Now let go.”


  “I’ll fall!”


  “I’ve got you.” She tried to keep her voice soothing, although her awkward position had begun to hurt. She tightened her grip on him, pulling him as close as she could.


  Dudley squeezed his eyes shut and let go. He screamed as he started to fall, and kept screaming even as she pulled him tightly against him. It took another second for him to stop and look up at her face with wide, teary eyes.


  “Wrap your arms behind my neck, and hang on tightly,” she said. “I need both hands free to climb down.”


  He did as commanded, squirming as he found his face pressed against her furred neck, then curling in so tightly she found it tough to breathe.


  She brought both hands back up to the tree’s trunk and, now carefully and slowly, clambered down. The boy held still until they were a few feet above the grass. Then he squealed and twisted around between Roulette and the tree, pushing off from her to scramble the rest of the way down and run toward his mother. Unbalanced by the shove, she lost her grip and fell the rest of the way, bouncing hard against the trunk and landing unceremoniously on her rump.


  “Dudley, what were you thinking?” the mother snapped, hugging the boy fiercely.


  “I’m sorry,” he shrieked, starting to cry again.


  Roulette twisted around, rubbing at her tail. She hoped it wasn’t sprained. Gingerly, she got to her feet.


  It wasn’t until she was standing that the mother looked over at her. “You’re all right?” she said, more guarded than solicitous.


  “Nothing hurt but a little pride, I think.”


  “Thank you kindly. That was very…it was unexpected.”


  “I’m sure anyone would have done it.” She swished her tail once slowly to see if it hurt. Only a little. Her right leg stung, though.


  “Not anyone would have been able to.” The woman’s tone remained stiff.


  Roulette smiled. “We’re good climbers.” She looked at her right leg and suppressed a grimace. She could feel the scratch more than see it and it wasn’t deep, but whatever she’d caught on had ripped a long, jagged tear across her skirt. She couldn’t quite suppress a sigh. She’d known it would get dirty scaling the tree, but the outfit that made her prettier five minutes ago now made her look like a vagrant.


  “Yes, I see,” the woman said, nodding as if this were a sage observation. “Say thank you to the raccoon woman, Dudley.”


  “Thank you,” Dudley mumbled, staring at the ground rather than Roulette.


  “You’re welcome, Dudley,” she replied, smoothing her skirt down as best she could.


  An awkward silence settled. Roulette wondered if the woman would say anything about her dress—if she would offer to repair it, or pay for it, or even just offer a damp cloth. Maybe the woman was waiting for something from her.


  At length Roulette just smiled again, took her knapsack, and headed back down the sidewalk. She heard the woman leading Dudley back into the house, but didn’t turn around.


  The street lamps had flickered to life, the pale yellow cast marking them as gas-powered rather than the electrical fixtures she’d heard Raneadhros had, or the glowstone lamps back in Orinthe. Public magic, she’d quickly learned, wasn’t common in Achoren, another strange cultural quirk. It didn’t stop magic from being used in small, less obvious ways; it was easy to find iceboxes chilled by enchantment rather than actual ice, and she knew a half-dozen offices for sending messages via spell instead of physical courier. But she rarely saw people carrying glowstone lanterns, or shops selling shirts toughened by enchantment into simple armor.


  As she crossed Red Oak Avenue, the tenor of the neighborhood visibly shifted. Trees no longer lined the streets and the houses became smaller, more weathered, closer together. Most still had front porches, but little in the way of yards, and ornate wrought iron fences became forbidding bars across windows and doors. The air had—at least to a Procya—an acrid, slightly sour tang from rubbish left a little too long uncollected, skin and fur left a little too long unbathed. It smelled no worse than any raucous Orinthe market between dusk closing and cleanup, but the scents were a constant presence here, and lacked the familiarity of home.


  Even so, she’d been through worse areas not only elsewhere in this city but in her hometown—the hole she’d lived in during her brief, better-forgotten flirtation with trade school made her current accommodations look like the mansions of her daydreams. And, with a far more diverse mix of races here, merchants and landlords in this neighborhood were more comfortable with her. Most of the downtown shopkeepers were polite and she’d gotten friendly with some, but even the most polite seemed to keep their eyes on her a little more than on their other customers. As much as she’d like to think it was her captivating beauty, she wasn’t that naïve.


  It took three more blocks before she reached the boarding house she now called home. There were no street lamps at all in this neighborhood; humans, were they abroad at night here, carried lanterns with them. But few came here even in daylight. While the old brick building had the now-ubiquitous bars on its windows, it was well-kept and a fire nearly always burned in the great room’s hearth.


  After a wave to the boarding house’s matron, an elderly wolf she rarely saw out except at meal times, Roulette climbed the stairs and traipsed down the hall to her own room. Once inside, she dropped her knapsack at the foot of the bed, re-locked the door and promptly stripped out of her clothes, spreading the stained skirt out on the bed. As she’d feared, the damage was unrepairable, the fabric torn across its weave. Even if she could get the sap out—which she doubted—it would never look nice again.


  Sighing, she emptied her coin purse next to the skirt, quickly counting coins into piles. Eighty-nine vars for the day total. While she’d done better, that was still good.


  Leaving out three ten-pieces, she commenced her nightly ritual: slide a small trunk out from under the bed. Unlock the trunk. Unlock the strongbox inside. Put the money in the box. Lock the box. Put it in the trunk. Lock the trunk. Slide the trunk back under the bed. She converted her coins into bills weekly, but had given up on getting a bank account here in Achoren. They seemed to make it extraordinarily difficult if you weren’t a citizen. She’d get one when she moved to Raneadhros.


  Thirty vars was a lot for dinner out. She wouldn’t spend it all, but maybe she’d spend more than usual—she needed it after the evening. Then she frowned. Maybe she should spend less than usual, and save up for that dress: with this one ruined, she only had two good ones left.


  She could get the dress now, but it would mean digging deep into her savings.


  Unless she had a sudden windfall.


  She grimaced. “You’re not really thinking of going after him tonight,” she said aloud.


  Even as she spoke, she ran her fingers over the hole in the skirt, and sighed.


  Reaching the White Orchid Inn required walking all the way back to the business district, then three more blocks north into one of the oldest sections of Norinton. Professional offices, high-priced restaurants and beautiful old hotels and inns lined the streets. Most buildings had wood exteriors, usually white or pale yellow, although the color of the street lamps made it hard to tell the two shades apart at night.  Roulette had changed into the second best of her two remaining outfits; it would be easier to shed in the kind of dance she suspected she’d be performing. But now she regretted not choosing the first—she'd feel less derelict wearing it here. Given that she hadn't seen a single non-human in these three blocks, though, she suspected her clothes weren't what drew the occasional haughty glance. As much as she thought of herself as a citizen of the world—or at least of the Empire—she never felt farther from home than when she visited this neighborhood.


  As she expected, the White Orchid was antique, stately and splendid. When she looked in from the high, open lobby, not a soul with fur could be seen in either the sitting room or dining room other than a Rilima maid. Neither the doorman nor the woman behind the registration desk so much as arched an eyebrow at Roulette as she walked in, though, and the doorman even smiled; there was hope for the country yet.


  A longer look into the dining room showed the service had ended. A few couples lingered at tables over coffee and half-finished desserts. She deliberated a moment, then headed into the handsome sitting room, bare paws silent against the hardwood floor. Perching on a wicker settee near the fireplace, she crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap, breathing in the scents of wood and ash, of bouquets of lavender on the end tables, of the perfumes worn by other guests. The boarding house’s space was comfortable, but the White Orchid was not only pleasant but beautiful. This was the kind of place she’d stay in if she ever came back to Achoren.


  She heard slow footsteps approaching from behind, so expected the soft murmur over her shoulder when it came. “It’s good to see you again…Roulette? Yes?”


  “Yes,” she said, keeping her voice warm as she tilted back her head. He looked just as she’d seen him earlier, down to the jacket. She rarely found humans all that attractive, and this gentleman wasn’t among the select few. For his apparent age, though, she’d seen far worse; she suspected human women of the same age would find him handsome enough. And everything from his attire to his bearing—not to mention his choice of rendezvous point—bespoke wealth. “I don’t believe I’ve learned your name yet, Mister…?”


  “Blue,” he said after a moment.


  She smiled and nodded slightly. After all, Roulette wasn’t her given name, either. “Well, then, Mr. Blue. I believe you were offering a donation for my dancing  earlier? That’s very appreciated.”


  “So was your dance.” He walked around the couch and sat down beside her, maintaining a more respectful distance than she’d expected. “I truly didn’t have the money on me then that I though it deserved, but…” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a billfold, then handed her a fifty-var note. “Here.”


  She suppressed her gasp, but her whiskers twitched visibly. “Thank you very much, sir. That’s most generous.” She considered tucking the bill into her cleavage rather than her purse, but settled for merely leaning over farther than she needed to as she put the money away.


  “You deserve it,” he said after a few seconds had passed. “Your dancing is most extraordinary. I’ve seen human dancers before, but there’s something… special about the dancing of your kind.”


  “Of Procya?”


  “Of all the…furred races? I’ve gathered ‘furry’ is considered disrespectful.”


  She inclined her head with a wry smile. “It would be like calling you a ‘fleshy,’ sir. I’m not sure if you’d find that disrespectful, but I imagine you’d find it a little—a little reductive.”


  He lifted his brows and laughed. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but yes. I see.” Then he tilted his head, smiling curiously. “‘Reductive.’ You’re very well-spoken.”


  “I did well in school.”


  Mr. Blue nodded and fidgeted. She waited for him to make the offer she knew was coming.


  “Would you consider a more… private dance for me?”


  Roulette smiled softly, meeting his eyes. “Understand that I’m only a dancer.”


  “Of course.”


  “No touching any more intimate than shaking your hand.”


  He hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Yes. But I’d like to see…more of you. I’ll pay you quite well.”


  She nodded slowly, then gave him a small—but suggestive—smile. “Then lead me to your room, Mr. Blue.”


  “I’m in room six. I’ll head up now, taking the main set of stairs. You wait five minutes, then follow me, using the far set of stairs. All right?”


  For heaven’s sake. “All right, sir.”


  Mr. Blue smiled and rose. “I’ll see you soon,” he whispered. With another glance around as if to make sure no one had seen the conversation, he made his way up the wide main staircase near the registration counter.


  Roulette didn’t watch him go. Instead, she folded her hands in her lap again and began to watch the wall clock.


  [image: private_dance]


While the White Orchid’s lobby and hallways positively shimmered with gleaming wood and brass trim, the room Roulette was let into was lit only by a single small oil lamp; even her eyes needed a moment to adjust. She wondered how long it had taken Mr. Blue, with his poor human eyesight, to see anything at all.


  “Come on in, Roulette,” he murmured, closing the door behind her and heading over toward the bed. “I believe there’s enough space for you to dance, isn’t there?”


  She nodded. “Yes.” He’d pushed some furniture to the room’s sides, creating an open area for her. Almost ten feet of space lay between the bed and the long, wide dresser against the far wall. Curiously, six large decorative glass bottles with sprayer tops, each with a dark blue liquid inside, lined the dresser’s surface.


  “Perfumes? Are you a salesman, Mr. Blue?”


  “You’re quite observant, aren’t you? Not a salesman, but I’m in the compounding business. I’ll give you some perfume after we’re finished.”


  “That’s kind of you, but I don’t—”


  “I insist,” he said, looking strangely serious as he sat down on the bed, eyes locked on her. “But now, dance. Please.”


  Roulette reached into a pocket of her skirt and pulled out her belled anklets, fastening each one by lifting her legs up and balancing on one foot, first right, then left.


  Then she began to dance.


  The dance was similar to her street dance, but slowed to half speed, sways more exaggerated, dips and bends lower. As she spun, her hands slid over her body, loosening ties, undoing buttons. None of her clothes fell to the floor—yet—but now they billowed with her movements.


  Mr. Blue’s breathing wobbled. “Very nice,” he whispered.


  A minute passed, the tempo of her whirling faster now, her blouse falling gracefully to the floor beside her. She wore a sleeveless top under it, gossamer thin, showing the sleek fur and lacy bra beneath.


  Roulette moved close enough to the bed that her tail just missed brushing against his body as she spun. As her hands moved into position to pull off her top in a smooth, well-practiced motion, though, Mr. Blue leaned forward and grabbed her arm. The motion nearly caused her to stumble against him.


  She took a deep breath, letting herself stay close to him, but making sure she was balanced. He made no attempt to hide the stare into her cleavage now. “No touching, sir,” she whispered. “We agreed.”


  “Unfasten my belt,” he said hoarsely.


  She leaned forward, tugging on her hand to encourage him to let go. “You can unfasten your belt if you want, Mr. Blue,” she murmured. “What I do is dance.”


  He grimaced, but nodded, more throwing her arm away rather than letting it go. He immediately brought both of his hands to his belt and fumbled to undo it.


  She danced away a couple feet in another twirl, and completed the pull on her top, letting it flutter down beside her blouse. When she looked back at Mr. Blue, she kept her eyes on his, doing her best to ignore what he was doing with his hands. She shouldn’t have been bothered—she knew what she was dancing for—but the expression on his face made her skin crawl under her fur. Even so, she was being paid for a show; her fingers combed through the fur over her belly, across her thighs, back under her tail. Maintaining the same slow pace and rhythm of the dance, she dipped lower, swayed more, swiveled her hips in widening circles.


  “Closer,” he wheezed, leaning forward.


  Roulette let herself pirouette closer.


  As she spun back to face him, Mr. Blue sprung at her.


  She shrieked, falling backward, but he stayed with her, arms wrapping around her back and head, crushing her face to his chest. His erection pressed hot against her belly. Panicking, she curled her fingers and stabbed her claws into his sides. It was enough to make him grunt in pain and loosen his grip. She scrambled back.


  “Come on, beast.” His tone dripped lust and hate. “I need to fuck you.”


  She darted toward the door, but he lurched in front of her to cut her off, then drove her back against the dresser. This time he grabbed her arms, keeping her from using her claws again.


  “Let go of me!”


  He twisted her around, forcing her to face the dresser, and slammed her down against it so she was bent over.


  Roulette tried desperately to twist away, her flailing hands knocking over one of the perfume bottles. If only these were mace. Yet maybe it would at least loosen his grip before—


  Holding her down with his weight, he slid a hand in front of her, fumbling at her skirt.


  Grabbing the closest bottle, she thrust it back behind her at his face and sprayed repeatedly.


  The reaction was sharp and immediate. He let go of her almost before the spray hit him, bringing his arms up. “No!”


  The scent released was nothing like perfume. Roulette quickly slid away along the dresser, turning around.


  Mr. Blue was rubbing frantically where the spray had hit him, smoke rising in thin, acrid wisps. “Oh living god. You fucking animal bitch. Get me—help—” Blisters were appearing on his cheeks, his arms, his fingers. Drops of blood had formed under his eyes. He fell to his knees, grabbing at the bed and pulling up the sheet to wipe at his face. His skin stuck to the cloth. He started to scream, a noise of pure terror—for only a second. The noise ended in a soft gargling sound.


  Feeling bile rise in her throat faster than her own scream, Roulette grabbed her clothes and ran from the room, slamming the door behind. She pulled both layers back on as she ran down the hall, took a deep steadying breath, and walked down to the lobby and to the exit as fast as she thought she could without drawing attention. She kept her expression studiously neutral; no one gave her curious, accusing looks, so she was sure she was—


  Was that the vixen from the dance this afternoon?


  Don’t look, she told herself fiercely. It isn’t, and if it is, that’s just a coincidence.


