
"Let's go to a place of motorbikes. Minus the giants," he suggested.


"Right," she grinned.

Petra turned back to their journey and soon enough the air cleared, the
weather became like an early summer day.  Their path begin to rise before
them and the trees went from hardwoods to evergreens.  She pulled to a stop
at a break in the trees and pointed to a dwelling  built on the mountainside
above them.   It looked like a something from a Bavarian fairytale.  More of
a small castle then a house.

"That's mine."

"Very grand," Vikund commented, nodding with approval. "You've been
here a few times before, then?"

"Yes," she replied.  Petra turned the horse back to the trail and they
continued up until the wooded trail crossed a modern paved road, and
they rode alongside that.

"This was the first place I came to on my own," she said after a time.  "I
wanted a place that suited all my needs at once, and this does.  The
location is remote, but I have a staff.  The setting is familiar, but I can
have all those tech toys that Merlin and others have shown me.  By checking
back with people in Amber, I know the time here runs about 2 to 1, which
makes it a good place to come work on things."

"Oh?" Vikund said, intrigued. "What sort of things? Landscapes of the
view from the tallest tower, perhaps?"

She laughed.  "Yes, I've done that too.  This place has provided me with a
wealth of new vistas and ideas.  I needed that, I think.  Amber stifles me,
and Cornaro doesn't inspire me the way it once did.  I don't think there's a
mile of it I haven't painted."

"I look forward to seeing your gallery," Vikund smiled. "So tell me,
did you come here seeking something wilder, closer to nature ... more
feral?"

"That too," she replied.  "The remoteness of this place allows me to be able
to do that.  The forest around it is untouched for the most part.  At least
since this place was built.  I have civilization in the wilderness."

Their horse stepped onto the road only to move around a wall and under an
ornate stone archway through a set of open iron gates.  The courtyard and
grounds opened up before them. In the center of the circular drive stood a
fountain carved from what looked to be a giant opal.  It was topped by a
unicorn, tall, proud and defiant, its head tossed back, and expression angry.  The
upraised hooves looked ready to strike down any enemy and pound them to
gravel.  It was completely unlike the one in Maria's garden.

Petra stopped in front of it and gazed up at the glittering creature.

"Aura carved it," she explained as she dismounted.

"It is a powerful image, beautifully executed," Vikund says. "You
brought her here, I presume? It would seem a trifle difficult to cart
through Shadow."

"Si.  She spent her last vacation here.  The stone is from Atlantis though.
We trumped it through."

Petra handed the reins to a cheerful young lad who came running from around
the corner of the castle.

She turned and smiled at Vikund.  "Come, my darling.  I think you will love
the observatory."

Vikund beamed back. "I'm sure I shall."

He took a good look around, taking in the atmosphere of the place.
"What did Aura think of it? A bit different to what she's used to, I
would imagine."

"Aura didn't much care for the chill of the mountain evenings," Petra
chuckled.  "But she adores furs.  It was exciting, being in a new place, and
we made a couple of trips to the nearby quarries, so she was happy.  She
also managed to wreck one of my cars, but she eventually got the hang of
driving."

The front door opened for them as the reached the top of the steps.  A
distinguished, older man stood holding it open for them.

"Welcome back, Madame," he intoned gravely.  "Will you be staying long this
visit?"

Petra smiled warmly.  "No, Alfred.  Overnight, I think, but don't bother
with more then my rooms.  This is Master Vikund.  He may visit on occasion."

Alfred bowed politely to her guest.

"Hello Alfred," Vikund said amiably. "Nice place you have here."

"Yes, sir," Alfred replied in the same tone as before.  He stepped back and
Petra led Vikund into the elegant entry hall.

He could see from that alone that the castle had all the elegance one would
expect from a fairy tale Bavarian castle.  Marble floors gleamed under the
heavy gold and crystal chandelier.  Gold leafing highlighted the walls and
ceilings.  Open doors on either side showed a parlor to the left, and a
music room the right.  Signs of the castles technology were carefully hidden
amidst the marbles, brocades and leafing.

Petra didn't stop for a complete tour, she continued through and up the
wide, sweeping staircase that led into the upper reaches of the dwelling.  A
stained glass window in dark colors and sensual pale lines covered the wall
at the top of the stairs.  It took a moment as the approached for him to
realize he was looking at a glass depiction of Tir.

Vikund stared at it, then took a step back and to the side to
appreciate the perspective. He then nodded, as if it were the most
natural thing to find on a staircase before following Petra.

"Some atmospheric music, please maestro. A bit of JS Bach, I think."
The harp began to strum gently, though clearly not to Vikund's satisfaction.

"I'll teach you it later," he sighed.

Petra stopped to wait for him and laughed.  "We'll set it up in front of a
stereo and let her learn an assortment while we're here."

"That's cheating," Vikund protested.

She leaned in and kissed him.  "I adore you, Mr. Anansi."

He almost looked embarrassed. "Thank you. You'll have to show me your
record collection. My exposure to modern music is a bit limited."

Petra gave him an odd look.  "Certainly.." she responded with an strange
lilt before continuing up another flight of stairs, at the top of which was
another stained glass window.  The much more mundane subject of a pair of
swans on a placid lake decorated this level.

Vikund took note of the swans, and wondered if the choice of subject
was significant.

"How many more flights?" He asked. "Have you considered getting an
elevator fitted?"

"I like the stairs," she shrugged.  She detoured down a hallway and into a
room that made no effort to hide its entertainment technology.  She went to
to shelf and started flipping through the series of small cases lined up
like books that represented her music collection, or at least the classical
section.

 

Vikund prodded and poked his way around the entertainment system,
trying not to show his ignorance.


"Has this got a gramophone player?" He enquired.

She smiled but didn't laugh at him.  She leaned over and pushed what was
obviously the power button to the set up and he could hear a faint hiss from
the hidden speakers.  Petra ran a finger over a panel and the hiss went
away.  She flipped open a small case and removed a small, thin silver disk,
only about 2" across.  Another run of her finger and a drawer slid out
silently.  She inserted the disk in a platter that looked designed to hold
about twenty such things and then shut it.

Bach's "Air on a G String" filled the room and she went back to collecting
more music.

Abandoning his attempt to find out where the sound was coming from, he
straightened and made a slow circuit of the room, humming to himself.
He set the golden harp down in a corner, giving her a quick dust
before resuming his tour.


"Sets the right tone, don't you think?"

"I enjoy Bach's work," Petra said absently as she checks the track list on a
disk of Spanish Guitar.  "And Vivaldi, Mozart and Tchaikovsky.  Actually,"
she continued as she added the current disk to her pile.  "I've found little
I don't like.  But for our stringed friend, I think I'll stick to more
mellow selections."

"He doesn't just do strings," Vikund objected lightly. "The
fugue-meister's works for the organ are quite something. Amazing what
you can do with the right organ," he smirked.

Petra looked up in surprise and smiled slowly.  "Why, Vikund.  You naughty,
naughty boy..."

The Air came to an end and Petra turned her attention to loading the rest of
her selections into the player.  She left when it began playing a random
selection by an unknown composer and went to the table holding the harp.

She ran a hand over the lines of the backboard and bent down to whisper
something to the instrument.  A delicately played scale was her response and
she smiled as she turned to Vikund.

"Ready to continue?  The music is audible through the house so you won't
miss anything."

"Of course," Vikund replied, holding out his hand to her. "Let's walk."

She laced her fingers through his and their trip to the top of the castle
continued.

The last set of stairs they took were spiral and led to a door that opened
into a large, round room with a domed ceiling that was painted a velvety
black and decorated much like her bedroom ceiling in Cornaro, with the
mythical representations of the constellations, though this was much more
detailed and lifelike.  Lights were set into the floor along the walls and
illuminated from the ground up instead of the other way around.

Petra flipped a switch as Vikund took in the room and a section of the domed
ceiling disappeared into the floor, giving him a breathtaking view of the
old growth forest they towered over.

"Superb," Vikund breathed. "Tell me, did you paint that ceiling
yourself? Or maybe you found a Shadow Michelangelo to help, hmm?"
He moved to embrace her, as it seemed the right thing to do in this setting.

"Actually, Aura and I did it," she responded as she flowed smoothly into his
embrace.  She rested her head on his shoulder and snaked her arms under his
jacket.  "You can't tell from here, but there's a clear dome over the
painted one on the outside.  I can drop all the painted panels and, at
night, be surrounded by stars.  It's a humbling experience."

Vikund smiled. "Being in the presence of beauty that transcends
Shadow, seeing the starlight in your eyes; that is humbling. What's a
few lanterns in the sky?"


He retrieved her hand from inside his jacket and kissed it with passion.

She turned the hand he held and caressed his cheek as she gazed up into his
eyes.  "Tell me again," she whispered.

 

"I love you, Petra Rossi," he replied, and kissed her lips beneath the
stars, holding her to him. He'd said he was no sorcerer, but the
castle, the painted panels, the starlit sky and soothing strings
created their own kind of magic.

He felt her smile, and then he felt her melt against him.  She let the music
and the kiss overtake her, and held him tightly.  Her body swayed slightly
to the rhythm of the guitar music.  This, she knew, would never get old.

Completing possibly the slowest slow dance in creation, Vikund held
her closely as the moon began to rise, casting strange shadows on the
floor. There was a pause in the music as the machine loaded the next
disk, and he took the opportunity to whisper huskily in her ear.


"Let's go to bed."

She slid her hands up his back, and all prior thoughts of motorcycles fled
her mind.  "I don't want to let go long enough to get there," she murmured.

"Maybe that's another trump you should draw," Vikund smirked, and
rubbed noses with her affectionately. "Anyway, who says you need to
let go? I'll carry you if you like, though you'll have to tell me
where I'm going. I don't want to end up in the dungeon."

She chuckled and kissed the curve of his neck.  "I would like that."  She
sighed softly and lifted her head to look into his eyes again.  "What does
being in love feel like?"

"It feels like being alive," Vikund said, hoisting her upwards in his
arms. "It feels like I belong somewhere; when I'm with you, the
universe seems complete."


He gently sashayed out of the room to the sound of the new song.

"That sounds about right," she whispered.

Petra curled into him, murmuring directions to their destination in his ear
when she wasn't nibbling on his neck.

The third floor room was lit by the flames of the fire burning merrily in
the fireplace of the burgundy and cream room.  The bed was huge and had been
turned down already in anticipation of their arrival.

Vikund placed her gently on the bed and curled up beside her,
perfectly content to remain there, holding her. The calm was a marked
contrast to the hours that preceded it, but not an unwelcome one. His
hand played a gentle soporific dance along her side to the music still
playing distantly.

Petra smiled and kissed the hollow of his throat.  "Too many clothes.  The
only thing I want against my skin in yours."  He knew this to be true, even
if they did nothing more then sleep, Petra craved the feel of his bare flesh
to hers.

Vikund nodded, and began peeling off his denims. "You're right; how
remiss of me."


Modern clothing certainly had the advantage when it was time to
undress. Within a few moments he was helping Petra out of hers so they
could curl up together once more on the vast expanse of bed.

Petra lay there for the longest time, wrapped in his warm embrace and the
cocooned in the softness of the bed.  Only the crackling fire, the stirrings
of the distant guitars and his heartbeat countered the racing thoughts of
her mind.  She played over the past, the present, contemplated the future.
He felt her body tense and then relax before she pushed herself up on one
elbow and took his hand.

"Vikund, I ... am a bit of an idiot sometimes.  Keeping silent about
something, refusing to speak it aloud, does not make it any less the truth."

She placed his hand over her heart and held it there and raised her gaze to
his.  "This is my heart.  It is yours.  It always has been.  I just didn't
understand."

Vikund watched his hand with fascination as he kept it pressed there
for several seconds before moving it to caress her breast.