  She stepped outside. No guests had looked up in alarm, no staff had hurried upstairs. As awful as Mr. Blue was, she couldn’t just leave him like that. Could she?


  I’ll give you some perfume after we’re finished. I insist.


  Roulette managed to get into a side alley and over a trash can before she started to vomit.


  Roulette tried to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes, the images returned. She didn’t want to put a name to it, but she couldn’t stop herself. Melting. She’d left Mr. Blue with his face melting.


  When the sun rose the next morning, she splashed water on her face, dressed simply, and headed downstairs. A coffee shop, open only for breakfast and lunch, sat across the street from the boarding house. She’d made visiting it part of her morning ritual most days.


  Today the shop’s opener was a Melifen named Rissi. He didn’t know Roulette’s name but he knew her usual order; as she sat at the counter, the cat was already pouring a cup of coffee for her, and set it down in front of her with a little ceramic creamer, a plate with a warm raspberry turnover following a few seconds later. “You don’t look dressed for capturing hearts today. No dancing?”


  “I didn’t get much sleep,” she said, forcing a smile as she poured cream into the coffee.


  “You look really tired,” he agreed. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can get you, okay?”


  She gave him a nod and a more sincere smile as she cupped her hands around the mug, lifting it for a sip.


  Dancing. She couldn’t dance here now, could she? She’d have to get out of Achoren. If Mr. Blue had survived, he’d finger her for the attack, and it would be her word against his. While she’d grown up trusting the Ranean Guard in Orinthe, her impression of Achoren had taken a sharp turn for the worse in the last twelve hours.


  And if Mr. Blue hadn’t survived…then what? She might be in the clear. But even if there weren’t any witnesses, she’d been the only non-human at the White Orchid last night. Despite Mr. Blue’s little charade of not going up the stairs together, she might be remembered speaking with him.


  She’d been the first customer through the door this morning. As she nibbled on the turnover, other customers began to trickle in. A wolf she’d seen before sat down a couple stools down and tipped his cap to her; she nodded back, absently noting other regulars in the small crowd.


  Maybe she should go to the Ranean Guard herself. She’d rarely felt truly unwelcome here, after all. Her paranoia about Achoren prejudices was likely unjustified. And as part of the Empire, Ranean law—in which all citizens were held as equal regardless of race—took precedence.


  She’d reached for her coffee mug again when someone slipped onto the stool immediately to her right, a tall woman in dark gray slacks and a light blue blouse. The vixen.


  Roulette kept her hand on her mug but let it drop back onto the counter. It clinked loudly, coffee sloshing over its edge.


  Rissi walked over and took her order. “I’ll have what she’s having,” the vixen murmured, her voice soft and pitched low as she turned to look directly at Roulette. The raccoon tightened her grip on her coffee mug.


  “Coming right up,” Rissi said, ears flicking. He glanced between the two women and headed off.


  “Roulette,” the vixen said, keeping her storm green eyes fixed on the shorter raccoon.


  She looked down at her turnover, ears flat.


  “After breakfast, we’re going to chat about last night.”


  “What do you want?” Roulette hissed.


  “Don’t play stupid.” She picked up the pastry Rissi had just set down and bit into it.


  Roulette slammed money down on the counter, took a final quick gulp of her coffee, and stood up abruptly. “If you follow me I’ll scream,” she whispered. “Stay away from me.”


  The vixen didn’t even look up.


  Once outside, she paused to make sure the woman wasn’t following, then dashed across the street, into the boarding house and up the stairs. When she got into her room she locked the door behind her, dropped onto the bed and held her head in her hands until the sob threatening to burst out subsided.


  Nothing to do but run. She paid for the room by the week; leaving now meant she’d lose three days worth of money, but at this point she didn’t care.


  She started to drag the trunk out from under the bed, then paused. There was no way she could lug this around and duck the damn vixen. She could just grab the bills, but she’d hate to lose the strongbox—and she’d have trouble getting even half the trunk’s contents into her knapsack. She’d planned to leave by purchasing a seat and cargo space on a public carriage to Raneadhros. She hadn’t counted on—


  A knock sounded on the door. Roulette froze.


  The door knob jiggled, clacking as the lock held it in place.


  Roulette tried to hold her breath.


  “I know you’re in there,” the vixen growled from outside. “I’m not here to hurt you, but neither of us has time for this. Don’t make me break the door down.”


  She whimpered, holding her hand on the doorknob as if to brace it. “Why are you following me?”


  “Up until this morning, I hadn’t been following you.”


  Roulette trembled, ears folding back in her hair. “Just go away,” she said. “All I want to do is leave town. No one will ever see me again.”


  “It’s too late for that.” The vixen’s voice remained hard.


  Roulette closed her eyes for a second, then steeled herself and unlocked the door.


  The vixen pushed the door open, slipped in, shut and locked the door behind her. “First I need to know if you went there to kill Grayson.”


  Roulette stared incredulously. “Who is—”


  In a frighteningly fast motion the vixen closed the distance between them, now scowling. “I said no time for this. Were you there to kill Grayson, or just fuck him?”


  “I don’t know who you’re talking about!” She shoved at the vixen with both hands.


  The world blurred and hit Roulette hard in the back, knocking the breath out of her as the Vraini slammed her against the nearest wall, pinning her shoulders.


  “Listen to me very closely.” The vixen’s voice carried a cold steel edge. “Sometime between the point Grayson stopped talking to you in the lobby and when you left in a hurry, something happened that kept him from an important meeting he was supposed to have an hour before midnight. When I broke into his room this morning, it was empty and very clean. But the cleaners couldn’t quite mask the scent of human blood.”


  “I didn’t know what was in them!” Roulette shrieked.


  The vixen narrowed her eyes. “What was in what?”


  “The perfume bottles. They—they—he tried to rape me.”


  The pressure on her shoulders relaxed, and it took a few seconds before the vixen spoke, now softly. “Start at the beginning.”


  Roulette swallowed. “All I was going to do was dance.” Tears started to mat the fur under her eyes. “He said he’d pay me a lot, and he agreed—no touching. But he got worked up and—and bent me over the dresser…”


  She risked a glance up at the vixen’s face. Her expression remained frozen, unreadable.


  “He had…bottles on the dresser. He said they were perfume. I grabbed one—sprayed him in his face to make him let go—and—and—his face started to burn. And bleed.” Her voice broke. “And I ran. That’s it. I swear.”


  The vixen dropped her arms away and remained quiet for several seconds. “Acid in perfume bottles.”


  “Yes! He…” Roulette shuddered. “I think he was going to use it on me. After the dance.”


  At that, the vixen showed the most emotion the raccoon had seen from her so far: she closed her eyes for a full second and clenched her fists. “You don’t know who he was, do you?” she finally murmured.


  Roulette shook her head, sniffling.


  “An influential businessman in another town. A friend of the damned assistant mayor here. And someone I’d been watching for a month because I’m sure he is—was—planning something.” She ran a hand through her hair, then focused her gaze on Roulette again. “Get your things. Just what you can carry.”


  “What?” The raccoon shook her head. “Look. Look. I just want to get out of here. I’m going to go to Raneadhros and—”


  “The Brothers are going to be looking for you, and if they find you, they will kill you. They can’t take the chance, however small, that someone official might actually listen to you. You’re not going to make it to the border.”


  “What? This is crazy! Who are the ‘Brothers?’ Why should I—”


  The vixen took her shoulders again, more gently, but her expression remained hard as ice. “This is why we don’t have time for this. Get your things. Now.”


  Roulette stared into her eyes. She could tell the vixen believed what she was saying, although that didn’t mean she wasn’t crazy.


  “Dammit,” she swore aloud, then crouched by her trunk, surveying its contents. Clothes, mostly none too fine. Jewelry. Three pairs of sandals. Four books. Her knapsack. A few mementos of home. She began stuffing clothes hurriedly into the sack. “I at least need the strongbox—”


  “You need to be alive, and that means you need to move fast. I don’t want the next place I see you to be the morgue. Lock the trunk, shove it back under your bed, and lock the door. How long is the room paid for?”


  Roulette did as instructed, re-locking the trunk and pushing it under the bed until it was well-hidden once more. “Through the end of the week—hey!” Her ears folded back as the vixen pulled her out of the room.


  “Lock the door.”


  “I know,” Roulette snapped, locking it.


  “Then come on.” The vixen rushed her outside, marching her at a military pace away from downtown, glancing from side to side constantly.


  When they reached a corner two blocks away, she abruptly pointed to the right. “Go down the street another block, turn right at Andersen, then three blocks. The Aid Society will be on the left side of the road. Tell them Lisha sent you.”


  “Where are you—”


  “To check out your story.” She spun on her heel and walked the other direction.


  Roulette stared after the vixen in stunned silence for several seconds, then swore again and hurried down the street.


  Lisha’s directions took the raccoon through a section of Norinton she usually stayed clear of—the area around the boarding house had been unlovely, but this area was positively dismal. All the windows had bars, but few had glass. Most walls remained unpainted beyond crude messages from vandals. Trash piled forgotten in the streets. Even a human nose would find the air rancid, but she didn’t see a single human, only suspicious-looking L’rovri and Melifen, Vraini and Rilima she refused to meet eyes with. She gripped her knapsack tightly, wishing—not for the first time—she’d replaced the cheap little dagger that she’d lost on her journey from Orinthe.


  Once on Andersen the atmosphere improved, although it never quite returned to the merely ramshackle heights of the boarding house’s neighborhood. After three blocks, Roulette studied the building to her left, a long brick warehouse. It didn’t look like any of its high, small windows had ever had glass to be knocked out. No address, sign, or even door could be seen.


  She walked along its blank front. Maybe the Society was farther along the street? No, past the warehouse was a once-stately wooden house now doing time as a bail bonds office. Frowning, she looked down the wide alley between the two buildings.


  There it was: a wooden sign halfway down the length of the warehouse jutting out over a plain wooden door. Simple, newly painted white letters read PAN-SPECIES AID SOCIETY.


  With a glance around to see if anyone seemed to be looking her direction—no one was—Roulette hurried up to the door and rapped on it.


  “It’s open,” a woman’s voice called from inside.


  The floor of the small room she stepped into was so sandy it took Roulette a moment to be sure stone lay beneath; there was barely enough space for the receptionist’s desk and a wooden waiting bench. Pipes hung from the ceiling rather than being hidden. The air smelled faintly of charcoal and must.


  “Good morning,” the Rilima behind the desk said, looking up. “Can I help you?”


  Roulette brushed back her hair, finding herself looking away from the mouse woman. “I don’t know. I was told to come here.”


  “We can provide shelter, food, clothes, help finding work, and legal aid.” The receptionist took on the cadence of someone reciting from memory. “We’ll need your name and a little about you.”


  “I’m Roulette. Lisha sent me here.”


  The mouse’s gaze abruptly sharpened, and she hesitated before continuing. “Roulette, are you in some kind of trouble?”


  “Yes.”


  The receptionist stood up. “Wait here. I’m going to go find one of our advisers.” She waved at the bench, then stepped through a doorless opening to the right of her desk.


  Roulette sat down. The bench creaked alarmingly.


  She closed her eyes momentarily. Lisha had sent her to a damned homeless shelter, hadn’t she? In the name of the Three Lords, she didn’t need or want this kind of charity. She’d been getting by just fine on her own since coming here.


  Of course, assuming Lisha wasn’t lying, she’d never had someone trying to kill her, either. She couldn’t see why the vixen would lie to send her here, but she hardly had a reason to trust her.


  Sighing, she twisted her hands in the cloth of her skirt, suppressing a desire to crack open the door and see if anyone shady was glancing down the alley.


  “Hello! Good morning!” an energetic male voice came before its owner came into the room. A trim orange tabby, a few inches taller and a good thirty years older than she was, stepped in, followed by the receptionist. He wore a tan tunic and dark brown breeches, a fashion long out of style. “Roulette?”


  “Yes.” She stood up, clutching her bag.


  “I’m Tiran Tharp.” He smiled, sweeping a hand toward the opening he’d just stepped through. “If you’d accompany me?”


  Smiling back hesitantly, she followed him.


  Past the office, the warehouse revealed itself as one huge space divided into a haphazard maze, rooms and hallways carved out by thin wooden walls that reached only two-thirds of the way to the high ceiling. As they spoke they walked past offices, storage rooms, bedrooms, even a cafeteria. “So. Roulette. You’re one of Lisha’s friends?”


  “No.” She shook her head quickly. “Not at all.”


  “One of her enemies?” His tone grew amused.


  “No,” she repeated. “I mean…” She sighed. “I’m—I’m in trouble that she knows about. She made me come here.”


  “Mmm. Trouble, involving Lisha.” He lowered his voice. “Tell me this. Do you think people are going to come here looking for you? Or does Lisha?”


  “She does,” she said softly.


  “And you need a place to stay, then. For how long?”


  “Just a day or two, I hope. I have things back at the boarding house I need to get. As soon as I can I’m leaving the country.”


  He pursed his lips, looking thoughtful. “Well. I expect Lisha will appear this afternoon and give me whatever details about your situation she deems fit to share.”


  “So Lisha works here?”


  “She works with us part-time. She also works with other more activist groups.” He said activist as if he were tasting a spoiled anchovy.


  “What is it she does?”


  “She crusades,” he replied with a faint sigh. “Here, we’ve come to our best guest room.” He opened a door.


  They’d tried to make it nice, with a few wall hangings and matching pretty—if worn—blue calico covers on the small bed. It was smaller than the boarding house room, and more spartan, but far better than the cot in a shared room she’d expected. “If you stay longer than you expect, we’ll likely have to find you less posh accommodations, but—just for a few days—we can spare this one.”


  She smiled. “Thank you very much.”


  “Lunch is served at noon—we passed the cafeteria on the way here. You’re free to go anywhere outside of the little front office space. We have a nice reading room, too.”


  Roulette nodded.


  “If you need anything and can’t find me, just go to the receptionist. We’ll talk again soon.”


  “Thank you again.”


  He closed the door behind him. The door had no lock on this side, just a simple hook latch. She could have a modicum of privacy, but no security. Of course, it wasn’t as if the boarding house had been a fortress, and the warehouse as a whole might be more secure. She’d just never stopped to worry so much before.


  Hooking the door, she unpacked her clothes into the room’s dresser, smoothing them out as best she could, then tossed the knapsack on the floor and fell backward on the bed, staring up at the warehouse’s wooden ceiling. She could see birds in the rafters above the grid of pipework.


  “Welcome home, Roulette,” she muttered, closing her eyes.


  She didn’t intend to fall asleep, and when she woke she wasn’t sure she even had. But the light and shadows in the rafters had changed position slightly. There were soft voices in the hallway outside, and footsteps.


  The raccoon held her breath until the footsteps passed, then grimaced.  A life of hiding in shadows and flinching at noises would in time do her in as well as any blade. Standing up, she smoothed out her clothes, unlatched the door and walked out into the hallway, retracing the path Tiran had taken to get here.


  A different side hallway led to a modest library, perhaps the “nice reading room” that the tabby had spoken of. The room could have held a thousand books, but she doubted there were more than a hundred shelved, and most didn’t look to be in good shape. Donations, no doubt, and ones that they hadn’t been able to turn around and sell. The room’s sole occupant was a young wolf who appeared to be playing chess with no partner.


  Roulette stepped inside. Standing, the L’rovri would be just about six feet high, a touch short for his kind. The longer she looked at him the less sure of his age she was; he looked her age, but moved like someone much older, and muttered voicelessly as he pushed pieces around the board with deliberate motions. A flickering glass ball the size of a walnut sat on the table at the board’s edge.


  He was so intent on the “game” that it took him ten seconds to realize someone was there. When he did, he jerked upright, nearly knocking over the black queen.


  Roulette turned more fully to him and smiled, keeping her expression demure. “Hello.”


  “I did not hear you come in.” He turned his attention back to the chess board. “You are new here.”


  “I guess I am. I’m Roulette.”


  The wolf grunted. “Gregir. Volunteer?”


  She shook her head. “No.”


  “Refugee.” He moved two pieces at once, frowned, then started moving several into different positions.


  “Just for a few days. What is it you’re doing?”


  “That is what we all say. I am recording chess strategy.” He tapped the orb with a claw tip. “It captures what it sees.” Pressing his finger to it more firmly, he leaned toward the glass and said, “Stop.” The glow went out.


  Tapping it once more, he said, “Show.” The air above the ball shimmered and coalesced into a small image of Gregir, the chess board and part of the room, distorted as if reflected by a curved mirror. The image of Gregir began to move chess pieces around, mutters replayed in tinny fidelity by the little device. He slid his fingers over it, making the image grow and shrink, then tapped it once more and again said, “Stop.”


  “That’s amazing!”


  “It is bound magic. Not very expensive, just rare in this country. There are a few of these around the building. Good for legal meetings, yes?” He picked up the orb and slipped it into a pocket. “So what brought you to this snowy pit?”


  “I moved here with a friend to work at a vineyard down in Bergin Valley. She’d been offered a management job, and I was supposed to work in the tasting room. When we got there, her job became some kind of much lower-level assistant position and mine didn’t exist.”


  He snorted. “They would never have anyone but a human serve customers.”


  She folded her arms and half-smiled. “They had a Melifen working in the tasting room already.”


  “Ah, then they had their token and could look very progressive, yes?” Gregir pushed back from the chess board and stood up. “Are you hungry? We can just make the end of lunch.”


  “Yes. I am.” She stepped through the door he held open, but as they walked down the hall she avoided standing right by his side.


  “When we work at farms here, we are usually in fields. But that does not look like what you do.”


  “I’m a dancer.”


  “Ballet? Exotic? Clogging?”


  “Just street performances. A little exotic, sometimes.”


  “Mmm.” He shrugged, tail wagging once behind him. “I am sure you are good, but it is very strange for one of us to do dancing here.”


  “That might be what makes it work. I’m exotic just by being a raccoon.”


  Gregir grunted again, the momentary curl of his lip suggesting what he thought of that rationale, and remained silent.


  “How long have you been here? At the Society, I mean.”


  “Seven weeks. Refugee and volunteer. I am trying to chase birds out of the ceiling.”


  She laughed. “I guess they could get a warehouse cheap.”


  “Yes.”


  “I haven’t seen one with all the pipes exposed like this, though.”


  He pointed up. “See the little valves on the pipes? If the place started burning, they could turn on the pipes and water would pour down from those and put it out.”


  “Really!” She craned her head back to look more closely. “I’ve never seen that before.”


  “You see the little valves in other buildings around Achoren. Warehouses, expensive hotels, meeting halls. But I am not sure the ones here even work, so try not to catch on fire.”


  The cafeteria was only eight tables, and the sole other diner was finishing his meal—they’d just barely caught the last serving. Roulette had correctly guessed the style of food: one meat entree and one meatless, both so simply prepared they had no hint of character. She chose the vegetable plate, poured a drink from one of the pitchers on the counter, and brought her tray to a table. Gregir sat down across from her.


  The food had little seasoning, relying on diners to help themselves to an array of dry spices and bottled sauces. This was standard practice for cooking food in quantity when you couldn’t know ahead of time which races would be dining, but she’d gotten so used to eating food cooked in Achoren style—seemingly founded on the principle that sage, salt and white pepper were the only spices anyone would need—that she’d forgotten how welcome a few shakes of garlic salt could be.


  Gregir remained silent through most of his meal, but finally broke the silence. “So you are staying here for a few days?”


  Roulette nodded.


  “It will be frenzied around here soon. You know about the rally on Starday? Two days from now, yes?”


  She shook her head. “No. For what?”


  He downed the last bite of his meat. “The immigration referendum.” He waved his fork at her. “Do you know what that is?”


  Roulette bristled, racking her brain to prove she wasn’t that ignorant of local politics. “A proposal to tighten the policies, right?” she hazarded. “But it’s not up for a Parliament vote yet.”


  “‘Tighten,’ yes.” He snorted. “It would make it almost impossible to immigrate here unless you have a landed relative in Achoren. Non-humans could not own land in Achoren before the empire-wide Parity Edicts, so we all know what it is meant to do, yes? And there is no Parliament vote. It is a popular referendum.”


  “Do you think it’s going to win?”


  He shrugged. “It will not win in Bergin Valley, but here in Norinton, with Massey? It will win. And I think more of Achoren is like Norinton than it is like the valley.”


  Roulette hated to ask, but she had to. “Who’s Massey?”


  Gregir rolled his eyes, looking amused. “The assistant mayor of our fair city, and the man who wrote the referendum. You have seen any tiny framed Achoren crests showing up around town the last few months?”


  She thought, then nodded. “Yes. One. Maybe two.”


  “Courtesy of his fine upstanding group of fine upstanding Achoren nationals. You’ll meet a few at a counter-rally across from ours on Starday.” He downed a big gulp of birch beer. “You might even get to meet him. He gives the Aid Society money.”


  “Wait,” Roulette said, ears skewing. “If his policy is targeted at keeping non-humans out of Achoren, why would he be giving them money?”


  “He gets to look like he cannot possibly be a racist while holding us up as proof that non-humans cannot make it here without help. He is a very good politician.”


  She sighed, and sipped at her hibiscus tea. “It all sounds very…un-Ranean.”


  “Look at Achoren’s economy—not as good as the rest of the Empire’s.  Wages down, unemployment up, yes? People look around and say things aren’t like they used to be. And, why, all these furries, not here in the old days, either. They must be at fault.”


  Roulette flinched visibly.


  “You know it is what they are thinking,” he said, waving a hand. “No leader tells people life will never be the way it used to be, that they must embrace the scary new future. Instead they say, let us declare the future illegal, so we can stay in the glorious past that never was.”


  “And tell them I’m destroying their economy,” she said with a wry smile.


  “No, I am destroying their economy. You are tempting them to sin with lewd and lascivious dancing.”


  “Please forgive Gregir’s manner,” Tiran said, approaching from Roulette’s left. “He tends toward undue cynicism.”


  The wolf looked up as Tiran sat down, clearly about to give a caustic retort, then caught sight of Lisha pulling out the fourth seat at the table to sit down as well. Gregir immediately snapped his jaws shut, his ears folding back.


  “Cynics are sometimes right,” Lisha said. Gregir’s ears came up slightly.


  “So are optimists,” Tiran retorted.


  Lisha ignored him, turning to Gregir. “Excuse us.”


  The wolf glowered at her, then said to Roulette, “Maybe I will see you later, yes? I will be back with the chess board.” He ambled out of the room.


  Lisha waited until he’d left, then focused her gaze on the raccoon. Receiving the vixen’s undivided attention wasn’t much less discomfiting than being slammed against the wall by her. “There’s no reports I can find of Grayson being taken to the hospital. If his wounds were what you described, he’d have needed medical attention to survive. Either they took him to a doctor who could keep it quiet or he didn’t live. I managed another look at the hotel room to see where they used cleaners—what parts of the carpet and box spring were slightly brighter than the rest. Based on how much blood must have been there, I doubt he made it. You said you just gave him a spray from a perfume bottle?”


  “A few…a few sprays,” Roulette said, suddenly feeling sick again. She looked down at the table, then closed her eyes.


  Lisha put her hand on the raccoon’s shoulder and squeezed it with a little shake. Roulette snapped her gaze up again, surprised.


  “All you did was defend yourself,” the vixen said. “You’re blameless here.”


  Roulette bit her lip and nodded.


  Lisha looked into her eyes a moment longer, then dropped her hand abruptly, looking away. “What color was the acid?”


  “Blue. Dark blue. Almost purple.”


  “Herani concentrate,” Tiran rumbled. He’d looked uncomfortable himself through the conversation so far, but now looked thoughtful.


  “What’s herani?” Roulette asked.


  “An extremely dangerous alchemical solvent. I suppose Grayson could have gotten his hands on some, or even formulated it. But why perfume bottles?”


  The vixen leaned back in her seat, crossing her arms and sighing. Even slouching she was the tallest at the table. “Because in addition to being a racist bastard, he was a sicker shit than I’d ever imagined.”


  He smiled wanly. “It’s hardly the sort of association I want.”


  Roulette gave him a quizzical look, but Lisha was the one who explained. “Tiran made his fortune as a perfumer. He volunteers here so he isn’t bored in retirement.”


  “It’s a family business now run by my son, but I’m still involved. And if I’d made a fortune, the Aid Society wouldn’t be stuck in this warehouse.” He chuckled.


  Silence passed for several seconds. Then Lisha’s gaze sharpened. “Write down everything you remember from last night.”


  “I’ve already told you what I remember.”


  “Do it in more detail. Think of it as rehearsing for testifying against the Brothers.”


  Tiran made a soft irritated grunt. “Testify against them for what, Lisha?”


  “Come on. Massey’s who Grayson was going to meet with last night. Him or one of his proxies. And if Grayson had the herani for that meeting, he was bringing it to him.”


  The cat sighed heavily, shifting in his seat. “There are an awful lot of unsupportable assumptions in that, starting with the notion that the Brothers would be involved with anything like this. They’re a service—”


  Lisha’s tone rose. “They’re a violent hate group and they’ve gotten away with murder before.”


  “There’s no proof—”


  “Because Massey kills his own people if he has to. The man is a psychopath. This is the first time he’s screwed up and we have to take advantage of it. If you weren’t always looking the other way you’d see—”


  “Enough,” Tiran said, softly but firmly. “I know what the agenda of the Brothers of Atasos is.”


  “No,” Lisha snapped, abruptly standing. “You believe they are what they say they are, and you’re a fool.” She leaned over and put her hand on Roulette’s shoulder again, looking down into the raccoon’s eyes with her uncomfortable intensity. “Try to write those things down like I asked.”


  You didn’t ask as much as commanded, Roulette thought wryly, but she just nodded. “All right.”


  “And don’t leave. I may not know exactly what they’re planning, but if it’s something that involves using the herani, you’re the only witness who can connect it to them. If they find you, they’ll want to finish what Grayson started.”


  Roulette swallowed, ears folding back. Lisha walked out of the room.


  Tiran watched her go, sighing.


  “So what is the agenda of the Brothers of Atasos?” Roulette asked.


  “If you ask them, it’s to promote Achoren’s pre-Empire heritage and uphold a way of life distinct from Ranea’s. If you ask Lisha, it’s to segregate humans and non-humans by any means necessary.”


  “And if I ask you?”


  “Mmm.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “They’d be happy if all of us left the country, and there’s been more than a few crimes against non-humans committed by their members. But there’s nothing that’s ever tied the group to those crimes. They’re not the unhinged terrorists of Lisha’s imagination.” He grinned lopsidedly. “And speaking of Lisha, I think she likes you.”


  “Like? I think she feels a little sorry for me, and a little sorry for how she scared the hell out of me when we first met.”


  The cat laughed. “Maybe. But I’ve never seen her touch someone to reassure them before. She rarely even shakes hands.”


  She finished her tea. “I hope you’re not trying to set us up for a date.”


  He suddenly looked flustered. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean to imply—that is, I have my suspicions—not that that’s any of my business.” He rose to his feet. “Regardless. She has a good sense for danger, so it might be best if you do stay here for another day or two. Dinner is served between six and seven-thirty,  and breakfast is from six-thirty to eight-thirty.”


  She nodded, trying not to look amused at his discomfort. “Thank you for all your kindness.”


  He smiled, and ambled off.


  Roulette had always had a good head for directions and maps; finding her way back toward her room wasn’t difficult. Nor was finding the storage rooms she’d passed by.


  She not only didn’t own a writing pad or journal, she didn’t even own a pen, which made it difficult to fulfill Lisha’s—strongly worded request. Surely one of the three supply rooms she recalled seeing would have them, but neither of the first two did. The third one, though: yes. Leather-bound blank notebooks that seemed too nice for her to appropriate, and an array of different-colored pens. She selected a black one, which seemed appropriately somber, and combed through boxes to see if she could find a cheaper paper-bound notebook. Ah, that looked like—


  The raccoon paused, looking at the box behind the one she’d just seen. The one in front had the notebooks she’d sought, but the small one behind had two walnut-sized glass balls rolling loose in it.


  Biting her lip, she leaned forward and picked one up. Was it…?


  Stepping away, she set it down on an empty area on a shelf, then touched her finger-pad to it. “Start,” she said aloud.


  Nothing happened.


  Frowning, she realized Gregir hadn’t shown her how to make the thing record. “Start” might be too general; it could play recordings back, after all. So maybe—


  Tap. “Record.”


  The ball started to glow.


  Grinning widely, Roulette stepped back, did a pirouette, and then tapped it again. “Stop.”


  The ball’s glow stopped.


  Tap. “Show.”


  A small image of Roulette appeared above the ball, doing a pirouette, giggling tinnily. After the few seconds of recording hit its end the ball went dark once more.


  She clapped her hands in delight, then considered. How could she remove that useless little recording now? She tapped it again. “Remove.”


  Nothing happened.


  Tap. “Erase.”


  The ball flickered in acknowledgement. She grinned again.


  All right, this wouldn’t be writing her recollections. But she’d return the ball after she finished using it. If she took a journal, she’d have to make it hers—she’d have written in it permanently.


  And these things were so amazing!


  She slipped the ball into a pocket and headed out of the storage room, then made her way back to her room.


  Nothing appeared to have been disturbed—all her clothes were still here. But she missed not having her trunk, and especially not having her strongbox. Even though this room wasn’t lockable, it would be safer here: strangers, not to mention the mysterious “Brothers of Atasos,” would have to get past the reception area and find her room. And she’d be here. That wasn’t the case with the boarding house, not now.


  But that meant that she’d have to get the trunk here. Somehow. Just because neither Lisha nor Tiran thought she should leave didn’t mean she couldn’t, but she had to admit she didn’t want to be out somewhere alone right now. But what about Gregir? He seemed to have little love for Lisha, or any authority at all. He seemed to like Roulette, though. And he’d have no trouble with the trunk.


  She debated for a few moments, then set out toward the reading room Gregir said he’d be in.


  Her path back to the reading room took her past the reception area, and as she approached she heard voices—the receptionist’s, and a man whose voice she didn’t recognize.


  “—waited long as I can, I’m afraid. You’ll tell him I called?”


  “I will, and I apologize. There’s a lot going on right now.”


  Something made the raccoon stop and make sure she wasn’t visible through the opening behind where the two were speaking.


  “Of course. You have your rally in two days.”


  “Yes.”


  The man’s voice became somewhat mournful. “I still don’t quite understand the objection you all have to the referendum. Some of the talk I’ve heard around these quarters has bordered on the violent.”


  “I assure you violence is against our principles, Mr. Massey.”


  “I’m sure it’s against yours, my dear, as it is against mine. But I’m not sure whether all those who see us as racist hold themselves to the same standards.”


  “I’m not sure whether all of those who give you that reputation hold themselves to those standards, either,” the mouse replied, her tone aggressively cheerful.