"I shall try to look after it well," he said. "As for silence,
sometimes it is the better option. Some things are best left unsaid...
but there is something I wanted to ask you. "

"That first time I took you to Amber, and showed you the house I was
born in. You might recall I showed you the Kashfan goblet, which we
both drank from. I expected some sort of a reaction, but not quite
what I witnessed. We've never drank from that goblet since, because I
wasn't sure what to make of what I saw," he continued. "The Serpent's Kiss,
I called it, but it was your eyes that really caught my attention, as they
still do. But that night, they changed colour."

"Did they?" she asked with obvious surprise.  "I didn't know that was
happening that long ago.  What color were they?"


Vikund propped himself up on one elbow, as if trying to look deeper
into her eyes.

"Amber, completely. Something about this place, this night, brought it
all back. Your eyes are always fascinating to me," he said, "but that
night I was bewitched. I still am."

She smiled and reached over to caress his cheek briefly.  "That's sweet."

Then she appeared thoughtful.  "Amber ... that's a new one.  I recall I was
startled by the way The Serpent's Kiss made me feel.  Honestly, I was a bit
scared by that unexpected touch of sorcerery.  I'll add it to the list when
I get back."

 

"You have a list?" Vikund said, raising an eyebrow. "How intriguing."

"But you should have said something sooner, dearest.  I wouldn't mind trying
that cup again.  I seem to recall being curious if it would make us feel
that way again."

"Mañana," Vikund replied. "Tonight, it's just you and me," he said,
and leaned forward to kiss her.

Petra wasn't going to argue with that.  She leaned forward to meet him and
kissed him tenderly.  She broke it to lay again beside him and pull the
covers back up over them.

"Yes, a list," she said, deciding to address that previous statement.  "It's
happened a few times that were remarked on.  So I keep a list and while I
try to sort out what's happening.  But, yes.  Tomorrow."

"Oh," Vikund said. "Sorry, I should have mentioned it before."
He kissed her on the neck and held her close.


"I can be a bit of a blockhead sometimes."

"Maybe," she chuckled softly against his neck.  "But you're my blockhead,
and I can forgive most things.."

He snuggled up, nestling into her and wrapping himself in her
luxuriant warmth. It was no surprise that in that place of comfort, he
found sleep sleathily upon him in no time at all.

When he awoke in the morning, it was to find Petra wide awake and quietly
sitting up in bed with her sketchpad on her knees.  Music was still being
quietly piped through the dwelling's scattered and hidden speaker system.

Vikund hauled himself sleepily up on his elbows and squinted at Petra.
"Please tell me you haven't been drawing since sunrise."

She smiled and set the pad aside.  "Alright, I won't."  Instead she leaned
down and kissed him good morning.

"Sleep well?"

"Very well, thank you," Vikund said, pulling himself upright and
stretching.  Which was only a ruse to allow his arm to slip around her
waist.

"How about you? Does starlight and music bring restful sleep?"

"I think it was more your warm body to wrap around that did that," Petra
mused.  "I always sleep better with you."

"Maybe we should do it more often," Vikund said, pulling himself
tightly against her and nuzzling her neck. "Or perhaps every night?
Contrary to the old saying, you *can't* have too much of a good
thing."

"I would like that," she admitted with a touch of regret.  "But you forget I
sleep usually when everyone else is going about their day.   T'is why I
venture out into Shadow every few days.  I know I can sleep at least a
little better then in Amber.”

"Ah yes," Vikund said, "I am not quite the Night Owl you are.
Regrettably my presence is required in the palace during the daytime.
Still, now I know I can find you here, maybe I can surprise you from
time to time," he smiled.

"That would be nice," she smiles, and he knows she means it.  Petra moves
herself more firmly into his embrace and nuzzles his neck.  "I do so love
waking up with you."


"You need never be alone again," Vikund replied, kissing her cheek.
"What have you been sketching while I was dozing?"

"That was not dozing," she laughed.  "That was the sleep of the dead."

Vikund shrugged but looked slightly guilty.

Petra untangled herself and reached back for her pad to hand to him.

The one she had been working on when he awoke was on top.  He may not
remember Petra's offhand remark from years ago about him making quite the
dashing pirate, but she certainly did, and quite right she was.   The
captain of the storm tossed ship pictured was dressed in the traditional
garb of the romantic pirate captain, though the coat was black and the trims
were silver.  The hair was a bit longer then he wore his, but it was
unmistakably the dread pirate Vikund, as depicted by someone who loved him.

"There's a shocking lack of pirate art on the Queen," she said lightly.

"How marvelous," Vikund beamed, tilting his head to admire the
artwork. "From biker to buccaneer - truly a remarkable transformation.
Have you sent instructions to Sophie for the costume?"

She swatted his arm playfully.  "Do you plan on going out and playing pirate
with me one day?  I thought you didn't like sailing."

 

"I detest sailing," Vikund replied, "but for you; anything."

Petra cheerfully kissed him for that.

She turned her attention to the sketch.  "It's very sexy though.  We haven't
been pirates for Carnival yet..." she trailed off and raised a questioning
eyebrow to him.

"We shall have to address that matter at once," Vikund replied. "After
breakfast, of course."

"Oh, yes.  Food," she seemed to recall.  She reclaimed her sketchpad and
slid it into the drawer beside the bed.

"Breakfast in bed like the hedonists we are, or shall we prepare to face the
day and eat downstairs like civilized people?"

"Civilization is greatly overrated," Vikund replied loftily. "Why
abide by the rules when we have the power to break them? Let breakfast
come to us."

"You are a wise man, my darling," she responded haughtily.  "As being in my
bed proves."

She rolled away and reached for the phone by the bed.  In yet another
language, she briskly ordered their breakfast sent up from the kitchens.

 Then Petra turned to him with a playful smile.  "You just stay right
there," she cooed, and vanished under the covers and sliding down the bed.
There were interesting things to do besides talk while they waited, and she
put that time to very creative use.

Vikund chuckled, and was quite happy to pass the time pleasantly in
the company of his muse, reviving delicious memories of the day
before.

With impeccable timing, a very smug Petra rejoined Vikund mere moments
before the maid knocked before entering to bring them their breakfast trays.

Petra smiled at the woman.  "Giselle danke. Alles das ist. Würdest du die
Garage vorbereitest das grüne Fahrrad haben? Wir werden später reiten."

"Selbstverständlich Madame."  The maid scooped up their discarded clothes
and left them to it.

Petra ignored her food for the moment to enjoy a blissful sip of hazelnut
smelling coffee.

Vikund leaned against her to sniff deeply of the rich aroma.


"That's different," he noted. "Any other surprises, my multi-talentled
little apfelstrüdel?"

She grinned and turned to kiss him on the nose.  "I like surprising you,
mein kostbares.  Eat your bratwurst and we'll get ready and head into town.
It's a charming place."

"As long as I don't have to wear those tight leather shorts," Vikund
pouted. "The denims were bad enough."

Petra's eyes gleamed a moment, then she shook her head and scoffed at him.
"Oh, please," she said as she started on her breakfast.  "They looked good
on you.  Would you deny me the opportunity to admire that very delicious
view in public?"

She grinned suddenly and nudged him.  "I did buy a very nice pair of leather
pirate pants for you.  Just in case I could talk you into wearing them.  I
got Ramon a pair too, because they looked like something he would like.  He
struts when he wears them.  More then usual."

Vikund looked doubtful as he made a selection from the tray.
"Pirate pants? The mind boggles. Still, if Ramon wears them, they
can't be all bad. I'll try them once, at least."

"You worry too much," Petra smiled.  "I'll even wear mine.  But I've been
told I have the best backside in Amber, so I don't mind showing it off."

"Oh? And who told you that?" Vikund asked with a smirk. "Tell you
what, you wear them, I shall. Can't say fairer than that."

"I have it on good authority from several people, thank you," she replied
haughtily, and then hit him with her napkin.  "And if you know what's good
for you, you'll agree, mister."


Vikund raised his hands defensively.


"Now I know how Ramon feels! Try to defend a lady's honour and end up
getting beaten up!"

"I agree, now please desist!"

She sniffed delicately, her eyes sparkling playfully, and went calmly back
to her breakfast.  After sampling the flaky pastry on her plate, she offered
him a bite.

"Peace offering," she smiled.

He leaned forward and snapped at it with his teeth, like a hungry
bird, scattering pastry.

"Eating with you is such an adventure," he smirked.

"You're just saying that because we hardly ever make it to the dessert
course," she retorted tartly. Petra stuck her tongue out at him and flicked
the crumbs he scattered off herself.

"You've never complained before," Vikund sniffed. "It's hardly my
fault if the best dessert looks better in silk than with cream.

Hmm....there's a idea," he smirked mischievously.

"Yes, it is," Petra smirked.  She leaned over and kissed his cheek then set
the breakfast tray on his lap.  "Later," she smiled and plucked up the rest
of her strudel and coffee before climbing out of bed.

"Eat, my darling.  You'll need the energy today," she said in a sing song
voice as she sauntered across the room and into the bathroom.

He took a half-step to follow her, then shook his head and returned to
his breakfast.

"What have you got planned, my sweet?" He called after her.

"Other then a few little ideas of my own, whatever you want," she replied.
He heard the sound of highly pressurized water, but it didn't sound like a
bathtub.

Petra appeared in the doorway, coffee cup in hand as she leaned against the
frame.  "This little side trip wasn't planned," she smiled.  "I'm glad I
brought you here though."  She gestured at the elegant gilding and marbles.
"You deserve this type of setting."


"We both do," Vikund corrected her. "A dramatic tableau is a
fundamental of the epic romance, don't you think? Or are you still too
cynical even now to appreciate it?"

Petra visibly grimaced and looked down at the cup cradled in her hands.  "I
hadn't thought of it in those terms," she admitted.  "Lifelong habits and
beliefs are difficult to change."

She looked back to him.  "My heart is yours, you know that.  Just remember
it's not as ... resilient as the rest of me."


Vikund smiled. "Don't worry, my dear. These," he said, offering his
palms for inspection, "are a safe pair of hands. They would most
certainly prefer to be on you than anywhere else."

He made a mouth between his thumb and forefinger and it spoke in Punch
and Judy fashion.

"C'mere gorgeous!"

He then gestured towards the hand as if this were all the proof that
were needed.

Petra was unable to not laugh.  "You are such a nut."  She walked back over
to the bed and leaned down to kiss him.

"Join me in the shower when you're done."

"I shall," he replied, and did quicker than two shakes of a lamb's
tail. One hunger was perhaps much greater than the other.

Petra's bathroom in Cornaro was luxurious by most standards.  But Petra's
bathroom in her fairytale castle was obscenely so.  It's wasn't a room, it
was a suite.  He passed through the first room of gold veined marble sinks,
vanity and inset cabinets to the bathing room that house a huge sunken tub
set in an elevated platform.  A Jacuzzi and a sauna were tucked into
corners, live plants provided color to the white marble room.

He saw Petra in a large enclosure of frosted glass.  He could see the
outline of her nude form inside; hear her singing softly to herself over the
sound of the spraying water.  Stepping inside with her, he could see that
the steaming water came not from just one showerhead, but at least six from
above and several sides of the octagonal enclosure.  On the far side from
the door, the wall was clear glass, and the view of the forest and mountain
lake were breathtaking if he bothered to look.

She hadn't noticed him yet, between washing her hair and the noise of the
water, she hadn't heard the door.


"Hello," Vikund said cheerfully, slipping his arms around her waist.
"I would have been here sooner, but I got lost on the way. Did you
have to design so vast a bathroom?"

She started in surprise and then smiled as she leaned into his embrace.

"Oh, you've misunderstood this place, my dearling.  I didn't design it at
all, though I have added a few things to personalize it-like the fountain
and the Tir window.  I bought it."  She waved a hand at the view outside.
"When I was moving through Shadow, I was only looking for mountains and
pristine forest and no pollution haze to interfere with my stargazing, but a
technology that would allow me to indulge my new found hobby for speed."