  “Of course,” Massey said, tone not quite hiding his irritation. “Even so, I find it…unfortunate that Mr. Tharp has put himself so much in front of this issue. He and I have some funding issues to discuss, I believe.”


  “Very well.” Her tone dropped several degrees at his implied threat. “Do have a wonderful day, Mr. Massey.”


  “Thank you.” Roulette heard his footsteps toward the door, then a pause. “Oh. Have you had any new clients this week? I like to meet them when I’m here, if I can.”


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t give out that information.”


  There was a long pause before he said, “Good day, then,” and walked off. Roulette leaned forward far enough to see the front door, but caught only a glimpse of a well-tailored white suit.


  The mouse behind the desk looked between her and the doorway Massey had left through. “He was asking about you, wasn’t he?” she asked, nose twitching.


  “I don’t know,” Roulette said, although she felt certain he was.


  “Always an adventure around here,” the receptionist said dryly, and turned her attention to a filing cabinet.


  “I am not sure that doing this thing would be a good idea,” Gregir rumbled, glancing across the chess board at Roulette.


  She had played against him—very poorly—for an hour, succeeding in getting him to laugh twice and wag his tail once, before slipping her request into conversation. “Oh, now. You’re sounding like Lisha.”


  He grunted. “No. If I was sounding like Lisha, I would say it like this. ‘If you try to do this thing, I will bite out your spleen.’”


  Roulette laughed. “We’ll be in and out quickly, I promise.”


  “We will not be out quickly. We will be carrying a big trunk,” Gregir sighed.


  “I can’t leave it there.” She didn’t try to hide the worry in her voice. “At least here it’s in a place I can watch.”


  “And a place you cannot lock.”


  “Not just any stranger can walk in to this building, though.”


  “No, just desperate homeless people.”


  She didn’t turn on the tears—she just made sure she looked like she might at any moment. “Please, Gregir.”


  The wolf gritted his teeth, pointedly looking away from her face. “I do not think we should do this when it is dark out. After breakfast tomorrow, we shall see what we see, yes?”


  She wanted to say then let’s go right now, but decided not to push her luck; the sun was already setting. “Thank you.” She beamed, stepping forward and giving him a hug. His body tensed up so much she thought he might shatter.


  He patted her on the back awkwardly and disengaged himself from the hug. “It is time to head to dinner, yes?” The wag of his tail didn’t help the stoic look he was clearly trying to maintain.


  “They just started serving.”


  “Then everything is fresh and it is the best time to go.” He held the door open for her with an exaggerated sweep of his arm. She laughed and headed out with him.


  This time people were already sitting down with plates, and a short line was ahead of them. Again, the meal was two entrees—vegetarian and meat—but this time with a choice of sauces rather than just the table-side condiments for spices. Roulette chose a chicken plate with a sour orange chile sauce.


  “That smells of nothing but pepper,” Gregir said, wrinkling his nose at Roulette’s plate as he sat down beside a gray fox. The Vraini nodded to him without quite looking up or raising his ears from a low, wary angle. “This is Tylee. Tylee, meet Roulette.”


  “Hi,” Tylee said, eyes widening at Roulette as the raccoon took her own seat. “Oh.”


  “Forgive Tylee for staring. He is stupid,” Gregir said conversationally.


  “Hey.” The fox punched Tylee in the shoulder, ears coming forward for just a moment.


  Roulette laughed. “He wasn’t staring,” she lied. “And this is a traditional sauce for chicken in Orinthe. You northerner canids are just oversensitive. L’rovri where I’m from would say this is too mild.”


  He grinned. “L’rovri where you are from would be dying from heat stroke.”


  Tylee’s ears came forward again. “So what brings you to the Society? You don’t look—well—you don’t look like one of the usual clients here.”


  She started to smile at the implied compliment, then checked herself. The Vraini’s clothes were clean but well-worn, and the same could be said about his fur. She’d guessed him to be in his late thirties when she sat down, but now wondered if he might be closer to her age. “I’m just having to leave the room I’ve been renting for a little while.”


  He nodded sympathetically, and she realized he’d taken it to mean she could no longer afford to pay. She cleared her throat, feeling even more self-conscious. “Are you an Achoren native?”


  Tylee nodded again. “I grew up nearby, in South Esington. Are you from Orinthe?”


  “Yes.”


  “I hope I can visit it, someday. I’ve heard it’s beautiful. Why—uh, why come here? There’s not much in Achoren for immigrants.”


  “There is not much in Achoren for natives,” Gregir rumbled.


  Tylee laughed. “Not these days, it seems.”


  The wolf responded with something typically sarcastic about humans and they settled into more small talk. Like most L’rovri that Roulette had met, Gregir ate quickly. Tylee had already finished eating; he’d been halfway through his meal when they sat down, and he had the air of a wild creature afraid something would steal his food if he didn’t hurry.


  As she finished a short description of the town she’d grown up, Roulette caught a familiar figure out of the corner of her eye, and glanced over to see Lisha approaching. The vixen nodded to her as she walked past, then took a seat alone at a table against the wall.


  The wolf turned to follow Roulette’s gaze. “I do not usually see her eat here.”


  “I’m surprised she’s eating alone.”


  He grunted, and downed the rest of his drink. “Because she is so bubbly and social, yes.” He tapped her plate. “Raccoons eat too slow.”


  “Canines eat too fast.”


  Gregir grinned, and stood up. “I must get to the general store before it closes. I shall see you later?”


  “I’ll be here, somewhere.”


  She watched him walk off, then smiled demurely at Tylee. “It was nice meeting you. Will you excuse me?”


  He nodded, smiling back uncertainly. “Sure.”


  Before he said anything else, she stood up, picking up her own half-empty plate and silverware, and walked over to Lisha’s table.


  The vixen looked up sharply, her expression almost as wary as Tylee’s.


  “You don’t mind company, do you?” Roulette said.


  Lisha’s ears came forward, although her expression remained guarded. “No.” She waved at the seat across from her.


  “So are you from Achoren?” As she spoke, Roulette tried to guess Lisha’s age. About thirty, if that? Not quite. Older than the raccoon, but not by as much as she tried to project.


  “No. I’ve lived here five years. I grew up in Raneadhros.”


  Roulette’s ears perked. “Really? That’s where I want to live. I grew up in Orinthe.”


  “Raneadhros is closer to Orinthe than Achoren is. How’d you end up here?”


  She didn’t feel like telling the story again. “Not so good luck. You?”


  “I was with the Ranean Guard. They usually keep officers in the areas they know. But they wanted to move non-human officers into Achoren, and asked for volunteers. So I went.”


  “A kind of…of outreach program, then?”


  “That was the idea. It just wasn’t a good one.” The vixen’s expression softened into something more contemplative as she looked past Roulette, eyes unfocused. “The first thing you learn as a Guard member is that it isn’t a royal guard, that you’re not a soldier. The drill was ‘not in service to the law, but in service to the community within the law.’ In Raneadhros that worked.” She refocused on Roulette. “But when I came here, I was always the other. You can’t win the trust of people who treat you like that.”


  “That’s just a few people, though. And older people, ones who don’t want to change. I mean, I haven’t been treated badly,” Roulette said, then looked down. “Other than last night, I mean.”


  “Bullshit.” Lisha’s tone was—for her—gentle, but the raccoon’s ears still went back. “You’re stuck in a boarding house in Furville. You know that’s what they call that part of town, don’t you?”


  “Yes, but it’s a nice enough place for now. There weren’t any vacancies at the places closer to the city center I asked at.”


  “That’s what the landlords told you,” Lisha said softly. “And you don’t have a bank account because they asked for an extra security deposit, since you were from out of town? You didn’t have enough credit?” She abruptly leaned forward, pinching Roulette’s arm fur between two fingers. “Or because you have this?”


  The raccoon jerked her arm away. She was starting to see why people didn’t like to eat with Lisha. “Is that why you left the Guard?”


  “I was released a year ago.”


  Roulette hesitated, unsure whether to ask the obvious next question.


  “Sometimes people get—a little bold verbally with the Guard when they realize we’re supposed to be polite and formal all the time. Someone pushed me too far and I decked him.”


  “Oh. But being let go just for one fight seems harsh.”


  “It wasn’t the first,” the vixen said curtly.


  “Oh,” Roulette repeated. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, so ate more of her chicken in silence.


  At length Lisha spoke again. “So do you want to move to Raneadhros to dance there? On the stage?”


  “Oh, no. I love dancing, but it’s not a career. I want to find a husband there.”


  Lisha looked disappointed for a moment, then shook her head. “You’re—you dance beautifully.”


  “Thank you.” Roulette smiled. “But I just don’t think I can count on it, and I’ll probably never make much more money at it than I do now. I could have stayed home, but Orinthe doesn’t really have landed gentry. Achoren does, but as you pointed out, I have fur.”


  “So your life plan is to marry someone rich.”


  Roulette felt her cheeks growing warm. “No. No. I want to marry someone I’m in love with.”


  “You just hope he’ll be rich.”


  “Yes. I mean…” She set down her fork and crossed her arms. “I guess you didn’t grow up with that dream.”


  “The dream of being a kept woman? No, I guess I didn’t.”


  Roulette’s ears folded back.


  Lisha softened her expression. “It’s not that I don’t want to live comfortably, or that I don’t want a partner. But in my childhood dreams I never wanted to be the princess waiting to be rescued. I wanted to be the one doing the rescuing.”


  Roulette laughed after a moment. “You terrorized the boys in your school, didn’t you?”


  “It was great,” Lisha said solemnly, then—for the first time Roulette had seen—smiled broadly. In an instant she transformed from handsome in a severe way to why didn’t I notice you were beautiful.


  “So.” The raccoon blinked rapidly, hoping her unexpected blush hadn’t visibly reached her ears. “You’re not married, either?”


  If the vixen noticed Roulette’s flush, she gave no sign. “There was someone back in Raneadhros, once, but when I applied for the transfer to Achoren, we broke things off. And here…” She shook her head once. “I don’t know. Maybe some people are meant to be single.”


  Roulette shifted in her seat, whiskers flicking. “I’m sure you’ll find someone. You’re smart, tough and very pretty.”


  “Not like you,” Lisha said, smiling again and shaking her head. “I should go see if I can dig up anything more on what Grayson had planned. His being in town to bring bottles of herani to Massey just a couple days before an opposition rally is not a coincidence. Have you written down anything about last night?”


  “No.”


  “Do it tonight, then, before the memory fades. I know that you don’t think it will, but it will. Try to picture the room—describe it like you’re standing in the center and turning slowly. And think about all the smells. All the sounds, too.”


  Roulette nodded. “I will.”


  Lisha stood up, picking up her empty plate, then hesitated. After several seconds, she said, “Thank you for coming over to talk with me.”


  The raccoon smiled up. “You’re welcome. I enjoyed it.”


  Lisha hesitated again a moment, then strode off.


  Roulette leaned back and ran a hand through her hair, then grinned a small grin to herself. If the vixen would just let herself smile more often, she’d be married within a month.


  The next morning Roulette didn’t feel like she’d ever quite made it to sleep. When she closed her eyes she saw Mr. Blue’s face—sometimes the way it looked just before he attacked her, sometimes the way it looked just after she’d attacked him. More than once she’d settled into the start of sleep, only to snap her eyes open at nightmares whose images quickly faded to a murky sense of omnipresent danger.


  Judging by the light—and the calls of the birds in the rafters—she’d woken up just after sunrise. She made her way to the cafeteria to see what their breakfast would be like.


  Only three other people were there. The two she didn’t recognize looked like they must be clients, not staff; the other one, surprisingly, was Lisha, sitting alone in the corner with no food but a cup of coffee. “Good morning,” Roulette called.


  Lisha’s ears perked up and she gave Roulette a smile—smaller than the bright one last night, still pretty but almost timid. “Good morning.”


  The raccoon came over, but didn’t sit down. “I didn’t think I’d see you here now. You don’t sleep here, do you?”


  She shook her head. “No, but I wanted to get an early start on planning work for the rally tomorrow. I’m in charge of security.”


  Roulette grinned. “That doesn’t surprise me. I’ll go get some food and—”


  “Do not get food here,” Gregir called from across the room. Both women turned. “Get food here.” Gregir held up a large brown bag with a few small grease flecks on the bottom. It smelled like—


  “Doughnuts?” Roulette asked, laughing. “Your breakfast is doughnuts?”


  “And your breakfast is doughnuts. Plenty to share.”


  She laughed again, and pulled out one of the chairs at Lisha’s table. “Come join us.”


  Both Lisha and Gregir flicked their ears, glancing at one another. The wolf sat down, though, as did the raccoon.


  “These aren’t a very nutritious breakfast,” Roulette said.


  “Nonsense.” He tilted the bag on its side and ripped it open to expose all the pastries. “This one is plain, this one has nuts, this one has cream filling, this one has berries. Very nutritious.”


  “Thank you,” Roulette said with a grin. She took one of the cream-filled ones, biting into it carefully. Lisha leaned forward and took one of the fruit doughnuts.


  “You are welcome, Roulette,” he replied, tail wagging once.


  Lisha’s ears flicked, and she ate her doughnut in silence.


  Roulette cleared her throat. “Are you doing something for the rally tomorrow?” she asked the wolf.


  “I have put up signs, handed out flyers,” he said. “I have spoken with other groups. We are supposed to ‘excite’ people about the referendum.”


  “Which is working,” Lisha cut in. “The most recent polling has it being defeated.”


  “Narrowly,” Gregir grunted, and ate nearly all of a chocolate doughnut in one bite. “And the other side is excited, too.”


  Roulette nodded as she listened, and finished off her doughnut, licking her fingers clean of bits of whipped cream. Then she paused, tongue tip against finger pad, as she realized both vixen and wolf were watching. Just as quickly, both Gregir and Lisha looked away.


  She cleared her throat, standing up. “I should go—do that recording. Of my impressions from yesterday.”


  Lisha nodded, standing up, too. “You should, yes. Just bring me the notebook when you’re finished. I’ll be in the meeting room closest to the reception area.”


  Gregir said to Roulette, “I’ll be ready for our—work—in about an hour, if that is a good time, yes?”


  “Yes,” she said with another nod. “That’d be fine.” She grabbed another donut as she headed out.


  “This is not as bad a place as I was expecting it to be,” Gregir said as he and Lisha walked up the steps of the boarding house.


  “I told you it was a nice place.”


  “You say everything is nice, so I did not take that seriously.”


  She laughed, shaking her head, and led him up the stairs. “It’s just down the hall.” She reached into her pocket for the key, then froze as she approached the door. It had been pulled to, but wasn’t completely shut.


  Gregir stepped in front of her, motioning for her to stay behind him, and gently pushed the door open. Roulette couldn’t see past him, but she saw his ears fold back.


  “What?” she hissed, squeezing between him and the door frame.


  The sheets had been pulled off the bed and left in a pile on the floor, the mattress overturned. And her beloved trunk had been hammered open—


  “Oh, no.” Roulette leapt to the trunk, throwing aside the clothes in a frenzy. But she’d known it wouldn’t be there even before she looked. To a thief she would have nothing else of value. “Oh, no…”


  “What is missing?”


  “Everything,” she whispered, rocking backward and wrapping her arms about herself tightly. Her eyes ached as if tears were about to come, but they didn’t, beyond her vision blurring for a moment. She’d cried too much over the last day. Now there was just a ragged hole.


  Gregir patted her shoulder awkwardly. “Let us ask the owner if he saw anyone come up, yes? We can—”


  “She,” she mumbled. “Mrs. Vliades.” She didn’t move, but she didn’t resist as Gregir lifted her up to her feet and walked with her back to the stairs.