She turned her smile back to him.  "But then, one day when I was speeding
down a winding mountain road, I saw this place in the distance and stopped
in the town below to ask about it.  Once I managed to get inside for a tour,
I knew I loved it.  But it was the presence of those swans in the stained
glass window that told me I had to have it.  I think I knew that you
belonged here with me when I saw it.  It was like a sign."

"You see, there was a romantic inside you dying to get out," he
beamed, kissing her amid the spray. "I knew it."

She laughed.  "It's all your fault, you know.  Which I find a bit funny."
Petra reached for an already soapy sponge and smiled up at him as she
started using it on his chest.  "I would never have suspected you of you
being the dashing romantic after all I heard about you, and yet, you
certainly have it in you, and all that dark seriousness you hide behind in
Amber just fades away when we're off together."  She leaned in and kissed
him.

"Even after all this time, you continue to surprise me, to change me and the
way I've always seen things.  I would never know this side of myself without
you."

"Rich praise indeed," Vikund smiled. "Be careful, I might start
thinking of myself as noble, honourable and dutiful. That wouldn't do
at all."

Petra chuckled.

"Shoulders, please," he said, turning slightly to let the sponge drift over
him.

She dutifully moved her attentions to his shoulders, arms and neck.

"It is you that unmasked me," he said. "No other could find within me
what you have."

"What a pair we are," she observed.  "Or rather, were."

 She let her free hand smooth over his now slick with soap muscles and
pressed herself against him.  She never tired of the feel of him.

She smiled.  "Sometimes, I want to put up fliers and tell the world.  Other
times, I want nothing more then to leave everything and steal away with you,
with no one but ourselves."

"That's something I could aspire to," Vikund said, enjoying the play
of her hands across his torso. "If there wasn't so much unfinished
business in Amber, I'd go now. One day, our chance will come."

He took her hand and kissed it, acquiring a soapy moustache in the process.

"There will always be unfinished business for you political types," Petra
chided him softly.  She used a soap-free finger to smooth away the bubbles
on his face.  "Do not tease me, mi amo."

Vikund shrugged. "You never know. Come the revolution, there will be
no more need for bureaucrats. If the trumpets of war sound, I will not
be manning the barricades, I assure you. Then you can whisk me away
wherever you please."

Petra stilled for a heartbeat, then chuckled.  "Right.  I will just ride out
to Arden first thing tomorrow and offer Julian my services.  I'm sure he'll
be delighted."

"I'm sure any right-thinking man would be delighted by such an offer,"
Vikund smirked, "but that's not entirely what I had in mind."

"Or is it the woods that are calling? Do you aspire to a little
hide-and-seek among the pines? Should the Big Bad Wolf put in another
appearance?"

He emitted a low feral growl and nipped playfully at her neck.

She shivered when he growled and gave him all the access to her neck he
might need.  Whatever they had been discussing just seemed to go right out
of her head when he did that.

"Did you ask a question?" she breathed.

"Never mind," he answered, and devoted his attentions instead to the
smooth perfection in his arms.

He delighted in the way their bodies slid against each other amid the
spray and foam, and let his instincts take control. For one whose
first reaction was restraint this was a departure, but with Petra it
seemed as natural as rain. They could as easily have been standing in
the warm monsoon rain, their surrounding fading to ethereal so that
they had nothing but each other and the clinging mist.

For Petra there was nothing but him; the feel of his rugged smoothness
against her, the taste of him, the ache and the need that only he seemed to
be able to build and then soothe.  She whispered in his ear her desires, her
feelings, his name, and her hands and body echoed those same things.

In her mind, they had far too few of these times, and she endeavored to make
each of them meaningful and memorable.  For both of them, but most
especially for him.

Vikund let the poetry of their sensuous movements do the talking for
him, and each of their bodies had a great deal to say. When he did
manage to still his fevered breaths sufficiently, he breathed hot
words into the shell of her ear.

"I love you."

These three simple little words told the story of the time that
stretched into the past leading from this room, and into this private
space. Here, where they could be intimate together without the long
shadow of Amber hanging over them. He too knew this was a precious
time, and the desperate way he clung to her at the zenith of his
ecstasy conveyed this more strongly than any words.

She clung to him, and he could be excused for thinking that all the water on
his shoulder was not from the shower.  She turned and kissed his neck and
whispered in his ear.

"Ti amo più allora la mia vita."


Vikund kissed her in return, and for a moment the statement seemed to
have robbed him of words.

"You are my sun, my moon, my stars," he breathed at last. "Together,
we are eternal."

He ran his fingers through her hair and sculpted it against her wet
skin with the care of an artist. "O brave new world, that hath such
creatures in't," he smiled.

For a second, she did not respond.  Then she smiled and there was a light in
her eyes that wasn't there before.  "'Tis new to thee," she whispered.  "And
me."

Her own fingers ran through his hair and back to hold him to her as she
leaned up and kissed him softly.  Nose to nose she smiled again. "We should
get moving, mi amante.  Else we start to grow gills."


"Ah yes, the new day awaits," Vikund agreed, returning her kiss before
he gave himself a final inspection and stepped out onto the floor. He
stared out at the view, considered it a few moments, then plucked a
towel from the rail.

"And the lady has to satisfy her need for speed," he added.

The huge and fluffy towel he picked up, he discovers has been pleasantly
warmed by the heated rail he snatched it from.

Petra wrapped a towel around her wet hair and kissed on the shoulder from
behind.  "I want to show you this place.  Our place.  Yes, I want to do it
today on the back of a motorcycle.  But if it turns out you hate it, I'll
not ask you to do it again."

With that she padded out of the bath and into the first room, where he heard
a mechanical hum start up.

"Oh, I very much doubt I'll hate it," Vikund said. "The thought of you
astride a throbbing sleek machine sounds delightful."

Wrapping the towel about him like a toga, he followed Petra to investigate.

He found her in front of the large mirror over one of the vanities and
combing her hair out while directing the hot air of the silver, gun style
blow dryer.  That was quite obviously a lot faster then doing it like she
usually did.

She looked at his reflection in the mirror and blew him a kiss.

Vikund blew her a kiss back and propped himself against the door
frame, content to watch her. For him it was one of life's simple
pleasures, watching the lady he loved preparing herself for the day
ahead.

Petra didn't take long to dry her hair, and she only ever dealt with the
bare minimum of makeup during the day, which made her transformations for
the evenings all that more dramatic.  She turned and approached him, only to
kiss him again.

"Everytime I turn around and you're there, I marvel at finding you."

"Where else would I be?" Vikund laughed, returning her kisses with
interest. "Mind if I borrow your mirror for a few minutes?"

"You didn't need to wait for me for that," she laughed.  It was a large
mirror, after all.  "Help yourself."

"I'll need the gizmo, too," he said, pointing at the hairdryer. "As
long as you promise it won't bite," he smirked, taking a seat and
beginning to preen.

"I'm the only thing in here you need to worry about biting you, my sweet,"
she said while leering at him in the mirror.  "Would you like me to do your
hair?"

"Thank you, my lady, that would be most kind," Vikund replied, and
leaned back in the chair. "You may begin," he said imperiously.

She shook her head and smiled.  Reaching around him, she snagged a tube of
something and applied it liberally to his hair with her fingers.  It smelled
of mountain air after a rain.  She looked critically at his reflection and
seemed to come to some decision.  Then she went to it with hair dryer and
comb

"I was thinking maybe, after dinner tonight, you would like to go dancing,"
she said casually, though it was underscored with a hint of nervousness.
"There's a formal ball tonight in town... part of some national celebration
that I really haven't paid much attention to.  We have time for another
night here before you need to get back to Amber so you can be at the Palace
in time for work.  I hadn't really planned on going, though Alfred informed
me I would be expected to attend as the Lady of Schwansee."

"A formal ball? How delightful!" Vikund said, managing to somehow keep
his head still. "We *must* attend. Do we have the appropriate attire,
or do we need to do some shopping?"

"Are you sure you aren't a fop, my lord?"  Petra laughed at his response.
"Actually ... we should be all set.  Aura and I went shopping, you see, and
I had your measurements from Sophie in my book.  I knew you would wind up
here eventually, so I took care of some things.  Of course, if you want to
go shopping, I'm sure we can manage, but it is the day of the event."

She eyed him carefully in the mirror.  "Unless you would rather they didn't,
they will announce you as the Lord of Schwansee."

Vikund's eyes met hers in the mirror and he quirked a smile. "If Aura
chose anything for me, I'd like to see it beforehand. I'm not going to
any formal ball dressed like an Atlantean."

"In case you didn't know," Petra smirked.  "Atlanteans at a formal ball
would be wearing less then you have on now."

"My point exactly," Vikund replied.

"Otherwise, I trust your judgment. I'm not shopping just for the sake
of it," he added. "As for titles, you may have me announced as you
please. I daresay people will make their own judgments."

Petra waved the comb.  "It's not me.  People will make logical assumptions
and run with them unless told otherwise. I was just giving you the
opportunity to not be thought of as Lord of the castle.  *I* have no
problem with sharing it, and the title that comes with it, with you."

Vikund shrugged lightly, as if it didn't matter to him either way.

She smoothed back one side of his hair and smiled.  "And what you'll be
wearing tonight is something I think you can live with.  It's a formal tux
and tails."

"Excellent," Vikund said, nodding his approval when he thought it safe to do
so.

She stepped back.  "All done," she announced and returned her tools to their
places.  She looked mildly vexed as she tossed her towel in the hamper.

"So soon?" He pouted.

"You don't have *that* much hair," she smiled.

"Let me show you to your wardrobe," she said.  "There is actually a suite of
rooms for you that connect to mine.  That's where we put your things."

Vikund sprang to his feet and went to investigate.
"So who else goes to these functions? Anyone important?"

"Everyone important," Petra replied as they moved back through her bedroom.
"I had planned on coming back for the Yule balls.  Alfred said they're the
highlight of the year, and seemed a bit put out with me when I said I
probably wouldn't host one.  I may change my mind though.  This place has a
breathtaking ballroom."

She threw open the connecting door and playfully bowed him into the very
masculine room of deep green and cream.  "Your rooms, my lord.  My closet
wasn't big enough for all our stuff."


"Nothing is small scale in this place," Vikund observed, as he began
his tour of the room.

She shrugged as she padded over to his walk in closet.  "That is true.  That
isn't what made me want the place, but it is a perk."  She disappeared
inside his closet and the light within came on.

She stood and checked over the contents to be certain everything was where
she thought it was and they had covered it all.

"Alright, I shall stop trying to play dress up with you, and let you decide
what you want to wear.  Be sure and grab a jacket and wear boots, since
we're taking the bike."


"I like you playing dressy up with me," Vikund said. "You have
exquisite taste and extend me beyond my comfort zone. Come on, I need
your input. I'll need you to stop me from getting lost in the closet,
too."

Petra laughed.  "You have to learn your way around sometime.  But if you
insist..."

She turned her eye to his collection of clothes.  There were a lot.  It was
obvious Aura's instincts for collecting, and Petra's for buying him things
had both overtaken their mistresses.

Petra waved a hand towards the back of the closet.  "There's a chest of
drawers back there with your delicate underthings," she said as she selected
a long leather coat and tossed it over the nearby chair before moving on.


"Seems a good place to start," Vikund said, and began rifling through
the drawers. Without too much indecision he selected a pair of earthy
brown and pulled them on.

"Next?"

She turned and chuckled.  "I like that look, myself.  But here," she said,
and tossed him the leather trousers.  They went on like the jeans, but there
were lacings from waist to hem up both sides.  Petra saw him notice them.
"Those are just for looks.  Although I might decide to unwrap you later."

Vikund chuckled, and pulled on the leather. He did a short walk, turn
and flex, as if to make sure they did not restrict his movements.

She turned her attention back to the other side of the closet to find a
shirt while he got used to them, flicking quickly through the assortment of
colors, styles, and fabrics.

"There's something of a gothic feel about fashion here," Vikund
remarked. "Is make up optional, recommended or am I completely out of
touch?"

She paused her search and turned to look blankly at him.  "Umm.... please
don't take this the wrong way, but you're out of the age range for that type
of Goth, and I would never think to put makeup on you.  It would detract
from what I love about your eyes."  She handed him a wine colored poet
shirt.  "What we want is more of the traditional, romantic Gothic look.
Even that is optional, but I like the doublets and morning coats, and
velvets."



"How about lacey cuffs?" Vikund enquired. "Very impractical for
eating, but otherwise quite fetching, I think."

Petra stopped what she was doing to consider that, then him, and then turned
to look at a different section of his wardrobe, muttering under her breath
thoughtfully about that evening.

He lifted up the shirt for inspection, ran the cloth through his
fingers and pulled it on.

"Not quite spider silk, but very nice nonetheless," he grinned.

"Not every place can have spider silk," Petra observed.  She turned from her
flicking through a section of jackets and coats to look at him.  "I like
that color on you.  I always have."  She smiled.  "Which I'm sure you've
picked up on since I started putting things in your closets."

"And now you're mostly dressed, and I'm not."  She kissed him quickly and
pointed at a built in cabinet that was closed at the moment.  "I'll be just
a few minutes.  Your boots and what not are down there."

She started to leave and then smiled over her shoulder.  "Come join me when
you're ready." And she sauntered out the door.


Vikund pulled on his socks and boots, picked a selection of other
things, grabbed his jacket and darted after her. It seemed he didn't
want to miss the spectacle of her dressing.

"It's not a colour I'd normally choose," he said when he caught up, "I
keep it reserved for our time together."

Petra smiled up at him as she propped a foot up on a padded bench and begin
the ritual of putting on a pair of thigh high stockings.  An act that cannot
ever be anything but erotic, even without trying to be on the woman's part,
especially a women with long, shapely legs.

"And why is that?"


Vikund smiled, his eyes drinking in her every curve. "Well, I can't
have every woman in creation swooning over me, can I? This colour is
the colour of passion."

"That is very thoughtful of you, mi amante," she chuckled.  "It saves me
from having to challenge countless women to duels of honor."

She smoothed her hands over the stocking and started on the other one, but
she looked at him while she did so.  "And I would."


"Even though you might stab yourself in the foot?" Vikund smirked.
"That's devotion indeed."

"Are you wearing a garter?" He asked casually.

"Don't really need to with these," she replied lightly while smoothing her
hands up her leg.  "They're made to stay up on their own."  Petra moved to
stand in front of him and propped a foot on his knee.

"Why?" she leaned down within whispering distance and asked in a husky purr.
"Do you want me to?"

"Oh yes," Vikund said in a low growl. "So long as you let me put it on."

He *saw* the shiver that ran through, and as close as she was, he saw the
color of her eyes shift, the flecks of hazel color rearranging themselves to
leave the green a slightly deeper shade.  But she didn't notice it all.
Petra tended to not notice much of anything but him when he growled at her.

Petra's hand caressed his cheek.  "They're in the chest beside you," she
breathed.

Vikund pulled the drawer open and plucked out a rich blue garter that
lay on the top. Either he had been lucky in that this was the first
available, or he wasn't that fussy.

He clenched part of the garter in his teeth and stretched the other
with a forefinger, manoevring it over her outstretched toes with
delicate care. As he teased it up the long length of her leg, she
could feel his warm cheek against her skin, the movement a gentle
caress. Reaching her thigh, he paused there, releasing the garter in
its final position with deliberate intricacy. He looked up, dark eyes
full desire, but managed to rise from his knees to kiss her lightly.

"Thank you," he breathed.

She looked at from half hooded eyes, her lips parted slightly, barely
breathing.  He was intimately familiar with that look.  Later, she was going
to loose all control, but holding it back made it all the sweeter.  Even if
it was extrodinarily difficult to not start right now by ripping that shirt
off of him.

"I think I should thank you," she replied in a husky whisper.

"You're welcome," Vikund smiled, and gave her a wink. He straighted
his shirt and examined his profile in the mirror. "I look forward to
taking it off in a similar fashion later," he murmured.

Petra shivered again, but quickly turned away and moved to get herself
dressed before she changed her mind.

A tailored leather trench coat was tossed out onto the bench and Petra eyed
the trousers she had planned on wearing then put them back.  Instead she
smiled mischievously as she slipped into a short black leather skirt with
matching lacing up the sides and a slit in the back.  It was short enough
that were she to bend over the tops of her stockings would show.  She
followed that with a fitted, sleeveless wine colored shirt that laced up the
front and a pair of knee high black boots.  Finishing it off was jeweled
gothic choker that glittered with black diamonds and a single garnet that
hung in the hollow of her throat

It was dark, and sexy, and he wouldn't be the only one that noticed, but
there was something to be said for knowing it was all his.

She picked up her coat and gave him a sultry smile.  "Ready?"

Vikund pulled on some black leather gloves and flexed his fingers.
Casually he pulled on the jacket and nodded. From a pocket he produced
some dark shades and slid them on.

"Ready."

She smiled wider.  "I have to get photographs of this today.  Just for
myself, if no other reason."

Petra shrugged into her coat and took his hand for the walk downstairs and
out the front door where her cycle was waiting in the drive.  At the door,
the long suffering Alfred handed her keys, wrap around shades, and driving
gloves.

"We will be going to the ball, by the way," Petra informed the butler.
"We'll need the limo prepared, of course."

Alfred looked terribly pleased by the announcement.  "Very good, my Lady.  I
will see to everything."

He snapped out a short bow to them both as the walked out.

" 'Wiedersehen," Vikund chirped affably to Alfred as he passed.

Petra's motorcycle was all clean lines, shining metal, and built for speed.
By the tilt of the seat, he could already tell she was going to pretty much
be in his lap and both would be leaning forward.  She pulled on her gloves
and secured the shades over her eyes.

"On you get," she said cheerfully while buttoning up the upper part of his
coat.  "Not unlike a horse.  Once we get going, hook your feet over those
bars," and she indicated them to him.  "And then hang on, mi amo, because
cruising speed on the road down the mountain is 80 mph."

She was almost bouncing on the balls of her feet.  "I cannot begin to tell
you how much I appreciate you agreeing to this.  I swear, if you don't enjoy
it, I'll make it up to you.  Anything you want."  She smiled and wrapped an
arm around him and pressed herself against him.  "Of course, I'll do that
anyway."



"Quite," Vikund said, running a finger over the smooth paintwork.
"Well, let's see what she can do."

He got into position obediently and waited for Petra to fire it up.

Before she got on, Petra fished something out of her pocket and carefully
took his shades off of him.  She worked quickly and handed him back has
glasses.  She had attached something to the earpiece.  Part rested at the
very end, the other closer to the front and extened out and down a few
inches.

"This will allow us to be able to talk without yelling," Petra explained
while slipping them bacl on him and making adjustments. "The bike is not
very loud, but the wind creates a need for these.  The
glasses are ... enhanced and I don't really understand the technology behind
them.  They react to the wind and the speed.  They will not come off
accidently.  Mine have an assortment of sensors to keep me apprised of our
speed, wind speed, temperature and time to destination if I request it.  I
can even call up a map."  She smiled.  "You can play with them later."

She leaned in and kissed him before mounting up in front of him.  After
arranging her coat to cover her correctly, she leaned forward and started
the engine.  The bike purred to life under them and they picked up speed
after clearing the gates.  The mountain air was cool, despite the sun
shining down on them and filtering through the trees along the road.  Based
on the weather when they had arrived the previous day, it would warm up, but
hauling down the road at almost 100 mph was definately put the coats Petra
had picked for them to good use, and explained why leather was such a good
idea.

The scenary was lush, and through breaks in the trees they could appreciate
the breathtaking beauty of the landscapes below them.  The ride was smooth
er then one might expect, and remarkably quiet, not at all the loud roar of
a Harley

"Technology has its uses," Vikund commented, as they slowed down
enough for him to take a breath. "Though I think I'm still waiting for
a few of my organs to catch up," he added as they dipped into the
bend. "How far?" He managed, before the buffetting wind shut him up
again.

Her laughter was carried on the wind and the earpiece.  She didn't answer,
but a few moments later, pulled to a stop in a scenic overlook that gave
them a wonderful view of the valley and a winding river.

She eased off and offered him her hand.  "It's a bit more of a way.  But I
thought letting you take a break about half way wouldn't be a bad plan."

Vikund accepted the offered hand gratefully.
"Thank you, that's very considerate," he said, sounding like he meant
every word. He looked a bit shellshocked as he stood admiring the
view.

Petra moved behind him and wrapped her arms around him, holding him close
and propping her chin on his shoulder.

"Are you alright, mi amo?" she asked quietly.

Vikund broke into a smile. "I am now," he said, returning her embrace.
"I'm not quite sure I'm built for speed, but maybe I'll get used to
it."

"Perhaps the bike was not the best way to start," she conceded.  "  I forget
sometimes that not everyone had the same childhood fantasies I did.  Will
you be alright for the rest of the way down, or should have Alfred send the
driver with a car and he can take the bike back?"

"I'll be fine," Vikund replied. "I think I understand now why the
first railway passengers thought they might suffocate if the train
went too fast," he chuckled.

With that he returned to his seat and made himself comfortable. At
least, as comfortable as he was likely to get.

"Wait," she said quickly before he could get settled onto the seat.  "Get
off a sec."

She waited until he moved then flipped a latch and lifted the seat to reveal
the hidden compartment underneath.  From it she retrieved a sleek helmet the
same color as the bike, and with face visor.

"Put this on.  I didn't think of it before, because I hardly ever wear it
unless it rains."  She smiled, but still looked horribly contrite at his
obvious discomfort with the experience.  "It'll keep your breath from being
stolen."

Vikund stepped off and watched with some surprise when the compartment
was opened beneath his seat.

"There are occasions when I like my breath being stolen," Vikund
smirked, "but only by you, not the mountain wind. Thank you."
He pulled on the helment and climbed back on, giving a thumbs up.

She smiled again and reached for something on the helmet out of his field of
vision.  There was a soft hiss and she tilted her head.

"The only problem with this," her voice came from around him.  "Is that it
prevents me from stealing kisses."  She settled for dragging her hand down
his chest then returned to her place and they were soon again under way down
the winding mountain road.

After they had gotten back up to speed, her heard her again.  "Is that
better?"

"Much," Vikund said. "Even with the glasses on, I was a bit loathe to
open my eyes without squinting when you're going at it full throttle,"
he continued. "I can actually see what's going on now."

"I am so sorry, mi amo," she sighed.  "I did not think it through enough.
I'll arrange for a car back when we're ready to go home."

"There's no need," Vikund replied. "It just takes a bit of getting
used to. You know, leaning into the corners and not thinking you're
going to fall off," he chuckled.  "Cars are rather 'safe' by
comparison, aren't they? Though I suppose you've got some red-hot
roadster with a prancing pony on the bonnet as well?"

"Well.. one has a pony," she admitted through a smile.

"I never gave handling this much thought, I admit.  It's a bit like dancing,
isn't it?  Leaning in with your partner for the sway, leading them to
through the twists and turns."

"And it's a very sexual symbol, the motorcycle.  Usually it's more of one
for men, then women.  Which is silly, or just shortsighted, I'm not sure
which.  I can't imagine a woman alive straddling one of these beasts and not
having her mind go off into the world sexual fantasies."  She laughed lowly
and wiggled back against his lap.