  Roulette stared at the door to Mrs. Vliades’ room numbly, until Gregir knocked on it for her. Shortly the L’rovri woman came to the door, seeing Gregir first. “May I help—Alizabel? Goodness, dear, what’s wrong?”


  She took a ragged breath. “Did…did anyone come here looking for me, Mrs. Vliades?”


  The wolf woman’s ears lowered. “A young human man was here yesterday, right when I was clearing the table after dinner, asking about ‘a raccoon dancer.’ I didn’t know whether you were in or not, but since he didn’t seem to know you I didn’t give him your room number.”


  “Did he talk to anyone else?” Gregir rumbled.


  “I’m afraid I can’t tell you. I was here in my room this afternoon, but I didn’t hear anything and no one else came to me.”


  “You should get better door locks, yes? And you need a new one for room eleven now.”


  Mrs. Vliades frowned, and shuffled out of her office, heading up the stairs.


  Roulette stayed in the hallway, looking at the floor. “It was all my money, Gregir. All of it. Over fourteen hundred vars.” She laughed bitterly. “Now I really need the Aid Society, don’t I?”


  He squeezed her hand between both of his gently for a moment. “You are safe, and that is most important. It means you can work to get more.”


  “I should have kept trying to get it into a bank,” she muttered miserably. “Lisha said they make it hard here just because I’m not human, but I should have kept trying.”


  “You cannot fix the past, yes? And…ah…” He trailed off. “I am afraid you should not have invoked her name. It has summoned her.”


  “What?—” The raccoon’s ears folded back even before she turned to see Lisha descending on her like a thunderbolt.


  “I told you not to leave under any circumstances,” Lisha snarled. “And you come back to the only place they’d know to look for you?”


  “Were you following me? Again?” Roulette said, incredulous.


  “Not until I couldn’t find you, or him, and had a suspicion.” She jabbed a finger at the wolf. “And you should have known better!”


  He crossed his arms and glowered. “I am helping a friend. If you had any you would understand.”


  Lisha’s volume rose with her temper. “You realize they likely have this place staked out, don’t you? You’re just lucky there was no one waiting for you in there.”


  Suddenly Roulette wasn’t afraid or miserable. She was furious. “Lucky?” She shoved Lisha against the hallway wall, perversely gratified by the shocked look it earned her. “I’m lucky someone dragged me out of that room without letting me get my strongbox. I’m lucky that whoever robbed me didn’t do it until last night, so it turned out there wasn’t a rush after all. I’m lucky that thanks to you, I only have ten vars to my name!”


  Lisha’s eyes had grown steadily wider through this tirade, her ears creeping backward. “I was looking out for you!”


  “I’ve been looking out for myself since I was nineteen! I know how to look out for myself!”


  The vixen had recovered enough to start looking angry again herself, teeth slightly bared. “If that was true, you wouldn’t be here now.”


  “Mother of devils, Lisha.” She gave the vixen another shove. “Massey was looking for me at the Society yesterday, not here.”


  “What?” The vixen looked shocked again. “You didn’t tell me—”


  “It wasn’t important to me. I’m not the one on the crusade! Instead of worrying about your damn ‘Brothers,’ tell me what I do now. You have an answer for that?”


  Lisha looked down at her with a wounded expression that just made Roulette even angrier. She stomped toward the street.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Back to the homeless shelter. It looks like I’ll be there a while, doesn’t it?”


  “Dammit, Roulette!”


  She set her ears back and hurried out, heading in the opposite direction of the Society and walking as quickly as she could. She heard Lisha and Gregir rush out behind her, heard Lisha start to call her name, heard Gregir say something softly reproving to the vixen. She didn’t look back.


  Roulette had made it to the square she’d danced in nearly every day before she slowed down. As the adrenaline and anger subsided, she stumbled, suddenly exhausted. She let herself drop to a street-side bench, then slumped forward, head in her hands.


  When she’d moved to Norinton from Bergin Valley she’d hardly been rich, but she had enough to secure the room for a month and pay for meals. She’d exaggerated her new poverty to Lisha, but not by much—she had seventeen vars and change left. Her tiny, wretched, beloved room at Mrs. Vliades’ place had cost ninety per week.


  She’d have to start over—but where? How? She couldn’t just find another corner in Achoren and begin dancing again. Even if Lisha’s conspiracy theories were wrong, she’d still committed a crime. A horrific assault, very likely a murder. Yes, it had been self-defense, but could she prove it? Was the Guard looking for her even now?


  And what if Lisha wasn’t wrong?


  Pull yourself together. You can’t just sit here sniffling.


  Wiping her eyes, she steadied her breathing and sat up.


  The sun remained high overhead, just visibly on its post-noon descent. Today, like tomorrow, was a day off for most businesses—as independent-minded from Ranea as Achoren was, they’d embraced the five-on, two-off work calendar wholeheartedly. The square was entirely empty; she wondered if anyone would bother to show up for the rally tomorrow. She wondered if she would bother to show up.


  She could hear a horse-drawn carriage approaching slowly on another street. The hoof beats reminded her of an old mantelpiece clock back at her parents’ home in Orinthe, a marvel of brass gears, something in it making a solid clunk twice a second. Time was ticking past.


  On even a coldly practical level, leaving Gregir and Lisha behind at the boarding house had been foolish—she still should have gotten the wolf to help her carry the damn trunk back to the Aid Society. She wasn’t staying at the boarding house anymore, after all. She hoped Mrs. Vliades wasn’t going to charge her for the broken lock.


  Lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t paid attention to the footsteps behind her on the sidewalk until they stopped nearby. “Nice afternoon, isn’t it?”


  She turned to look up, startled, to see a burly human—around his mid-thirties, if she knew how read their ages correctly—standing by the bench. He dressed like a dock worker, rough denim pants and jacket. “It’s pleasant enough, yes,” she said, smoothing her dress down.


  He clucked his tongue at her, looking sympathetic. “You look like you’ve been crying.” He reached into a jacket pocket and withdrew a handkerchief, holding it out to her. The carriage came into view, turning a corner and heading down the street along the square toward her.


  She swallowed and took it, dabbing her eyes. “Thank you.”


  “Guess you’ve been having a trying day.”


  “That’s a good enough description of it,” she said, handing the handkerchief back.


  “You’re real far from home, aren’t you? Most Procya are from down south in Orinthe, right?”


  “Yes,” she said, mildly surprised that he used the formal race name, let alone knew anything about them. “I’m probably not staying here in Achoren much longer. Not that it isn’t a beautiful place, but…”


  “But it’s not your home,” he supplied.


  “No, it isn’t.” She sighed a little and smiled. “I should be on my way back now.” She started to stand up.


  The carriage, just passing by, stopped.


  “Why don’t we give you a ride?” He put both hands on her shoulders and pushed her back down against the bench. The door opened and another man jumped out. He held a black sack in one hand, and rope in his other.


  Roulette’s ears went flat and she twisted in the man’s grip, pulling away and starting to stand again, but the men grabbed her arms.


  “Let me go, you—”


  The sack came down over her head, and her nostrils flooded with the scent of cinnamon. She screamed, still twisting, trying to keep her arms from being pulled behind her back. “Get her up quick,” the first man muttered.


  They lifted her up into the carriage, and she kicked wildly. Her foot connected with something soft but solid, and she heard a clatter and a curse. This gave her a little satisfaction, but didn’t save her from being shoved face-first against the carriage’s wall. She screamed again, her panic rising. Someone tied her wrists together as the carriage rolled off at a much faster clip.


  “Let me go!”


  “Shut up,” someone—the second man, she guessed—yelled above her. Then pain lanced through her side as she was kicked. Kicked by someone with a boot. She curled away, sobbing, and tried desperately to clear her head.


  Cinnamon oil, definitely. She’d read about this trick—it blocked the nose of kidnapping victims with a good sense of smell as effectively as the sack blocked their eyes. It could also partially mask more nefarious chemicals, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t hold her breath for long. It didn’t stop the burning in her nostrils. She kept herself from crying now, tried to keep her breathing shallow and even, and tugged on her wrists and jerked her head from side to side, trying to shake the sack off.


  “Stop squirming like that,” the first man’s voice said. “It’s tied loose, but you got a big fat muzzle that’s holding that bag in place, animal girl. So just sit quiet until we get where we’re going. Just a couple minutes.”


  Roulette shut her eyes against the cinnamon fumes and finally just sagged in place.


  When they pulled her out of the carriage and marched her into—somewhere—she didn’t struggle; it likely hadn’t been more than a five-minute ride, but the fumes had made her start to feel light-headed and a little nauseous.


  The floor became bare, cold stone, very much like the Aid Society’s. For a moment the feverish thought that it was the Aid Society flittered through her mind, that somehow they were all in on this together, but that didn’t make much sense. And she doubted Lisha was that good an actor.


  Someone shoved her down into a wooden seat and yanked the sack off her head. Her eyes watered so much she could barely see, and even after several heaving breaths all she could smell and taste was cinnamon.


  “Stay still,” the man in front of her—the one who’d first approached—commanded.


  “So this is what killed Jerald?” someone else—the second voice from the carriage—said, tone bitter.


  “Did a hell of a number on him.”


  “Time to pay attention,” the first one said, slapping her cheek twice lightly and snapping his fingers in front of her face. “How did you get into Jerald’s room?”


  Her vision had started clear; she tried to focus on both faces.


  “How’d you get your hands on his herani?” the other one asked.


  The first one shot the second a warning glance, then looked back at her. “How’d you even know where to find him?”


  “He let me in.” From what she could see, the room they’d taken to her was still in use as a warehouse. Boxes were pushed up against a few walls, and some drawings had been pinned to one of those walls. Architectural plans?


  “He let you in,” he repeated, then sighed. He knelt down in front of her, so his eyes were level with hers. “Look, animal girl, we’re being polite about this right now, but we don’t have to be.”


  Her feet remained free. She considered kicking him in the face, but resisted the temptation. Unless she could free her hands, she was helpless. “He saw me dancing,” she said. “In the square where you grabbed me. I was there every day.”


  “We don’t go uptown much,” the second one said in a dry tone.


  “He asked me to come to the Blue Orchid after dinner. I did. He didn’t tell me his name, he just wanted to pay money to have me dance for him.”


  “What kind of dance?” the second one said, gaze narrowing.


  “What kind do you think?” Roulette said steadily, looking directly into his eyes.


  The first man backhanded her hard enough to knock her out of the chair. She couldn’t do anything other than steel herself for the impact with the floor.


  “You watch your mouth around us,” he growled.


  She rocked herself upright into a sitting position, remaining silent. She’d accepted that she was going to die here.


  “Now try answering the question again, and tell the truth.”


  “Do you want the truth, or do you want me to tell you what I think will keep you from hitting me?”


  He clenched his hands into fists.


  “The truth is your friend invited me to his room. And that had a bunch of perfume bottles already with him, all filled with herani.”


  The two men exchanged glances. “How’d you know he had that?” the second asked.


  “I didn’t. I didn’t even know what herani was then.” She smiled bitterly. “I thought it was perfume. I thought I was spraying perfume in his eyes.”


  “Why?” the first said, voice low and dangerous.


  “To try to keep him from raping me.”


  She expected the kick when it came, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. She wheezed, clenching her eyes shut.


  “We know who you’re working with,” he spat. “Killing him wasn’t enough, you terrorists have to ruin his reputation, too?”


  “Terrorist.” She rolled back into a sitting position a second time, still breathing hard, trembling with rage as much as fear. “You tell me why he had those bottles if I’m the terrorist.”


  “Don’t you—”


  “And if I’m lying, you tell me how they found his body.”


  They exchanged glances again.


  “Or do you two really think I broke into his room, killed him with his own acid, then pulled his pants down?”


  “Damn you!” The first one didn’t kick her again, but instead grabbed her by the shoulder and hauled her to her feet. “What did he tell you about the herani?”


  “Nothing.”


  “What did he tell you?” he screamed in her face.


  “Nothing!” she screamed back.


  He spun her around and grabbed the end of the rope tied around her wrists, then dragged her backward, flinging her through an open doorway. She skidded along the floor a yard, hearing the door slam behind her. By the time she pushed herself upright she’d heard what sounded like a padlock clapping shut.


  The room he’d tossed her into looked like a now-unused office, barely six feet across on each side. It was dark, but light came in from a small window about six feet up, as well as seeping in from under the door—well over an inch of space there. The door had a lock on this side, as would be expected for an office. She wondered if they’d put the padlock on because they expected to use it as a cell, or just so it could double as storage.


  “—kill her now and be done with it,” the second man’s voice came. He was speaking low enough that she suspected he didn’t think she could hear.


  “Not without his say-so,” the first said. “We’re supposed to get her to talk.”


  “So go in and get her to talk.”


  “I have to want to not kill her first.”


  She tugged on the rope. It was a little loose, but not enough to pull free. She couldn’t even slide her wrists around. Much. She could almost curl her fingers enough to pull at the rope. Wincing with the stress, she forced them to curl just that much more, shifting her wrists up and down until the rope slid as far down one wrist as she could get it. She could prick the claws of two fingers into the rope fiber. She started pulling at it, first frantically, then patiently. Methodically.


  “—was a married man!”


  “One we heard rumors about all the time,” the second man responded, tone exasperated.


  The rope shifted; the fibers were shredding more than shifting. She couldn’t tell if it had gotten looser or tighter. Roulette gritted her teeth and kept at it.


  “I can’t believe you think she’s telling the truth!”


  “It’s easier to believe than any of the other options, and you know it.”


  They continued to argue, moving far enough away from the door that she couldn’t make out their words.


  Closing her eyes and tilting her head back, she kept picking at the rope. Her fingers and claws began to ache dully; her wrists felt like needles had been jabbed into them. She lost track of time to the point where it might have been another minute or another hour before the rope slid—just the barest amount—down her palm. She started working it down, ignoring the pain of the squeeze.


  The voices outside returned, now with a third she recognized. Massey.


  One of her hands popped out of the rope loop. She brought her hands in front of her and quickly pulled it off the other one, and rubbed her wrists for a few seconds.


  First things first. She stood up, walking in what she knew to a human would be complete silence—bare paws were an advantage over hard shoes—and locked the door from her side, turning the bolt as softly as she could.


  “—haven’t finished questioning the bitch yet,” the first man was saying, sounding sulky.


  “She doesn’t know anything,” the second man said.


  “Are you sure Jerald didn’t tell her more than he should have, thinking she wouldn’t be alive to share the information? We now have a sad abundance of evidence that he was as careless as he was perverted,” Massey responded.


  “Mostly sure.”


  “‘Mostly’ isn’t ‘sure,’” the first man snapped.


  Massey sighed melodramatically. “She’s not going anywhere now, I trust? Let’s review what you two need to do.”


  Roulette glanced at the window. She’s sure as hell going to try to go somewhere now. But if they were about to talk about their plans, reveal whatever plot Lisha had spent weeks worrying over, she’d better wait. If she wasn’t going to die tonight, she’d damn well get out of here knowing what these bastards were up to.


  The voices moved farther away, and she heard paper moving. The drawings on the wall. Dammit, she couldn’t see—


  Wait. She checked her pockets and found the little recording orb. Crouching, she set it down just by the crack in the door and leaned toward it, touching a finger to it. “Record,” she whispered.


  It started to glow, and she pushed it just under the door.


  “The best connection point we’ve determined is here.”


  “In the crawlspace?” The first man’s voice sounded tired.


  “Yes, in the crawlspace. The main water junction would be a little obvious, don’t you think?” Massey didn’t keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “The timer’s preset for half past noon. You just need to get the bottles up there, hook them up, and run the tube to this pipe.”


  More arguing went on. She pressed her head to the ground and tried to look out to see what the recording ball might be seeing. She could tell the men were standing by the drawings, but that was it. She hoped it had a better view than she did.


  “—don’t like this,” the second man was saying, tone sharp. “We’ll win the vote without this.”


  “We’ll win it here, but we’ll lose it nationally,” Massey said. “Yes. This is a desperate, terrible measure, but this is a desperate, terrible time. Our country will die, Ferin. Something else will be in its place, something with the same name but unrecognizable, controlled by a distant throne and hostile to patriots.”


  Roulette made a face. He was a good speaker, she’d give him that.


  “You’re the only two among the Brothers I’ve trusted with this operation. We have to show the lengths that they’ll go to.”


  “I understand,” the second man said softly enough that Roulette could barely hear.


  “Are you in or out?” the first man growled. “Because ‘out’ is with her.” Roulette didn’t need to see to know he was pointing toward her prison.


  “Is there a light there?” the second man said puzzledly.


  Roulette’s ears folded back, and she rolled the orb backward. “Stop,” she hissed at it. It went dark. She hurriedly slipped it back in her pocket, then looked up at the window. Now or never.


  The men walked toward the office, footsteps echoing.


  She put her hands on the window sill, dug her claws in and pulled herself up. It wasn’t big, but she might be able to get through. It looked like it opened.


  The padlock outside clicked open, and she heard the latch being lifted.


  She pushed up on the window, and it didn’t budge. Was there a crank? No. It probably just hadn’t been opened in years, and she didn’t have the leverage to unstick it. She needed to use both hands.


  Someone tried to open the door, jiggled the doorknob, and tried harder. “It’s stuck,” the second man’s voice came.


  Gritting her teeth, Roulette brought one foot up, then the other, digging her toe claws into the drywall. Then she shoved the claws on both hands into the window’s inner wooden frame and started to push. Pain lanced through her feet as she forced far too much of her weight onto her toe claws alone.


  The doorknob rattled again. “It’s not stuck, you idiot, she’s locked it,” the first man said with alarm.


  Shoving up with all her strength, she moved the window up just an inch, only barely choking back a scream of pain as she felt one of her claws rip.


  A solid slam sounded against the door as one of the men threw his shoulder against it. It held, for now.


  Roulette got her fingers under the window and pushed it up the rest of the way, then stuck her arms and head through it. An alleyway. She started to wriggle through.


  Another slam from inside, and the sound of wood splintering.


  She pushed with her hands, until she was half-in and half-out. This would be tough. Taking a breath, she pushed again, twisting around so she was sitting on the window sill, then pulled her legs through and dropped down more roughly than she intended. When her right foot hit the ground the pain was strong it blinded her momentarily.


  The door inside slammed open, followed by curses. “Outside!” People running for the exit.


  She looked both ways down the alley. Openings in both directions. The warehouse’s front door would be to the right. She sprinted to the left.


  Halfway down the alley, she passed by another building’s back door; she could smell freshly baked bread. A restaurant? She tried the door; it was locked. Someone had to be in there, though.


  It might not be someone friendly. But she didn’t have time to look for a second option. She banged on the door with both fists. “Help!”


  Someone opened the door; before she even saw who it was she threw herself inside. It wasn’t a restaurant, but a bakery, with two startled humans staring at the bedraggled, dirty raccoon woman who’d just burst in, bleeding from one foot. She hated to think it, but she’d have much rather have surprised non-humans.


  “People kidnapped me and I just escaped and if they find me they’re going to kill me,” she said breathlessly. “Please help.”


  They kept gawking, but a third man hurried in, another human, portly and mustachioed with thinning black hair. “Kill you? Calm down, miss. You can’t—”


  She heard footsteps in the alleyway, and her ears folded back. She spun around and locked the door behind her. The sound of someone trying the door came just a second later, followed by sharp knocking.


  The bakers all looked at one another, and remained silent.


  The footsteps took off at a run.


  “Here.” The older man pulled up a cushioned stool and set Roulette down on it. “Alfon, get the Guard.”


  “No,” she said quickly. “I don’t—it’s—it’s hard to explain. Do you know where the Pan-Species Aid Society is? Just off Andersen?”


  “Sure,” one of the assistants said. “It’s just a few minutes away.”


  “Could—could you go there? Please? Get Tiran. Or Gregir.” She hesitated, then sighed inwardly. “Or Lisha.”


  “Tiran, Gregir, Lisha,” the assistant repeated, and looked at his boss.


  The older man nodded, waving the man toward the exit. Then the baker crouched down, lifting up Roulette’s injured foot.


  “Is the claw missing? I’m afraid to look.”


  “No, it’s just torn, and your toe pad—pad’s the right word, isn’t it?—has a cut. I’ll get a bandage.” He stood up and walked over to a cabinet. “What’s your name?”


  “Yes, that’s the right word.” She looked at her foot more closely, and saw only a bloody mess. “I’m—” She paused; if she hadn’t been so trusting, particularly of humans, she would never have been in this mess. But if he was with the Brothers she was already screwed anyway. “Roulette.”


  “Like the game in Orinthe, hmm? I’m Indre.” He returned with a wet cloth and gauze, and started to wipe her foot clean. “You were really kidnapped?”


  “I really was.”


  “What happened?”


  She shook her head. “I had to climb up a wooden wall and climb out a window. Quickly.”


  Indre grunted, and set the cloth aside. “I think your foot will be fine in no time.” He slowly wrapped the gauze around her toes. “I know the Pan-Species Aid Society is controversial around here, with the politics these days. But they do have a lot of friends. I give them leftover bread twice a week.”


  As he finished, a bell rang from the front area, and the remaining assistant walked out. Both Roulette and the older baker looked up.


  “We’re looking for an animal woman,” a voice came—that of the second man who’d been holding her. “A raccoon. Did you see her?”


  “No,” the assistant said.


  “That’s them,” she hissed in a whisper.


  The older man silently stood and offered his hand to her, motioning her under a steel work table. The floor underneath was dusted with flour, but there was room for her to crouch there.


  “She just robbed us. We’re from the warehouse just next door on Smithfield. You know how fast those animals are—we couldn’t catch her. We can just take a look around, though.”


  Indre was walking toward the front now. “We can’t let customers in the back,” he said, sounding sincerely apologetic. “Tell me about what happened.”


  “Her footprints end at your back door,” the first man’s voice came angrily. “We know she came in here.”


  “The back door’s been locked,” the baker said. He didn’t add and I don’t appreciate your tone of voice, but it came through clearly. “You’re clearly mistaken. Just calm down. I can get you something to drink if you’d like.”


  He was trying to stall them, but that wouldn’t work for long, and she didn’t know when—or if—Alfon would be returning with reinforcements. She glanced around, looking for anything she could use as a weapon. A rolling pin, maybe.


  “Look, that’s nice, but we don’t have time for it. She’s a thief and she’s getting away.”


  “There’s a Guard station just two blocks from here. Why don’t we give them a visit about your robber?”


  “We can handle it ourselves,” the second man’s voice came, less angry than just tired. “Look, we’ll just take a minute to see if she’s hiding somewhere, all right?”


  “No, I’m afraid it is not all right. No customers in the back. Period. If you’ve been the victim of a crime, let’s report it.”


  Roulette could hear everyone’s breathing in the silence that ensued for several long seconds. Then footsteps came toward the kitchen.


  “I said ‘no.’ You’re not behaving like victims. Perhaps you’d better leave now,” Indre’s voice came, sounding firm. She could tell by the next noises—the solid thump, the pained wheeze, another footstep—that they’d just shoved him aside.


  More noises. A fight between both of them and the assistant? She crawled out as quickly as she could do while still moving silently, and risked a peek around the corner. Yes. Keeping herself hidden but straightening up, she looked around quickly and found her weapon of choice. She grabbed a rolling pin and brandished it like a club, then winced as too much weight settled on her injured foot.


  The second man disengaged from the fight and started to enter the kitchen, then stopped momentarily at the sight of the raccoon. “Let’s not make this hard,” he said, keeping an eye on the rolling pin.


  “Let’s make it as hard as possible,” Roulette growled.


  He tried to move toward her; she kept the rolling pin raised threateningly. When he made a grab for her she spun out of the way—on her good foot—and slammed the pin into his shoulder in the same movement. He cursed sharply, staggering.


  She grinned, breathing a little hard. Maybe dance moves would work in a fight.


  The man stepped back, then darted to the side away from her, turning back around with a chef’s knife in his hand now. Roulette’s ears folded back.


  The bell on the door jangled again. Gregir and Lisha both burst in, Alfon close on their heels. The first man looked up and backed away from the assistant baker, putting up his fists and facing the wolf. Lisha started to circle around toward the kitchen.


  When she entered, the man spun around to face her. Roulette moved forward with the rolling pin, and he pivoted, trying to hold them both at bay with the blade.


  Lisha motioned for Roulette to step back, and she stepped forward.


  “Stay back,” he said. “You’re unarmed and I will stab you.”


  She stepped forward again, eyes locked on his.


  He took a breath, then charged at her with a yell, holding the blade in front of him.


  Roulette started to move forward, but Lisha pivoted gracefully to the side, her hands grabbing his arm and adding the force of her throw to his charge. He flew into the baker’s table behind her, dropping the knife and staggering.


  Lisha moved forward again, but he limped out of the kitchen. His companion was doubled over against a wall, wheezing, while Gregir looked at him impassively.


  They both edged toward the door, while their six foes closed ranks. “You’re going to be very sorry about this,” one muttered, and they both darted outside.


  “Where’d you learn to do that?” one of the baker’s assistants said to Lisha, sounding admiring.


  “Guard training.”


  Roulette dropped the rolling pin and sagged against the closest counter.


  Lisha ran over to the raccoon, then stopped just short, arms partially out as if she were either going to hug Roulette or throw her hands up into the air. “You’re hurt. What did they do to you? Where are you hurt?”


  “Everywhere,” Roulette said wryly.


  “I shouldn’t have let you storm off like that. Gregir said you needed time alone and, and I wanted to give you that, but then you didn’t come back after two hours and—” She caught her breath. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”


  “As am I,” Gregir rumbled. He seemed to be very pointedly looking away from Lisha.


  Roulette pushed herself upright again, then walked to Indre, giving him a gentle hug. “Are you all right?”


  “I think so,” he said, returning her hug. “Nothing broken.”


  “Thank you so much. You saved my life.”


  “I just did what was right.”


  “We need more of that these days,” said Gregir.
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None of the three spoke much as they walked back to the Aid Society. After Roulette turned down Gregir’s offer to let him carry her to keep the weight off her injured foot, he trudged forward with his hands in his pockets. Lisha spent most of the time glancing back and forth, alternately putting her hand out in front of the raccoon to signal a stop and walking a little too fast. Both her scent and body language spoke of her agitation.


  “They’re not going to come after us at the Society,” Roulette said.


  “We can’t be too careful.”


  “I know. But they’re busy with…with something.”


  Lisha was looking off to the left and motioning Roulette forward as she responded. “With what?”


  “Something involving water connections in a building. I couldn’t see it.”


  Even at the slow pace, it was less than ten minutes’ walk back. “Their secret headquarters is this close?” Roulette asked.


  “It’s not their headquarters. Just a warehouse one of the Brothers owns. One of many in this district, I’m sure.” Her words were casual but her tone had a we’re deep in enemy territory edge to it.


  Gregir held the door open for both of them, revealing Tiran pacing in the reception area. He hurried over to put his arm around Roulette and start to guide her to a chair. “Lords. What did they do to you?”


  “Not as much as they wanted, I think,” she said. “But Lisha is right.”


  “About what?”


  “About everything,” she sighed. Temperamentally she was inclined to Tiran’s nuanced diplomacy, but right now she felt far more sympathetic to Lisha’s start-breaking-heads air. “It was Massey’s group. The Brothers of…whatever.”


  Tiran furrowed his brow. “Atasos. Are you absolutely sure?”


  “He was there, Tiran. Massey was there. With the ones who kidnapped me.”


  Tiran’s ears folded back. Lisha balled her hands into fists.


  “You can’t be sure it was him,” he said weakly. “You’ve never met him.”


  Roulette reached into her pocket, then limped over to the receptionist’s desk, pulled out the recording orb and set it down, leaving a finger on it until after she said, “Show.”


  The image was at an odd angle, but it showed Massey and the two men standing by the wall in front of the drawings. “The best connection point we’ve determined is here,” Massey’s image said tinnily.


  “Those are the people who were at the bakery,” Lisha said tightly.


  Roulette nodded.


  Tiran opened his mouth, then closed it wordlessly. He listened to Massey describe the crawlspace, the water junction, the timer; listened to the argument between his men; watched the last few moments when they pointed at Roulette’s cell and the recording cut off abruptly.


  After the playback ended, he swallowed, staring at the desk with a blank expression for several seconds. Then he reached for the recording orb.


  Before his hand got there, Lisha slapped both of hers down—one on top of his wrist, one on top of the orb. She held his hand in place while she pocketed it.


  He looked up at her in shock. “What do you—”


  “You’ve been taking that bastard’s blood money for two years, denying everything I’ve been telling you about him.” Lisha’s quiet, tight tone radiated more menace than Roulette had yet heard from her. “Don’t expect me to trust you with the proof.”


  “Proof?” He gave her an incredulous, almost pitying look. “Lisha. Please. We don’t have any idea what they’re talking about. Connection point to what? The lengths who will go to?”


  “It’s proof of Massey’s direct involvement with a fucking kidnapping, a threat against Roulette’s life, and a plot that sounds like it involves injecting acid into water lines. We don’t have to know exactly what they’re talking about to know that it’s got something to do with the rally tomorrow.”


  His voice grew warning. “Lisha—”


  The vixen’s voice grew hotter. “It fits with everything I’ve been tracking. Secret meetings. More activity in their underground network. The herani. That they have to do whatever they’re going to do tonight.”


  Tiran had rolled his eyes at underground network and didn’t look any more patient as she finished. “And what do you propose to do if that’s true? Cancel it?”


  “If we have to, yes.”


  “It’s not your call. It’s not my call. It’s less than a day away.” He sounded almost pleading. “If you must, turn this over to the Guard.”


  “They won’t do anything.”


  His tail lashed. “And why is that, do you think? Are they part of the grand conspiracy, or could it be because you don’t have enough evidence?”


  Roulette closed her eyes. She felt like knocking both their heads together, but right now she was having trouble keeping her balance. “Excuse me,” she muttered softly.


  “I’m—” Lisha stopped in mid-sentence. “Roulette?”


  The raccoon guessed that the vixen had turned toward her, but she couldn’t tell. Her eyes wouldn’t quite open again. “I think I need to lie down,” she murmured woozily.


  “I have got you,” Gregir’s voice came. Someone lifted her up into their arms, and everything went dark.


  When Roulette’s eyes opened again she was staring up at the ceiling…where? In her room.


  “Are you all right?” Lisha’s voice came.


  “Yes,” Roulette said, rubbing her eyes. “I feel a lot better.” She sat up gingerly. “Did I fall asleep?”


  “The word you’re looking for is ‘fainting.’” She shook her head. “I should have taken you right back here. You’ve been through so much today.”


  Roulette nodded. “Was it Gregir who carried me here?”


  “Yes.” She held up a bag. “He got some extra food at dinner for you, too.”


  “Thank you. Thank him.” Roulette took the bag gingerly. “Not doughnuts, I hope.”