"Goddess knows, I'm certainly having them now."


Vikund laughed. There was no way to hide his body's response to her
wiggle in these trousers.

"Drive on, then. Let's see how much thrust we can muster."

"As you wish, my lord," she reponded impertinantly.  Petra leaned lower over
the body of the bike and opened the throttle to move even faster then they
had previously for the resting of the trip down the mountain.

Once the way leveled out, she throttled back to a more sedate speed since
they were now meeting traffic and entering the town.

Town, as it turned out, was not quite right.  The area was too large, too
populated, and too built up to be a proper town, but it was actually smaller
in density then Amber.  It was an older population center:  historic
churches and manors stood near tall buildings of gleaming steel and glass,
and sprawling shopping centers.  Quaint taverns bustled with good natured
comradarie a few blocks from the bustle of a modern resturant.

Petra pulled into a large, well lit parking garage and turned off the bike
as an attendent sprang from the office.

"Alright," she smiled at her lover, all rosey cheeked from the wind and eyes
alight with excitement from the ride.  "You can breath now."

Vikund exhaled noisily and pulled off his helmet, running his fingers
through his hair. He eyed the attendant suspiciously as he approached.
Maybe it was part of the look he was trying to cultivate. He got off
the bike with something of a swagger and slipped on his shades.

Petra smirked and tossed the key to the attendant.  "127," was all she told
the young man before slipping her hand into Vikund's.

"Come along, dark one," she purred.  "Before I do something naughty to you
right here."

He took her hand and bowed stiffly, before breaking into a broad smile.
"Lead on."

"Drats," pouted Petra with a glint in her eye.  "I was hoping you'd chose
naughty option."

She brought his hand to her lips and kissed his knuckles before leading him
back out into the daylight.  She paused a moment before heading right
towards a towering Gothic cathedral down the way.

"What's this town called?" Vikund asked, allowing himself to be drawn
into the daylight. "Part of your demesne is it?"

"Well, historically," she shrugged nonchalantly.  "But it has its own
governing body.  Still, it is called Schwansee, as is the castle."

She smiled and nudged him with her shoulder.  "I would give you the stars,
were I able.  But as I can't, would you settle for partial ownership in a
town?"

"I've seen the stars closer than I'd want to," Vikund replied. "A
town, or some portion thereof, would do nicely," he grinned.

She responded with a haughty wave of her hand and an arrogant tilt of her
chin.  "Then so it shall be, Vikund, Lord of Schwansee."


"I thank you," Vikund said with a nod. "Now let's see if the place is
worth having, hmm?"

He gazed at the cathedral appreciatively.
"From a casual observance, it seems to fit the bill."

"I love this structure," admitted Petra.  "It was built around the same time
as the castle, but took twice as long.  I adore the gargoyles, being a fan
of great, winged things as I am.  The artwork inside is glorious, the
stained glass is magnificent, and they even have some of the sacred art from
the Old Faith on display.  The gardens are quite lovely and they own and
operate a fairly successful winery to the east that supports the church
almost entirely."

"I am not a believer in their faith, but I still attend when I am here.  It
has its own type of magic within those walls, and when the choir sings, and
the sun is coming through those windows .... well, perhaps it is silly, but
it gives me a sense of peace when everything seems out of my control."

Vikund nods. "I understand completely. Ritual provides a bridge
between past and present, bringing certainty to a changing world. They
won't mind us taking a look around, will they? We are Lord and Lady of
the Manor, after all."

"We're a little more then that," she chuckled.  "But, yes, we can look
around.  Parts of it is open to tours during the day."

She looked down at her delicate wrist watch with a face of black opal edged
with tiny amethysts.  "Not for a while longer.  But we can go in."

So saying, she tucked her sunglasses in an inner pocket and freed his hand
to shake out her hair.  "And I think... yes, I'm pretty sure .. we'll need
to go by the bank.  Castle Schwansee's high security vault holds the
Schwansee jewels and regalia, which we'll want some of tonight."



"There was me thinking they would all be housed in the castle
dungeons," Vikund replied. "What a novel idea, entrusting your
valuables to a bank."

He cast his gaze up and down the street, looking for all the world
more likely to rob the bank than make a deposit.

Petra looked at him curiously and then laughed at the look on his face.  She
skipped in front of him and he suddenly had his arms full of Petra.

"I'm going to kiss you now....one of those kisses that make old couples
smile and young girls wistful, and then, I think, I am going to tell you I
love you."

Vikund welcomed her sudden embrace and pulled her close.

"Well aren't you impulsive today," he smirked, and kissed her tenderly
before she had the chance to reply. So there they stood, in the
street, their passion on show for any passing old couples or young
girls.

Petra didn't much care who saw, or what they thought.  But she had been
right:  people smiled.  Oh, surely there were a few who didn't care for the
beautiful couple's public display, but Schwansee had been without a noble
for a long time and by now most of them recognized Petra as the Lady of
Schwansee, and they reflected her happiness in the moment.  Conclusions were
drawn as to Vikund's identity, but from the passion and emotions displayed
in that kiss, they felt rather certain of their conclusions.

Petra pulled back and smiled up at him when the kiss came to its end.  "I do
love you," she said softly, and he could see that shining honestly in her
eyes.

"I love you too, My Lady of Schwansee," Vikund smiled. "You'll have to
 remind me not to jump on you in church. In all this gear I'm starting
to feel a bit rebellious."

She laughed again twirled back to his side and tucked her arm around his.
They crossed the street and stepped onto the central plaza where several
street vendors were set up at the base of a statue of some long dead general
 on a horse.

 "I'm sure I wouldn't mind.  But should Father Bernard catch us, he'd not
let
 us leave until you married me, and Mother would be severely annoyed at you,
 since she has been expecting an invitation for years now."

 Petra gave a cheerful wave to the flower vendor as they passed the elder
 woman.

Vikund smiled. "I feel I should buy you some flowers, but even if I
had appropriate change I doubt I could fish it out of these trousers,"
he said. "Maybe you'll let me find some on the way back, preferably
not guarded by any giants."

"Mi amo, you are a silly man at times," chuckled Petra.  "If you are the
lord of Castle Schwansee, you never need carry cash.  The first person I
tried to give actual money to here was quite insulted.  The castle accounts
are billed instead."

Petra stopped at a coffee vendor's cart and ordered two cups of something
that smelled rather like chocolate chip cookies.  She handed on to Vikund
and continued on across the plaza.

Vikund accepted the cup and took a sip between paces.
"Rather spoils my fun if I can't get you a little something," he said
lightly. "It felt strange in Cornaro that first time. I was aching to
get you a gift, and you wouldn't let me pay for a thing. Very
frustrating."

"But Vikund, are you, or are you not, lord of the castle?" she asked,
stopping their walk to give the conversation her complete attention.  "If
you are, then you have as much right to charge things for me to it as I do
to get things for you that way.  However, if you like, when we go by the
bank, you can ask the account manager to separate certain of your personal
purchases from the castle's and mine."

She smiled a quirky half smile.  "I don't mean to step on you, Vikund.  If I
do, you should tell me."

"When I learned to dance, I also learned to expect to be stepped on
from time to time," Vikund replied. "Anyway, it doesn't matter. As
long as you are happy, my lady, so am I."

"And just because you own al the money in the bank doesn't mean to say
it wouldn't be a thrill to rob it," he added with a smirk.

"Awful man," she laughed as they continued their trek.  "Try not to bring
down a mob of angry villagers on our heads.  I don't fancy waking up to
pitchforks and torches at the gates.  It clashes with my romantic fantasy."

"Very well, I shall try to act the noble lord for you," Vikund said
lightly. "I shall no doubt find it easier dressed formally."

Petra turned a suddenly serious look to him.

"I do not want an act.  I want the real you.  It's all I've ever wanted."


"Let's hope there are no bishops present, then," Vikund smiled.
"Tonight I will leave the masks at home."

She smiled and kissed his cheek.  That was enough for her.

They arrive at the ornate front of the cathedral, but as they still had
drinks, Petra took the stone path off to the right instead.  The path wove
through gardens of tranquil beauty, dotted with meditation alcoves and
serene statues of animals and saints of the local faith.

She checked her watch several times and suddenly stopped with an expectant
look on her face.  Before he could even ask, the bells began to ring in the
tall tower above them.  The tune was unfamiliar, but the music of the bells
clearly was something his lady enjoyed immensily if the way her eyes turned
to the direction of the tower, and the unguarded smile of innocent joy on
her face were anything to go by.

She didn't say a word until the tune ended and the bell tolled the hour.

"I nearly wrecked my bike the first time I heard that," she spoke quietly..
" I'd never heard church bells before, or even heard of them.  On clear
winter nights, when snow lies deep on the ground and the world is still,
sometimes the sound carries to the castle.  Standing on a tower balcony and
looking out over a world wrapped in starlight and ice with the bells carried
on the air ... sometimes, I can almost believe ..."

Her voice trailed off wistfully and she shook herself out of whatever it was
she had been about to confess to believing, and instead finished of her
coffee.

"They celebrate Christmas here," Petra informed him nonsensically.  She
pulled a length of blackk lace out of her pocket and hung it around her
neck..  "Which is not so different from Yule, but it's bigger somehow.  I
was surprised at how much fun I had with it.  Probably shouldn't have been,
as there is a lot of shopping involved and you know how I love shopping for
people."

"I was thinking of hosting a Christmas Ball up at the castle.  The ballroom
is much too glorious to not put to use."

Vikund gave Petra an enquiring look at these curious confessions, but
smiled at the mention of a Christmas Ball.

"I'm sure Alfred would be delighted," he said, "as I would be. As long
as you don't get any ideas of installing bells in the castle, I have
no objections in any department. Now perhaps you can tell me why you
carry a length of black lace in your pocket. Gypsies?"

She flicked it with one hand and chuckled.  "No.  More's the pity.  I think
I might enjoy an evening with the gypsies."  She gestured to the cathedral.
"To enter the sanctuary, women must cover their heads.  I don't quite
understand it, and think it harkens back to time this faith sprang into
being and women wore veils.  Anyway, I go along."

She glanced at her empty cup and then him.  "If you're done, we can go in."

"Sure," he replied. "Do I need to take my boots off or anything?"

She laughed.  "No, you're fine."

They swung past a trash receptacle on their way inside through a side door
and Petra shook out the scarf to cover her hair.  The inside was every bit
as grand and majestic as the outside; colorful ceiling bosses decorated the
high arched ceilings that reached towards heaven, elaborate carved wooden
screens along the sides of the sanctuary hid private areas for some of the
oldest of the areas families to worship in private, statues with the rich
patina of age were scattered around in the sanctuary's alcoves.  The stained
glass windows were huge, detailed and richly colored, washing the great
space into a rainbow of colors.

Vikund took in the details with a critical eye, fixing now and then on
a detail of glass or carving that caught his interest.

"It is venues like this that inspired Master Bach to such feats," he noted.

Petra was gazing serenely up at a rose window and just hummed positively in
response to his observation.  After a moment she took his arm and led him
across the stone floors that bore the carvings of centuries old coats of
arms.  She paused and looked around to make sure no one was watching and
pulled him behind a tapestry and into a shadowy hallway.

"And I thought I was the one for secret passages," Vikund smirked,
allowing himself to be led.

Petra sniffed haughtily.  "Perhaps I just wanted to get you alone in the
dark."

"Oh, and why would that be?" Vikund said innocently.

"Oh, no reason," Petra replied.  But her hand slipped under his coat and
down over his leather clad backside.  "Specifically..."

Vikund drew her into his arms and kissed her tenderly, enjoying for a
moment the peace and perhaps titillated by the danger of discovery.
"Little mischief," he admonished lightly. "You're deliberately trying
to get me into trouble."

"My darling, I *am* trouble," she responded with a throaty chuckle.  "But
then, so are you., for if I have a thing for dark passageways nowadays, it
is entirely your fault."

"Guilty as charged," Vikund admitted, nibbling Petra's ear. "And I can
offer no remorse whatsoever."

"And I wouldn't want you to," she whispered and giggled softly when his
nibbling tickled.  "I'm growing rather fond of these places."  She freed her
ear by ducking down and kissing the curve of his collarbone that peeked from
his shirt.

She smirked up at him.  "But a couple of the teenagers from here told me
where we really wanted to go make out was behind the pipes of the organ."

"And what are you doing fraternising with the wayward youth of
Schwansee?" Vikund asked, as kisses traveled hotly southward to
Petra's neckline. "Aren't organs supposed to be the quiet habitat of
dust and mice?"

"It started with them admiring the car..." she responded breathlessly.  She
leaned herself back against the wall to keep from falling right there and
pulled him by his lapels against her.  "And apparently no one ever thinks of
looking there ... oh.. I love it when you do that..."

"Apart from them, of course." Vikund commented, letting his hands roam
around her figure-hugging clothes. "Shouldn't we be on a tour or
something...?" He asked absently.

"In a little while," she murmured distractedly while her own hands roamed
possessively.  "Not just yet."


"Then I don't see why we should waste time grubbing around behind the
organ," Vikund replied, his fingers beginning to work quickly on the
buttons and fastenings of her clothes.

Petra seized one his hands and moved it to the hem of her skirt.  "Hurry.."
she breathed, and her free hand knew perfectly well the fastest way to make
that happen as it moved to his waist.

"You're such a *bad* girl!" He growled, discarding his jacket with a
simple shrug of the shoulders and hitching up her skirt. The ancient
walls were cool, but the heat from him was electrifying, and the
warmth of his urgent kisses never more than a breath away. Within
moments he realized the ease with which her silky top slipped south,
and his hurried grasping fingers left marks on her back in their haste
and need. The carefree abandon with which he took her was clear in
every gasp and exclamation that echoed around the small space where
they embraced.

"Punish me later," she gasped, the very picture of wild abandon and untamed
lust as he pinned her there to the ancient stone walls.  Petra's legs locked
around him and all she could do was hold on.  She muffled her cries in his
hair, in the searing, demanding kisses they shared, and marveled at how this
desire, this *need* had not even begun to fade after so many years.

The flame that had first flared to glorious life in Cornaro a full
three decades before was it seemed, like that of Olympus; eternal. Was
it a trick of the memory, some blinding by that fiery glow that made
it seem the more intense in these shadows? Whatever enchantment held
them together, perfectly joined in coital bliss, it went beyond simple
fairytale. Vikund cupped her face in his hands, gazing into her eyes
in wonder, as if their every moment together was undiscovered country.
"Ich liebst dir," he breathed.

The intensity of his gaze took her breath away, held her like nothing else
ever had, or even could ever hope to.  She reached up to caress his cheek
and whispered thickly.

"Manchmal denke ich, daß ich dich in das Leben träumte. Ich liebe dich."

He pressed his cheek to hers, his breath coming hard as he sprinkled
her face and neck with red-hot kisses. His strong embrace held her
there so her feet barely touched the stone floor, yet being suspended
there seemed so natural.

"Sind das glocken klingeln? Oder...ist es mein herz?"

She smiled breathlessly, clinging to him and perfectly happy, it seemed,
with the position she was in.

"Ich weiß nicht, meine Liebe. Ich kann wenig hören, wenn sogar die Engel für
uns singen.."

On the other side of the wall, they could hear the sounds of the afternoon
tour group drawing nearer to the tapestry hiding their location, but Petra
seemed unconcerned, her warm, soft lips burning a trail of fiery kisses down
his throat.

"Leicht, meine Liebe," he breathed, slowly prising himself from their
interlocked embrace. He began to adjust her clothing to cover her
dignity with a delicacy that was itself enticing, kissing each beloved
inch of skin as he moved. There was no disguising some of the creases
that patterned their clothes, less still the rosy aura that hung about
them in the aftermath. Lovingly he rearranged her tangled tresses,
caressing each part of it as he pushed it back in place, framing her
perfect face aglow.

Still flushed from their embrace, Petra smiled as he made even this into a
memory.  Her fingers carded through his hair and caressed his face until he
finished.  Then she put him back to rights with the same gentle care as the
droning sounds of tourists faded away.  She kissed him tenderly once more
before sweeping his coat up from where he had dropped it and held it up for
him.

He pulled on the jacket and smiled.

Her hands smoothed the shoulders and down his arms and then she took his
hand again.  "Siete magnifici," she whispered softly in the quiet, reverting
back to the language of Cornaro.  "Ti amo piu del tutto il mondo"

"Just one?" He teased, pulling her to him again. "I think you can do
better than that." Then he was kissing her again intensely, as if to
draw the very breath from her body.

She was surprised at first, but only briefly.  Then she was kissing him just
as fiercely.  It was a heady dance of submission, possessiveness, and
searing desire.  It was as if she was in some way marking him as hers in a
way that went beyond anything else they had experienced before.


And yet he was already marked, and the many ways she had done so
danced rings around his head. And intensity that verged on self-harm
could not last forever, and he was the first to submit.

"From horizon to horizon," he said breathlessly. "Let us agree on that."

She hummed softly in agreement and caressed the line of his jaw before
stepping back.

He glanced to the tapestry that had served them so well and suppressed a
laugh.

"Let us muster a veneer of decorum, or we won't be admitted to the
ball," he suggested.

Petra laughed softly.  "I had actually started this way to show you
something, but then I became distracted.  You are bad about that."


"You did show me something," he grinned. "Anything else would just be
... anticlimactic."

She grinned without a shred of embarrassment.

He looked around, as if seeing his surroundings for the first time.
"Gargoyles, is it? I see plenty enough of those in Amber."


She waved a hand.  "No.  We can see those outside.  This cathedral is built
on the remains of a place of the Old Faith.  Actually, I should say it's
built around it.  The duke of Schwansee at the time agreed to fund the
building of this place, but only if they agreed to not destroy the Old
Places and to build around them.  The upper levels of the Church may have
not approved, but the local Bishop did, and it is one reason this place is
so sprawling and the 'ground floor' is nowhere near the ground: it
encompasses a stone circle and altar."

"How intriguing," Vikund said. "There's nothing like a bit of paganism
to stir the blood. Let's take a look."

She snorted in amusement.  "Like our blood needed anymore stirring."

But that didn't stop her from taking his hand again and leading him deeper
under the cathedral.  When the stone floor gave way to dirt and the pale
light succumbed to darkness, Petra moved from his side and to a large
boulder.  After a moment, light flared from the flame of a torch she was
holding.  She smiled at him and turned to walk around the large cavern,
lighting torches set onto the walls that were built around the ancient
circle that he could now make out the growing brightness.

Upon the center altar stone firelight reflected off the stone and metal
surfaces of artifacts too old to date properly, as was the circle of stones
around them that had borne witness to centuries of a religion whose
practices were long lost in the mists of time.

 Petra ran her hand over one of the timeless sentinels that surrounded them.
"This is Holy Ground older then the words to describe it," she whispered.
"There is power here.  I can feel it.  One fueled by human emotion, by
faith, by rite, by the moon.  This place once had Magic, when this world was
new and there were those who Believed."


Vikund snaked his hand around her waist.

"I'd like to think we made our own bit of magic here today. Just
because the magic has faded doesn't mean to say it's gone for good.
It's all in your hands, isn't it, liebchen?"

She leaned into him and her soft chuckle echoed in the chamber.  "This kind
of magic's time has passed.  Ours is just beginning."

"History like this captures my imagination... makes me a bit fanciful, I
think.  I've spent hours down here in the dark, trying to imagine what it
was like.  Father Bernard is actually rather well informed of the old
histories."

Petra smiled up and kissed his cheek.  "Well, I've shown you what I wanted
to show you.  Let's go grab some terribly regional food that's bad for us
and decide what to do from there."

"Good idea," Vikund replied. "I find that a large dose of the local
ale is a good antidote to any amount of cholesterol. Lead on."

"To the tavern it is," Petra laughed.

Back up the passageway they went.  They skirted the tour that was now
outside getting a talk on the history of the various additions to the
cathedral.  As they covered the few blocks to the place she had in mind,
Petra's pockets produced a slim cell phone that she used to call Alfred and
arrange for someone to deliver a car and pick up the bike.

The tavern - The Cock and Bull - which Petra declared was the best name ever
for a tavern, proved to be a popular hangout to a wide cross section of the
city's inhabitants, and generational lines seemed to have no meaning there.
Younger Goth types-complete with eyeliner and dark lipstick- held spirited
discussions with patrons old enough to be their grandparents.  The bartender
noted their arrival with a nod to Petra and a jerk of his head towards a
back corner.

Petra smiled at the man and pulled Vikund along to a back corner booth,
where she abandoned her coat to a wall hook before sliding onto the leather
bench.

"One of your regular haunts is it?" Vikund asked, looking about him
curiously.

"Oh, come on," Petra chuckled.  "With a name like that?  Of course it is."

"Run by ex-pats, is it? Doesn't seem something the locals would have
come up with," he replied.

She shrugged and sat close to his side to hand him a menu.  "It was probably
opened by some, but that was about fifty years ago."

"Order for both of us, would you?" she said as she lay her head against his
shoulder.  "I will just be over here, basking."

"Do they do margaritas?" Vikund asked, while perusing what was on
offer to eat. "Or would ordering one be a fast track to a fight?

"I thought you wanted lager?" she chuckled and sat back up, instead
contenting herself with playing with his hair with one hand and pointing out
the drinks with the other.

"You can safely order a margarita on the rocks, and if that's what you're
getting, I'll have one just like it.  If you want to get into a fight to go
with your earlier very, very Bad Boy behavior, we are in far too nice a
neighborhood."

"I was actually trying to avoid a fight," Vikund smiled, "and it feels
a bit odd ordering a margarita for myself in these environs, but I'll
get one for you. I'll have weißbier. As for eats, does Jaegerschnitzel
sound ok to you?"

"That sounds really bad for a person," she observed then smiled brightly.
"Perfect, and so is your choice in drink."

Vikund laughed, and called the waiter so he could order in his best
accented dialect. He made sure of understanding with gestures and
pointing; thankfully she was amused rather than offended.
"I suppose getting drunk before the ball would be completely
unacceptable," he said, watching the frothy glasses of beer go past
him hither and thither with a certain longing.

Petra laughed.  "Probably.  Although I think you could get a warm buzz and
still be alright by the time we presented ourselves for public adoration.
Someone will have laid out your clothes and neither of us has to drive
tonight."

It was only a matter of moments after ordering that their server returned
with their drinks, so there was no danger of poor Vikund dying of thirst in
the middle of the happy crowd.

"Prost," said he, raising his glass and draining it without drawing
breath. "Damn, I seem to have worked up a thirst. Can't think why," he
said, giving Petra a wink.

Petra blinked innocently at him over the rim of her glass while taking a
drink.  As she didn't drain hers, she traded his empty for hers and signaled
for two more.

"My poor baby," she cooed at him playfully.  "Have I been too demanding?"

"Au contraire," Vikund replied. "You always leave me gasping for more."

Petra kissed him suddenly and quite passionately, and by the time she broke
it to give him a smoldering look, their new drinks had arrived.

"Gods and roses, I love you," she breathed.

"By the old gods and the new, I love you too," Vikund smiled, and
rasied his glass in salute once more.

She smiled and sat back so he could enjoy his drink.  But her eyes never
strayed far and rare was the moment she was not touching him, even after
their food arrived.

"I think I'm going to like it here," Vikund pronounced. "I can't say I
feel like a lord of the manor yet, but just being with you would be
enough."