  “No,” Lisha said, without cracking a smile. “Cold chicken.”


  Roulette smiled a little. “I’m sure it’ll be good. Is it late enough that he went on to bed?”


  “Yes, I think so. It’s nearly midnight.” The vixen stood up, started to walk to the door, then turned around. “Earlier today, when we fought…” She swallowed. “You were right. I shouldn’t have rushed you out of your room. I’m sorry.”


  Roulette looked up at the vixen, startled by the sudden change in topic. She wanted to say damn right you shouldn’t, but remained silent.


  “I was afraid for you. Especially after you told me what Grayson tried to do to you.” Lisha’s voice had a slight shake to it now.


  The raccoon sighed, and patted the bed beside her. “Sit down.”


  Lisha did so, moving stiffly, hands in her lap, as if expecting to be disciplined by her commanding officer.


  “I won’t lie,” Roulette said. “I’m still upset. But if you hadn’t dragged me out, those men would still have found me. And even if I’d been able to get away, I wouldn’t have had anywhere to go.” She shook her head. “I can make more money, but I can’t come back from the dead.”


  Lisha nodded, a slight movement, otherwise remaining still.


  “So.” She touched Lisha’s leg, lightly for a moment, then simply rested her hand on the cloth of the vixen’s slacks. “I forgive you. As infuriating as you’ve been, you’ve rescued me twice now. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be around to be angry with you.”


  The vixen took a deep breath and smiled, again just a slight movement, almost timid.


  Roulette smiled back and lifted her hand away. No, she hadn’t lifted it yet, had she? She kept thinking it—you should really move your hand now—but it kept staying there, pressed gently against Lisha’s leg. After several slow breaths had passed, the vixen’s tail wagged slowly against the bed. Roulette caught herself wondering if she could make it wag faster.


  “I should let you eat,” Lisha said at length. “And sleep myself. I’ll be at the rally site early. I want to know what the hell they’re planning.” She bit her lip. “I’ll try to get you some money in a few days. To help get you to Raneadhros.”


  “Oh—oh, you don’t have to do that.” Part of her wanted to take whatever Lisha would give her, but she suspected the vixen didn’t have much to spare.


  “I do. I cost you a lot.” She sighed. “And I imagine you want to get the hell away from here as fast as you can.”


  “I’d try to put it more diplomatically than that, but yes.” Roulette laughed, then furrowed her brow. “But I want to know about the rally. About all these issues. Everything—everything you’re involved with.”


  “Really?” Lisha sounded startled. “You haven’t even lived here long enough to vote.”


  “That doesn’t mean I’m not interested in the politics.”


  Lisha smiled again, now fully. It was just as beautiful as it had been last night. “You didn’t have much interest as late as yesterday.”


  The raccoon smiled in a more rueful way. “I’ve had a few eye-opening experiences since then.”


  Lisha grimaced, then put her hand on top of Roulette’s, her pads warm and soft against the raccoon’s fur. “Get some rest.” She moved the raccoon’s hand away, and stood up. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Wait. Where is the rally? In—in case I want to show up.”


  The vixen laughed at that. “Dixon Square. Where you were dancing.”


  Roulette ate a single piece of chicken after Lisha left. Gregir had thoughtfully included a napkin in the bag, although it was smeared with grease, and there were neither side dishes nor any condiments. It was just cold baked chicken. Truthfully, though, she wasn’t that hungry.


  Setting the bag in a corner, she headed to the washroom to clean up before bed, becoming more mindful of not only the pains in her foot but the aches from where she’d been hit, fallen and dragged. When she returned to the room she hooked the door, took off her skirt and blouse, hung them up, and stretched out on top of the bed without pulling back the covers, staring up at the ceiling.


  She knew she really should leave as soon as she could. There was nothing here for her. What would she do if she stayed? Work here, at the Aid Society?


  With Lisha.


  “You’ve only known her two days, and you’ve spent most of that time either being afraid of her or furious with her,” she said aloud.


  Another few seconds passed. “And other than that one night in trade school, when did you favor the flowers over the bees?”


  She fell silent, but the argument kept going in her head. Roulette, you’re more sensible than this.


  You mean your oh-so-sensible plan to go chase rich people?


  With another sigh, she closed her eyes, starting to drift asleep. She wished the warehouse was darker at night; the windows let in just enough light to give the whole place a dim glow, broken up by odd shadows from the pipework.


  Abruptly her eyes snapped open.


  She bolted upright, scanning the ceiling. No crawlspace. A warehouse had no crawlspace, did it? All the pipes above were exposed; it would be hard to sabotage something here without being spotted.


  Hard, but not impossible.


  She sat back down, then lay down again very slowly, staring mistrustfully at the closest sprinkler head until sleep overtook her.


  When Roulette woke up the room was washed with sunlight. She blinked awake quickly, looking back at the ceiling. Other than being brighter, it looked just as it had around midnight.


  The series of sharp aches and pains she’d had in the evening had dulled into a single mild ache across her whole body. Leaning forward, she unwrapped her foot carefully and prodded gently at the toe. Some dried blood around the claw, but it didn’t hurt. Much.


  Getting dressed, she unhooked her door and walked out, making her way toward the cafeteria. Other than a staff worker cleaning up in the kitchen it was empty; she’d missed breakfast. She headed to the reading room she’d met Gregir in, but that was empty, too. No doughnuts.


  She finally found people gathered in the meeting room by the reception area. Tiran and Gregir were both there, along with Tylee and several others she hadn’t seen before.


  “—have to finish speaking by one so the bands can start on schedule,” Tiran was saying. “People only have so much tolerance for speeches even when they’re cheering them.”


  “Roulette!” Gregir said, ears perking. Everyone turned to look at her as the wolf strode over and gave her a gentle hug. “You are feeling better? How did you sleep?”


  “Well, all things considered.” She hugged back. “I’m sore, but better. I only slept through breakfast, not the rally, then?”


  Tiran chuckled, somewhat perfunctorily. “We’re just about to head out. I imagine crowds are already gathering. And there will be food vendors there, so even though you’ve missed our breakfast you won’t go hungry.”


  “Maybe you should speak,” Gregir said to the raccoon. “Put a face to hatred.”


  “I don’t know if I’m even—”


  “We’re trying to focus on the solutions, not dwell on the problems,” Tiran said. “And we don’t have room to change the schedule this late.” He raised his hands and addressed the small crowd in the room again. “All right, it’s time to be on our way.”


  As the group dispersed, she slipped up to the cat. “Tiran, tell me about the pipes in the roof.”


  “What?” he said, brow furrowing.


  She pointed up. “Gregir said those are for putting water onto fires.”


  He nodded. “Ah. Yes. The fire suppression lines. What about them?”


  “That could be what the Brothers are trying to sabotage!”


  Tiran lifted his brows as he followed the crowd, lowering his voice. “Don’t alarm people, my dear. I see how that fits in with what you heard, but you’d need so much herani—”


  “How much? They have it in concentrated form, don’t they?”


  Tiran started to look more uncomfortable. “If it was pure and high-potency, then yes, you could dilute it down millions of parts to one and it would still be deadly in the volume you’re proposing. But what purpose would that possibly serve? The victims would just become martyrs.”


  She set her ears back. “They were talking about water connections and those drawings they had were building plans.”


  “That doesn’t mean they were plans for this building. And it hardly means Massey plans to rain acid down on a crowd.” He patted her shoulder. “This really should be a matter for the Guard, not for us, and I hope we’ll be able to convince Lisha of that after the rally. Excuse me.” He hurried after the crowd as they made their way out onto the street.


  “That is an exquisitely dreadful idea of yours,” Gregir rumbled from behind her.


  “Whatever it is they’re planning, it’s dreadful.” She sighed. “Tiran just doesn’t want to believe they could do it. Does he only see the good in everyone?”


  “Again, you are not cynical enough by half.” Gregir spread his hands. “In seven years, he has increased the Aid Society’s little budget by more than ten times, moved it to the warehouse, made it fashionable to donate to. He has done it all by being everyone’s non-threatening fuzzy friend. It is not that he sees good in everyone—it is that he is a very good politician. He and Massey do not like one another at all, but they know how to use one another.”


  “So how’d he get involved in planning a protest rally?”


  “It was a protest rally until he got involved. Now it is a ‘celebration of diversity.’” He made the quote marks with his fingers. She laughed.


  The wolf started toward the door, then paused. “Are you coming along or being sensible and staying here to rest?”


  Roulette took a deep breath. “I’m coming.”


  He lifted his brows, and held the door for her.


  As the walk to the square progressed, more people joined, and dozens were already in the square when they arrived—some working on a stage, some vendors preparing their stands to sell food or souvenirs, and some just setting up chairs. Not a single one was human.


  Gregir motioned Roulette to follow him to one of the food stalls, and bought them both chicken and egg pies. “We should find a good place to sit and watch the show, yes?”


  “I suppose so.” She searched the crowd again, but Lisha was nowhere to be seen; Roulette kept following the wolf. It was early enough that they were able to grab one of the relatively few picnic tables.


  As they ate, Gregir asked, “Where is it you danced in this park?”


  “On the corner, there.” She pointed.


  “You had musicians?”


  “No, just bells. You can learn to make them sound out a rhythm as you dance.”


  “Only if you are very good, I think.” He finished his pie, and licked off his fingers. “You should dance with musicians. You should be on stage, yes?”


  “Maybe next rally. Or celebration.”


  “You should also tell your story. Tiran is sometimes too afraid to ruffle fur.”


  The square began to fill up over the next hour, going from dozens to hundreds. She’d always thought of this little green as—well, little, but the people kept coming. By now there were human faces in the crowd, too, but furred faces still vastly outnumbered them.


  “This looks more like a crowd in Orinthe,” Roulette said, leaning her elbows on the table.


  “It is a crowd of what old Achoren is afraid new Achoren will look like,” Gregir said with a smirk. “The humans out with the crowd are all very young. We must hope at least a few will vote with us and are not just here for the party.”


  By noon, she guessed they’d reached well over a thousand. Maybe even two. The crowd overflowed the park. As a young tiger woman with waist-length, wildly unkempt hair walked up onto the stage, the crowd erupted in applause and cheers—even the usually stoic Gregir.


  “Wow, it’s great to see you all. There’s even more of you than we’d hoped for,” the woman called. Her voice was amplified, coming through metal horns set up on either side of the stage, carried from a smaller horn on a stand in front of her. Roulette stood up, ears perked, studying the device as well as she could.


  “It is pneumatic,” Gregir said in Roulette’s ear. “That is why you hear a little hiss of air under her words.”


  “What’s more,” the woman continued, “I see all kinds of faces out there. Cats. Foxes. Wolves. Mice.” More cheers, from different groups at each species name. Roulette was surprised the tigress didn’t use the formal names, but maybe she thought it didn’t fit the occasion. “And humans.”


  “And raccoons,” Roulette muttered, folding her arms. Then she became aware of chanting coming from—somewhere.


  She turned quickly, looking around. There, in front of the church, a group of humans, only a dozen or so, all together. What were they saying? “Achoren for Achorens?” Over and over. Some of the closer rally-goers were turning to make derisive noises at them.


  “Hey!” the woman called, clapping her hands. Through the pneumatic amplifier the sound cracked enough to hurt. “We know some people don’t want to see all these faces. But that’s because they don’t understand. All of us—all of us here—we are Achorens. This is what Achoren looks like now, and you know what?” She raised both her hands high into the air. “It’s never looked better!”


  The cheers drowned out the protesters, but the humans were filing into the church, late for their own noon service.


  As the tigress continued, talking about who’d be speaking and performing, Roulette caught sight of a familiar set of ears moving through the crowd. “There she is,” Roulette said aloud.


  Gregir turned to follow her gaze. “Ah. We could not have a celebration without her cheerful spirit.”


  “Be nice,” Roulette admonished.


  “I am nice. I bought you a pie.”


  She laughed and leaned up to give the wolf a kiss on his cheek—making his ears color a little—then made her way toward Lisha.


  The vixen seemed to be searching the crowd, her expression purposeful and typically severe. It softened into a smile as she saw the raccoon, though. “You really came.”


  “Of course. I’d started to wonder if you really had.”


  “I came out early to scout the field before anyone started setting up. I didn’t see anything suspicious, though.” Lisha shook her head. “I was trying to track down any of the Brothers’ operatives, but no luck there, either.  Did you see the protest over there at the church across the way?” She pointed.


  “Yes.”


  “Massey’s supposed to speak there right after their service. I wonder if he’s got the nerve to show up knowing that you and I might be over here.”


  “He doesn’t know about the recording,” Roulette pointed out. “As far as he knows, I’ve never seen him or even heard him.”


  Lisha bared her teeth. “He should be more worried about me seeing him.”


  Roulette touched the vixen’s arm. “Let’s get the Guard to arrest him, not you.”


  She sighed. “The recording implicates Massey in a conspiracy with them, but to do what? There isn’t any water here.”


  “I thought it might be the fire…thing at the Society. It fits what I saw. But Tiran was right—even if that could work, it’d just create…” She trailed off, her ears folding down flat into her hair. “Three Lords.”


  “What? Create what?”


  “Martyrs.” Roulette looked up at Lisha in horror, then took off in a hard run toward the church.


  “What—” Lisha ran after her, expression still confused.


  They pushed through the crowd in the square and kept going full speed, the raccoon the first one charging up the white wooden stairs of the chapel. Her foot had started to hurt again—it was far too soon to be putting that much force on it—but that couldn’t be helped. They both burst into the foyer. Some of the congregation turned to stare before a somber and displeased elderly usher intercepted them. “Don’t you dare bring your protest into this holy house.” He kept his voice low but firm.


  “Unlike your protest,” Lisha snorted.


  “That’s—”


  “Does this church have fire pipes?” Roulette interrupted.


  “What?”


  “Places for water to come out.” She looked past him at the ceiling. “It does. This is it.” She looked back at him directly. “Someone’s sabotaged the system and you’ve all got to get out.”


  He stared at her incredulously. Lisha did, too, but with the shock of realization.


  “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but we won’t have this service interrupted for silly non-human pranks.”


  “This isn’t a prank!” Roulette’s voice was rising, and more of the congregation was turning to give irritated and hostile stares to the intruders, although the minister was—so far—placidly ignoring it all and continuing the service. “In less than ten minutes those things are going to rain blue acid and people are going to start dying.”


  Murmurs started to run through the crowd.


  The usher had begun to look apoplectic. “Ladies. Don’t make me have you thrown out.” Several burlier congregation members had risen to their feet, frowning threateningly.


  “Look!” Roulette pointed up at an attic door flush with the ceiling. “It’s got to be up there. I overheard them when they kidnapped me—”


  “What in the Merciful Names are you talking about? Who?”


  “The Brothers of Atasos. I know that sounds crazy but you have to believe me.”


  He grimaced in disbelief, and shook his head. “That’s more than enough.”


  She ignored him and screamed directly at the crowd inside. “Get out now!” That made the whole congregation—and, finally, the minister—stare at her.


  The congregants who’d stood up a moment before started striding toward them, and the usher had both his arms out, trying to herd Lisha and Roulette toward the exit. The raccoon darted to the side, and leapt up against the wall, digging in her claws and starting to climb straight up.


  “What are you doing? Get down!” The usher started for her, but Lisha interposed herself, blocking him and holding back his arms. “Let go!” he sputtered indignantly.


  “Fine.” Lisha spun the usher around and shoved him forward into the two approaching men. The resulting confusion left Roulette enough time to unlatch the door, letting it fall open with a bang.