He smiled and began tucking into the loin cutlet topped with a sauce
of wild mushrooms, shallots, fresh garlic, red wine and herbs with a
look of perfect contentment.

"It comes in time," Petra acknowledged with a smile.  "By the time we have
hosted a Yule ball, you will feel the part.  But everything beyond just
being with you here fades in importance to knowing this is ours."

She nodded her approval of the food after tasting it herself.  "You sir,
have excellent taste... as well as tasting good yourself.  Yes, definitely a
keeper.".

Vikund quirked an eyebrow. "Dare I ask what a keeper is?"

"What Maria called the ones you hold onto with both hands," Petra smiled.
"And never let go."

"I see," Vikund replied with a smile. "Well, I'll certainly drink to that."
And he did.

Lunch passed pleasantly in the tavern, where no one but the man at the bar
knew for certain who they were, but felt free to speculate wildly:
something encouraged by Petra changing languages several times while talking
to Vikund and he could tell by the laughter in her eyes she was doing it on
purpose.

There were times when even Vikund found her rapid-fire change of
language hard to follow, but he took it all in good humour and wasn't
afraid to say:

"Ich verstehe nicht!" from time-to-time.

After lunch, Petra did indeed stop by the bank and arrange for the necessary
shiny things to be delivered to the castle, but the afternoon was for him to
decide the direction of, as she freely admitted she hadn't explored the
place as thoroughly as she might have liked when she had been before with
Aura or by herself.

Vikund was content to amble around the town fairly aimlessly, and all
that was missing was the strains of Louis Armstrong singing "All the
Time In the World". There seemed no better way to waste an afternoon,
hand in hand in the sunshine.

Their steps eventually led them back to the garage where Petra had left the
bike.  The attendant sprang from his post the moment he saw them coming.
Their arrival was just in time to witness the appearance of the plum colored
convertible that looked both modern and retro at the same time, and right at
home in the city they had been exploring.  Petra's eyes lit up at it's
appearance.

Vikund didn't quite know what to make of this mighty vehicle and he
looked enquiringly at Petra.

"Nice colour," he managed.

She grinned at him.  "I am quite taken with this beast."

Petra walked over to the passenger side and opened the door for him.  There
was already music playing over the low purr of the engine, even though he
couldn't see where it was coming from.

"Your chariot, my lord."

"Just as long as I'm not require to stand on the yoke with a spear,
I'll be happy," Vikund answered, sliding into the seat. He glanced
behind him. "Do you think there's enough room in the back?"

She leaned in and across him to fasten his seatbeat and gave him a saucy
wink.  "That depends on what you want to do back there, my sweet."

"Well, I wasn't thinking about putting my luggage there," Vikund
smiled, fiddling with the seat belt. "It looks very comfy."

"Oh, it is," she assured him with a smile.

Petra shrugged off her trenchcoat and tossed it in the back before moving
back over to the driver's side and sliding in behind the wheel.  She then
turned to him as she slide her sunglasses back on.

"Were you wanting to sit back there, or do you have other nefarious plans
formulating?"

Vikund leaned back into the seat and slipped on his own shades.
"I'm fine just here. If you start speeding, don't be surprised if I
get breathless. I might need mouth-to-mouth."

She laughed.  "I am ever at your disposal, my Lord Shawansee."

Petra flashed a smile of thanks at the attendant before smoothly pulling out
into traffic.  Once they hit the open road, the sheer pleasure Petra took
from driving became more apparent as she deftly handled the beast of a car.
While the speed of travel was high, it wasn't like being on the bike at all.

"You don't get the same sensation of speed," Vikund commented. "Less
adrenalin, perhaps, but more dignity. Very smooth, too. Just like
you."

"Oh, flattery," she laughed.  "Although I feel you are probably the more
smooth one out of the two of us."


"In some respects, maybe," Vikund beamed, undressing her with his eyes,
"But I was referring to the deliciously smooth bodywork under that
fine gloss."

She smiled and reached over to stroke his thigh.  "Why, Mr. Anansi.  Are you
coming on to me?"

"Might be," he teased, his smile showing white teeth and bringing to
mind Big Bad Wolf.

Petra looked caught for a moment.  But then, she gave him a seductive smile
and turned her attention back to the road.  But only for a moment was that
road the winding mountain road they traveled down.  Instead, she pulled over
to the same overlook they stopped in previously.

She turned off the engine but not the music that had a decidedly erotic back
beat in the deep drumming underscoring the music, and she slid across the
seat closer to him and unbuckled his seat belt.  Her hand smoothed up the
front of his shirt.

"You looked like you needed a break," she murmured

"I am feeling a little flush," Vikund said, dropping his seat back a
notch or two. "Can't you feel the beating of my heart?"

"Hmm..." she nodded.  "Perhaps you should lie down.... get out of some of
those confining clothes."

"These trousers... I told you they were way too tight," Vikund said.
"I just need a little more air, I'll be fine. I'll just have a lie
down, maybe. Do you have any whisky?" he asked weakly, slithering
effortlessly into the back. "A little nip would help the blood flow, I
think."

"My poor, brave, darling," Petra purred sympathetically from where she
remained in the front.  "It's the price we must pay sometimes to be
beautiful."

She retrieved a silver flask from the glove box and checked the brake before
sliding into the back to his side.  She tsked and offered him the open flask
while smoothing his hair back from his face with her free hand.

"I'm not one for whiskey, I do so hope that brandy will suffice this time,"
she said fretfully.

"It's the one thing Napoleon can be forgiven for," Vikund replied,
accepting the flask and taking a drink. He let out a satisfied sigh
and pulled her close. "It is quite cozy in here, isn't it? My
compliments to the designer."

"Yes, it's lovely," smiled agreeably.  "Feeling better already, are you?"

"Much," he said, drawing her to him to kiss her softly. "Is the blood
coming back to my cheeks?"

"Hmmm," was her response and she ran her fingertips lightly over his cheek.
"But is it the blood flow to your face I should be checking?"

"That is for you to decide, my dear," Vikund said, stretching leonine
fashion. "I am at your mercy."

Petra laughed softly and let her hands smooth down his torso.  One hand
meandered slowly back down to dance lightly over the silver buckle.

"I seem to recall you felt constrained?"

"Dare you unleash the wolf from his cage?" Vikund snarled, his hands
fruitlessly smoothing the creases in her clothes that remained from
their time behind the tapestry. "I would hate to damage the
upholstery."

Her breath hitched, her eyes darkened, and her body froze for a moment.  Her
fingers fisted in the fabric of his shirt as she slowly brought her eyes up
to meet his.

"Oh," she breathed.  "I dare..."

"I was hoping you'd say that," Vikund replied, and unfastened the
buckle with practiced ease. His hand wrapped around hers and guided it
down the length of his sternum, over his taut abdomen and further.
Knowing that would be encouragement enough, he then sought to tease
her clothing from warm flesh while raining hot kisses on each inch he
exposed. Lithe and efficient, soon the cool mountain air was caressing
them both and his satisfaction expressed with a playful nip at her
neck and a low, sensual, rumbling growl.

Petra was putty in his hands even as her own hands were devoting their
worship to his body and in fanning the flames of his desire.  Under his
hands, the warmth of his lips, and in the face of the one thing capable of
reducing her to a shivering bundle of need, he found no resistance, only a
willingness to surrender to him and a passion and desire that he long knew
burned as hot as his own.  No matter where he sought it.

The limitless fascination of her every contour meant for him the
surroundings were strictly secondary. Nevertheless, there was an edge
of danger to making love on the edge of a precipice which gave added
frisson. Vikund seemed intent on testing the rear suspension of the
vehicle, and it coped admirably. How long they arched against each
other, bonded, parted and re-united could only be guessed. There were
no bells out here on the mountain, only the slow track of the sun
above them and the fevered rush of his breath.

"Ich bin bei dir, du seist auch noch so ferne, du bist mir nah! Ich liebst
dir."

The emotion threatened to sweep her away in its intensity, and for a time,
her reaction was limited to the wonder on her expression and the depth of
the answering emotion in her eyes.  There were still secrets between them,
certainly, and not just hers.  There likely would be for some time.  While
minds too long in Amber guarded their secrets, thirsty souls and hungry
hearts accepted that which the other gave and thrived on it.  He knew when
she framed his face with her hands and gazed intently into his that he would
never, no matter what, have any reason to doubt her heart.

"Du bist mein sauerstoff und mein sonnenlicht.  Ohne dich kann ich nicht
atmen.  Du bist mein ein und alles."

Vikund kissed her and held her close, nestling into the luxuriant
upholstery. He smiled a knowing smile.

"We make a fine pair of natives, don't we?" He said. "How wonderful
that you should conjure this playground so that we can be free
together to spread our wings and fly. Vielen dank."

"I am not certain I should take credit," Petra smiled and nuzzled him.  "I
think a romantic playground may not have been a conscious thought at the
time.  Afterall, we were used to making anywhere into that, and Cornaro had
served us well for three decades."

"But I'll not complain.  Everyone knows of Cornaro.  Only two people beyond
us know of this place, and I trust them with my life.  This place is ours.
If I had the ability, I would close it to all others to make certain it
stayed that way."

"In time, that may be possible." Vikund remarked. "After all, until
today I wasn't sure we had the means to even find a place like this.
In another thirty years the power may be stronger in you, and other
possibilities manifest. I think the future's looking pretty bright,
don't you?"

Petra smiled and left a kiss on his collarbone.  "As long as I have you
beside me, my darling, I can believe anything is possible."

"Yes, we do seem to defy the odds, don't we?" Vikund chuckled. "I
suppose we should consider moving on before the police catch up with
us, though."

"As you say," she sighed.

Petra collected and sorted out their clothes, but she didn't bother putting
hers on.  She just slipped back into her boots and pulled her trenchcoat on
over the stockings that hadn't come off.  She smiled and pointed at the
garter he had put on her that morning.

"Still planning on removing this later?" she smiled.

Vikund pulled on his shirt and slithered back into the passenger seat.
He didn't bother to say anything in reply, he just smiled and let
loose a sudden growl, showing his teeth.

"Grrrraaaaa!" He said and laughed. No further comment was necessary.

"Evil man."    She shivered and mock glared as she slid back behind the
wheel.  Then she turned an incandescent smile his way.  "Oh, how I adore
you."

Soon they were back on the road and heading home, the sky a brilliant
explosion of color from the sun setting behind a distant mountain range.


Vikund didn't bother with the seat belt so he could enjoy distracting
the driver by running his hand over her thigh.

"Seeing you like this, with the rays of crimson sunset dancing in your
hair... it makes me feel so lucky. All past pain, resentment and
self-pity just drains away. You give me glory, and you are so
glorious."

He lifted his hand to touch her cheek and the fading sun was a fiery
torch in his eyes of mocha.

She turned into his hand and kissed it.

"It seems to me, to myself, that no man was ever before to any woman what
you are to me--the fullness must be in proportion, you know, to the
vacancy...and only I know what was behind--the long wilderness without the
blossoming rose...and the capacity for happiness, like a black gaping hole,
before this silver flooding.  Is it wonderful that I should stand as in a
dream, and disbelieve--not you--but my own fate? "

"It is poetry," Vikund replied. "You who poured scorn on love and its
works have become beguiled by it," he smiled. " *That* is truly
wonderful."

"I fear that depends on who you ask," she replied.  "And you can go right
ahead and laugh at me.  I am certain I deserve it.  But you are like an
overwhelming force of Nature, and even immovable objects can be worn down in
time."

"I wouldn't laugh at you," Vikund replied seriously. "I'm only happy I
could make you more ...human. I look at some others of our family, and
I see soulless shells. If I have saved you from that fate, then I am
happy to be wind, sun, rain or whatever you want me to be. We are one,
and that's what matters."