  “Stop her!” One of the men lunged, grabbing at Roulette’s injured foot. She gasped in pain but managed to get an arm inside the attic and hang on, and kicked at his face with her other foot. He recoiled quickly as her claws grazed his cheek.


  The other man started to jump for Roulette, but Lisha slammed her shoulder into him, knocking him back just long enough for the raccoon to scramble the rest of the way inside.


  “Damn it,” the usher said, then covered his own mouth. “Hold her while I get a ladder.” He hurried off while the other two men forced Lisha back against the nearest wall.


  “What the hell is she up to?” one of them said, staring at the open attic door.


  “Trying to save you,” Lisha snarled, struggling against the hold.


  The church’s attic wasn’t big enough for Roulette to stand in. She crawled around on hands and knees, frantically searching for—for what? There had to be something here, amidst the dust and boxes.


  She heard the arguing below the entrance she’d come in, the voices of the congregation and priest below and in front of her—and then scraping and bouncing from behind. A ladder. Come on, Roulette. Her foot throbbed with pain; she couldn’t concentrate. Bottles, pipes, tubes, hoses. Where would—


  Wait. The dust. Pay attention to the dust. The opposite corner looked—not clean, but disturbed, visible tracks where boxes had been shoved about.


  Someone popped their head up where she’d entered. “I see her,” he called, and hauled himself up with several grunts. She scrambled toward the corner and started pushing boxes around.


  The human started crawling toward her, looking less than pleased at the cobwebs he had to push aside. “C’mon, girl, don’t make me drag you out. I can barely see up here.”


  “Not my fault you have crappy vision.” What was that over there? Metal? 


  He crawled toward her resolutely. “I know your friend the vixen’s with an anti-human group. You too?”


  “If we were anti-human we wouldn’t be trying to save you.” She pushed another box out of the way, then sucked in her breath. What she’d seen wasn’t metal, it was glass. A line of a half-dozen big decorative bottles, each full of dark blue liquid, with their sprayer tops replaced by rubber stoppers and tubes.


  The human had gotten close enough to try to clumsily grab at her. She squirmed forward, trying to trace where the tubes led to. “Don’t stop me, help me, you idiot,” she shrieked at him. “We don’t have time!”


  “Time before you do what?” He lunged at her again, catching her leg this time, but didn’t pull backward. Instead, he stared at the bottles and hoses. “What are those?”


  “It’s the acid. Herani.” She found where the tubes connected, into another box connected to a T-junction pipe. “This must be the timer.”


  He let go of her and pulled himself forward. “You’re serious.”


  She was running her hands over the box, looking for a switch, a valve, a dial, anything. “It’s set to go off at half past noon. What time is it?”


  “I can’t see my watch.” He hurriedly pulled it out of his pocket and held it out.


  Her ears folded back. “Lords, that’s now.”


  “How do you stop it?”


  “I don’t know. Get them out.”


  He began scrambling backward, banging on the ceiling. “Get out! Get out!” he bellowed, nearly falling down the ladder. The noises from the congregation finally started to sound alarmed.


  Roulette stared at the featureless box, then back at the bottles. You’re over-thinking it. She started carefully pulling out each stopper, trying not to think about what would happen if she spilled any or moved too quickly.


  As she worked on the second-to-last stopper, she heard a distinct click from inside the box. She yanked the stopper out the rest of the way too quickly, nearly splashing the herani over the rim and onto her fingers. Whining, she reached for the last bottle.


  A hydraulic hiss sounded from below and a bell began to ring, and she heard the sound of water rushing through pipes. People began screaming. She pulled the last stopper out quickly, the herani already in the tube splattering onto the ceiling under her, smoking when it hit the wood. 


  She set the bottle down, hand shaking, and backed away toward the exit.


  “Roulette!” Lisha, soaked, scrambled into the attic. “Oh, Divine Mother. Your foot—”


  “I’m all right,” the raccoon gasped. “Are they—Did I—”


  “Everyone’s wet. But they’re safe.” She wrapped her arms around the raccoon tightly. “You saved them.”


  Roulette closed her eyes, embracing Lisha back and letting out a sob.


  “Come on,” Lisha murmured against her ear. “Can you walk?”


  She looked down at her foot. The torn claw had come off completely; looking at it made all the pain rush back. “I don’t know.”


  Lisha helped Roulette back down the ladder, going down first, then carried the Procya out of the church in her arms.


  The alarms still rang as they left the building with the last of the parishioners. Everyone was as soaked as Lisha; the rain inside the building was only now tapering off. She could smell the herani, but only faintly. Much of the crowd in the park for the protest rally had gathered facing the church, staring in confusion.


  The priest, who looked like he was in shock, came over to Roulette and Lisha. “You two are the ones responsible for this?”


  “We’re—she’s—responsible for saving your lives,” Lisha growled, setting the raccoon down gingerly. She kept her hand on Roulette’s shoulder.


  “She’s telling the truth,” the human who’d gone after Roulette spoke up. “I saw the acid.”


  Hesitant murmurs rippled through the crowd. The bells had stopped now, but people were running toward them. Protesters. Both Gregir and Tiran. And flashes of the Guard’s signature red uniform down the street.


  The man who’d spoken said to Roulette, “You’re okay? You didn’t get any of that stuff splashed on you?”


  “No,” she said hoarsely. “I’m fine. Thank you.”


  “Thank you.” He gave the priest a very hard stare.


  “Roulette!” Gregir called. “What in all the green—” He stopped, the connection he was making visible in his eyes. “It was here?”


  Tiran’s brow furrowed, and he ran his hand through his headfur without saying anything.


  The congregation burst into conversation, with themselves, with the priest, with anyone but Lisha and Roulette—at least at first. Over the course of a minute or so, several of them came over and murmured thank you, sounding acutely self-conscious as they did so. Roulette smiled stiffly to each of them, but looked past them. She didn’t want to meet their eyes.


  “Excuse us,” several of the Guardsmen were saying, approaching quickly now.


  The priest approached them again, taking a deep breath. “If what Bryan has said is correct”—the affronted man glared once more—“then we owe you both a grave apology and very deep thanks.”


  “I’m sure anyone here would have done the same for us.”


  Lisha snorted. Roulette elbowed her.


  “I do truly hope you’re right. What’s your name?”


  Roulette hesitated a moment. Even though it wasn’t her religion, she felt awkward giving him her nickname. “Alizabel.”


  Lisha looked down in surprise, but didn’t say anything.


  “Alizabel, I understand you made—you made a very serious accusation about who was behind this, and I confess it doesn’t make much sense to me.”


  She looked up. “Father—uh, that’s the right term here, isn’t it?”


  He smiled and gave her a nod. She became aware of one of the three Guardsmen, a Rilima, moving to stand by the priest; he gave her a nod as well. The other Guards started asking the congregation questions.


  “Father, in the last two days I inadvertently found the man who produced that herani, someone named Jerald Grayson. And I—” She stumbled over the admission that she’d killed him, and where that would lead. “I was later kidnapped by two men trying to find out what I knew, and trying to silence me. I know they were with the Brothers of Atasos now, and I overheard them discussing this very plot with the Assistant Mayor.”


  Shocked murmurs ran through the crowd.


  “I can hardly believe that,” the priest said, raising his brows. “What would be gained by killing innocents sympathetic to his cause?”


  “To make it look like we’d killed them.”


  “We’ll need you to start at the beginning,” the Guardsman said, raising both hands.


  “I can go over it with you, Denis,” Lisha said.


  “Of course you can, Lisha,” the mouse said with a sigh. “Your presence always makes my job so much easier.”


  “Here he comes now,” someone called. The crowd turned to see Massey in the street, walking toward them quickly with an oh-so-concerned expression. One of the men who’d kidnapped Roulette followed close behind.


  “Dear Lord!” he said as he made his way through the crowd. “Father Stone, what’s happened…” He trailed off as he saw Roulette and Lisha.


  “Surprised not to see everyone melted, Mr. Massey?” Roulette growled.


  He turned to regard her. “Melted?”


  “This little raccoon girl found acid up in the crawlspace of the church, connected to the fire sprinkler system, and managed to disconnect it just in time,” Father Stone said.


  “That’s wonderful!” Massey’s tone was convincing, but his eyes had gone dull. “But you don’t—you don’t think I had something to do with it.”


  “I know you did. And you know I know. You were with my kidnappers.”


  “Kidnap, ma’am?” one of the other two Guards said. “We haven’t had a report of that.”


  “She went to me,” Lisha said. Denis sighed again.


  Massey raised his hands. “Father. Gentlemen. This is a wild and slanderous accusation. You’re my strongest supporters! Surely a moment’s thought will tell you that. I’ll do everything in my power to support the investigation here fully.” He looked back at Roulette. “I’m sorry for whatever you may have been through, my dear, but neither I nor anyone I would associate with would be involved in such a heinous crime.”


  “We’ve confirmed the presence of the acid, sir,” one of the human Guardsmen said, although he addressed Denis rather than Massey. “We’ve recovered six perfume bottles containing herani from the attic, confirming that part of the Procya’s story.”


  “Perfume bottles?” Massey said, turning to look at Tiran in convincing shock.


  The cat’s eyes widened and he looked pole-axed. The murmurs in the crowd grew more suspicious again.


  “I can’t imagine Tiran would have anything to do with something so terrible, of course,” Massey went on, voice smooth. “Surely it’s a coincidence, and the bottles aren’t from his company.”


  “What was it you said?” Roulette asked.


  He turned to give her a raised-brow expression. “When?”


  “When I was locked up in a place you thought I was out of earshot. ‘To show the lengths they’ll go to.’”


  Massey’s expression froze.


  “That’s a very serious charge you’re making with very little apparent evidence, miss,” Denis said to Roulette, although he was looking at Lisha with an almost expectant expression.


  “See what you think of this, Denis.” Lisha reached into her pocket, then knelt down and set the recording orb on the ground. “And, Father Stone, I’m sure you and your congregation will enjoy this too.” She held her finger to it. “Show.”


  As the images started to flicker, Massey went very pale.
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Roulette and Lisha sat side by side at one of the Society’s cafeteria tables. They’d missed dinner hours, but had cups of coffee. Tiran and Gregir had just left the group, to the raccoon’s secret relief; she usually enjoyed being the center of attention, but not this time. The tension between Lisha and Tiran was unbearable, while the tension between Lisha and Gregir was uncomfortable.


  As ungrateful as it might be, Roulette didn’t want the mayor’s warm personal thanks conveyed to her earlier by Denis, the Guard who’d questioned her and promised to look for her strongbox. She didn’t want to think about the questions she’d already been warned would come at the trial challenging everything from her character to the trustworthiness of the recording. She just wanted one full day of doing nothing.


  She was glad Lisha had stayed, though.


  “You know,” Lisha said, breaking the companionable silence, “Alizabel is a pretty name.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Where’d ‘Roulette’ come from?”


  “It’s a game of chance. People used to say I had wild luck—really good or really bad.”


  Lisha took a sip of coffee and leaned back. “I like that name, too, but what I’ve seen over the last few days hasn’t been your luck. It’s all you. You’re amazing.”


  The raccoon smiled self-consciously.


  Lisha smiled back, then looked down at the table. “I don’t want to give you unwanted advice.”


  “I think saying that means you do,” Roulette said with a grin.


  She laughed uneasily. “It just…” She took a deep breath, then looked directly at Roulette. “Have you thought about staying here?”


  The raccoon met Lisha’s eyes just briefly, then looked away. That gaze was still dismayingly intense. “I’d never thought about staying here. I’d expected to be working down in Bergin Valley for a few years at most.” She shook her head. “I was making more money here dancing than I would have working there at the vineyard, but all I’ve been thinking of the last day is just going on to Raneadhros and getting all this behind me.”


  “Raneadhros is a beautiful city. There’s so much to do there. And I miss simple things. The Seaboard Market. The linea trees at sunset.” She gestured toward the cup she held. “Better coffee.” She smiled, and sighed faintly. “I’ve thought about going back. More than once.”


  “Why don’t you?”


  Lisha set down the cup and crossed her arms, leaning back with a thoughtful frown. “I don’t feel like I have anything there, other than memories. I know here all I have is this work. The drive. But it’s something.”


  “Would you move back if you had something there?”


  She nodded. “Maybe.”


  Roulette smiled a little. “So what’s your advice, then?”


  The vixen uncrossed her arms, picking up her cup once more. “I don’t know. I don’t think I have any. Instead of giving you a good reason to stay, I’m starting to wonder if I have one myself.”


  “Hmm. If I were you, trying to talk me into staying, what would I say? ‘Roulette, your plan to go off and find a rich prince to sweep you off your feet is stupid.’”


  Lisha shook her head solemnly. “No, I’d never say that.”


  Roulette looked back at the vixen and they met each other’s eyes, until they both started laughing. After they stopped, Lisha leaned forward across the table. “We could really use you here. The Society, I mean.”


  “That’s nice of you to say, but it’s not true. I thought about that.” The raccoon shook her head. “You don’t need a dancer. I’m not a good organizer. I could play heroine for a few months until people forget, and then what?”


  “What about Gregir? It seems like you and he are…getting close.”


  Roulette ran a hand through her hair. “Gregir,” she murmured. “No. I like Gregir, but not that way.” She began to wonder if she’d been misreading things to an embarrassing degree over the past few days.


  “Oh.” Lisha’s gaze grew unfocused.


  The raccoon finished her coffee and set the mug down. Dammit, give me a reason. She felt her ears start to flush.


  Lisha finished her own coffee, then picked up both mugs and headed to the kitchen to drop them off. Roulette stood up, too, moving carefully. The front of her foot had been wrapped in gauze; it didn’t hurt much after the nurse had taken care of the wound, although it would be weeks, if not months, before the claw grew back. “So…” she said.


  “I’ll get you money within a week or two, or three,” Lisha said. “I know you said I don’t have to, but I want to.”


  Roulette hesitated, then simply nodded. “Thank you.”


  “Although if you want to leave earlier, I understand.”


  She nodded again, silently.


  The vixen walked back up to her, and they stood facing one another for several long seconds, breathing in one another’s scents. Lisha finally said softly, “But I want you to stay.”


  Roulette reached up to put her hands on Lisha’s shoulders, and they looked into one another’s eyes, moving closer, the vixen’s muzzle tilted down and the raccoon’s tilted up, still closer, until they touched noses. The motion became a light kiss. Then the light kiss became a deeper one. Her pains and aches faded away for as long as they held it, and when they released each other she felt suffused with a different, deeper, happier ache.


  “I hope that’s a yes,” Lisha murmured, breathing shallowly.


  “It’s  a yes.” She took Lisha’s hand in both of hers. “Or—if you want to—an invitation to come to Raneadhros with me.”


  She squeezed Roulette’s hand gently, then led her out of the cafeteria. “Maybe. But I don’t think I’ll pass for a rich prince.”


  “That’s fine.” She leaned against the vixen, putting her arm around the taller woman’s waist. ”You’ve swept me off my feet once already.”


  Lisha laughed, tail wagging as she walked with the raccoon back toward her room.
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    Cupcakes are novellas with more substance than short stories but not as long as novels. The Cupcakes line was developed for FurPlanet by foozzzball, Kyell Gold, and Rikoshi as a reaction to their desire to tell novella-length stories and the lack of publishing venues for novellas. Previous Cupcakes have been nominated twice for Ursa Major awards, winning once. Indigo Rain is the sixth in the line.


    FurPlanet publishes Cupcakes and many other original works of furry fiction. Explore their selection at http://www.furplanet.com/.
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