Fortunately, they were on a straightaway and Petra knew the rode very well,
because she turned again to look into his eyes.  "You are going to make me
cry one day when you say these things.  I do not want you to stop.  Ever.
But it is ... even though I echo the sentiments, it is still so new to me
that you are saying them at all."

Vikund just smiled, and ran his hand over her contours again.
"You don't have to cry for me. Just bathe me in the radiance of your
smile," he said. "And try to keep the car on the road," he chuckled.

"Wretch," she said fondly, but she did turn her eyes back to the road.

Her hand reached down and plucked at the garter on her thigh.  "You know...
we really need to shower again before dressing for the ball..."

"Of course we do," Vikund replied. "It's fun getting down and dirty,
but bubbles are good too. My favourite image of you is perched on the
side of a bathtub."

She gave him a brilliant smile.  "After all this time, that is still your
favorite image?"  She gathered his hand and kissed his palm.

"That's difficult to say; I have so many to choose from," he smiled,
kissing her hand in return. "I collected a few more today."

"We'll take a bath when we get home.  Maybe this time, we'll actually be in
there longer then it took to run the water."

"That depends if we intend actually bathing, I suppose," Vikund
grinned. "Still, we have Alfred to keep us to schedule, don't we?"

She laughed.  "I think we can manage to do what we need to, and what we
usually do, without Alfred having to scold us like a pair of wayward
children."

"That'd be nice," Vikund smirked.

"But I shall endeavor to keep us on time.  I find I am really looking
forward to dressing up for tonight, and then being the envy of every woman
in the room when we arrive."

"Of that you can be assured. And I shall be the proudest man, with a
jewel on my arm beyond comparison," he smiled.

"We are still the most stunning of couples," she responded airily as the
wrought iron gates of Schwansee came into view.  "Just as I said thirty
years ago.  There are no challengers."

After parking the car, and Petra collected her clothes from the backseat,
they walked through the door being held open by Alfred.

Petra smiled as she took the handful of mail he held out for her.

"Did enjoy your excursion?" he inquired politely

Petra's smile was radiant as she looked at Vikund.  "Oh, yes."

"Would you have a meal sent up to my rooms, please?  I'm feeling peckish."

"Of course," answered the man as he shut the door behind them, once again
closing out the world on their hideaway.


Vikund nodded in greeting to the man on the door.
"Lovely day," he commented, a definite spring to his step as he
followed Petra into the hall.

"Indeed it is," Alfred said agreeably.

When they made it back to the bedroom, Petra tossed her clothes on the bed,
followed by her coat.  She smiled at him as she sat on the edge of the bed
to remove her boots.

"You look yummy."

Vikund chuckled. "You don't look half bad yourself. Can I help you
with those boots?"

Petra held a foot up towards him in response.

He knelt in front of her without being bid and began to help her peel
off the boots with relish. As soon as they were free, he began to rub
her feet sensually.

"Relax," he said in barely a whisper, his fingers sliding up her
calves now as part of his massaging ritual.

She leaned back on her hands and closed her eyes, letting out a deeply
contented sigh.  "You have the most talented hands," she murmured.  "You can
never leave me."

"I would never wish to," Vikund replied, as his hands adventured
higher up her leg. "Hmm. Best run the bath first, I suppose," he
sighed. “With your permission?" He asked, quirking a dark eyebrow.

She fell back the rest of the way onto the bed.

"I shall await your return with the utmost anticipation," she declared with
an aloof wave of her hand.  "And I'll be the first to the food," she added
with a smile.

Vikund gave a dismissive wave of his hand and disappeared off towards
the vastness that was the bathroom; soon the sound of running water
could be heard.

Petra stayed there for a moment, smiling at the ceiling while removing her
other boot.  But then she made herself get up and wandered into her closet
to see what it was she was going to be wearing to the ball.  She hummed to
herself as she picked out the whispers of silk she would wear underneath.
Tossing them on the dressing bench, Petra wrapped a deep purple silk kimono
embroidered with a magnificent silver dragon around herself.  She picked up
a brush and wandered back into the bedroom, brushing out the mess that her
hair had become over the day.

Vikund padded back with a towel over his shoulder, all other vestments
somehow lost en route.

"Have you chosen something for me for tonight, or should I browse?" He
enquired.

She waltz over to him and kissed his cheek.

"You are taken care of, my lord."

Petra watched him walk away and growled softly to herself.  The light knock
on the door pulled her out of her simmering thoughts long enough for her to
answer it and collect the plate of easily eaten finger foods from Giselle.

"Has the courier from the bank been by?"

"Yes, m'lady.  Alfred is checking everything over before sending it up.  Do
you require assistance dressing?"

Petra scrunched her nose thoughtfully.  "Most likely.  Please see that His
Lordship's clothing is laid out for this evening while we are in the bath.
I take it I'm supposed to  wear that white ballgown?"

Giselle nodded.  "Traditionally, the Lady of Schwansee always wears white
for these celebrations.  White and gold.  His Lordship is to wear black with
purple.  Those are the colors of the arms of Schwansee. "

Petra looked surprised and leaned closer to her maid.  "There's heraldry
with these titles?"  Honestly, she had only been interested in the castle
and had paid only half a mind to the title, and apparently nothing else
registered.

Giselle smiled.  "Yes, M'Lady.  They are displayed on the cases the jewels
are in.  I will bring them up when I come to help you with your gown."

"Very well," Petra nodded.  "I shall ring you when we are ready."

She dismissed the maid and went off to join Vikund with a slightly
bewildered air.

"Everything all right?" Vikund asked, agitating the water with his
hand as if it were necessary. "For the first time since we arrived,
you look as if you missed a step."

Petra joined him at the side of the tub and sat the plate down near the
edge.

"I apparently should have paid more attention when I bought this place," she
said as she tossed her robe onto the nearby bench.  "It is steeped in
traditions and we have heraldry."

"Hardly a crisis, unless there is some insane ritual involved." Vikund
commented, stepping into the water. "Come unwind, and tell me all
about it."

Petra smiled and held a still stocking clad leg out to him.  The one adorned
with a blue garter..  "Did you forget something?"

"Sacre bleu!" Vikund cried, and positively leapt out of the bath. On
his knees in a puddle of water, he began to leave a trail of kisses up
her leg. As he reached the garter he allowed his canines to gently nip
her skin as he took it between his teeth. True to form, removing the
item from her leg involved a bit of lupine growling and worrying
before he triumphantly held it up for her inspection.

Her eyes were a bit glazed and if she hadn't been standing right by the wall
to being with, she may well have fallen.

But she smiles down at him, her eyes dark with desire,  and cards her
fingers through his hair.  "Good boy," she purred.  "Do you want to take off
the rest or shall I?"

"You best had," Vikund smirked. "I wouldn't want to rip them."
He backed towards the bath and slinked into the foam.

She tsked, but proceeded to make a slow and sensual show of stocking removal
just for him.  When she slips into the steaming water to join him, it's to
straddle his lap and kiss him thoroughly.

Vikund chuckled, and rubbed lather into her skin.

"So tell me the bad news; is it plumed hats and panty-hose?"

Petra snickered.  "No.  Not this time.  I wouldn't let you out of the castle
in anything that showed more of you then those leathers today did.  It will
be more like how you usually dress, actually.  Although with lacey cuffs and
a cravat."

"What sort of colours?" Vikund asked suspiciously, never letting his
hands stop their sensuous sliding dance over her limbs.

"Giselle said black, with a touch of purple," Petra replied with a satisfied
sigh as he continued to work her over.  "Which is better then the
terrifyingly white gown laid out for me.  It is gorgeous.... but, it is
white."

She reached behind him and poured soap into her hands to start working on
his shoulders.


"White's not so bad, on the right occasion," Vikund replied. "Just
don't drink any red wine. It stains something terrible."

He flexed his shoulders beneath her touch and shuddered blissfully.

She smiled and nuzzled his hair.

"I will be too busy looking at you to worry about such things," she purred
lowly as her hands moved down to his shoulder blades and up the back of his
neck.  "Losing myself in your eyes, memorizing anew every plane of your
face, the sensuous curve of your lips, the line of your jaw.  It's the only
thing that gets me through sometimes when we have gone too long apart, the
memories."

"Not just the memories, I hope, but the promise of what's to come,"
Vikund responded. "I think this anniversary has been something truly
special."

"That too."  She sits up and smiles.  "And it has.  I meant for it to be,
but as usual, you went and did something that I did not expect and
completely blew away my plans."

Vikund shrugged. "I can't help being spontaneous. That's the effect
you have on me."

She laughed and kissed his nose.  "I am not complaining.  You are wonderful,
and exciting, and I have never regretted that first trip to Cornaro, nor the
life that has followed.  Except that we can't have it everyday."

Vikund popped a lump of foam on the end of Petra's nose and chuckled.
"Dear Fortuna has been kind to me. You might have thrown me overboard
more than once."

"I might've," she nodded gravely.  "But Sophie would have been vastly
annoyed, as she made a goodly portion of your wardrobe, and an angry Sophie
is a dangerous Sophie."

Petra smiled and touched her forehead to his.  "Although the idea of you
being bedridden for several days as I nursed you back to health from the
cold you would catch is very tempting.  I make an incredible chicken soup,
if I do say so myself."

"I could pretend," Vikund offered. "I'm almost offended. Thirty years
and only now you're tempting me with your culinary skills? I must
admit, personally I leave such things to the experts."

She chuckled.  "Vikund, we are usually far too busy to cook.  But, yes, as a
matter of fact, I can cook.  Sergio taught me."

"Don't tell me, everyone from Cornaro can cook, it's in the blood,"
Vikund teased. "The only reason you are too busy is you do not
delegate enough. Such a personal touch is admirable, but hardly good
for your health."

"I am not likely to delegate my personal touches where they involve you,"
she protested.  "I am not that generous..... and no, they can't."

"Am I such a nuisance?" Vikund enquired lightly.

Petra snorted.  She started to defend herself but his hands made her put it
off for later.

He began working on her shoulders again and whispered hotly in her ear.
"Relaaax."

Petra sighed and shivered against him.  "As you wish," she murmured.

He continued the elegant ritual of bathing, as if that simple pleasure
was enough.

"So how much time have we got before we're expected to make an
appearance? I suppose it would be bad form to be late if the ball is
in our honour."

"A couple of hours," she murmured.  Then she sat up to look into his eyes.

"You are not a nuisance," she said, speaking with more then just her voice.
"Don't even joke about it.  I would have said so long before now if you had
been."  She smiled faintly  "You are, however, a pain in my backside
sometimes.  Stop trying to pick a fight with me."

"I don't pick fights I can't win," Vikund smirked, "and well, I can't
think of a finer backside to be a pain in."

He playfully slapped the aforementioned rump for emphasis.

"Now stop trying to get all serious on me. There's plenty of time for
that when we get back to Amber."

She splashed him with water and bubbles.  They never really talked about
anything in Amber, which annoyed her always, but he was right this time.
She shouldn't do it now and she smiled.

"No spanking unless you mean it," Petra laughed  as she pushed herself off
his lap.


Landing with a clumsy and exaggerated splash among the foam, he rose
spluttering and crowned with soapsuds on the other end of the bath.

"Ok, no spanking," he said with a laugh, raising his hands. "I don't
want to wake up strapped to the bed with an apple in my mouth like a
stuffed pig."

"An apple?" she scoffed.  "I'm sure I can do better then that."  Petra
smiled slyly.  "I have a much better imagination then that."

"True," Vikund replied, "but I didn't want to dwell too long on the
possibilities. You might find them appealing."

She popped a cube of fruit from the tray into her mouth and then turned to
give him a sultry look that spoke volumes on how just too late it was for
that.

He swam back to her side and she felt the tingle of his touch against her
thigh.
"I always prefer a little tickle to a bit of slap."

Petra leaned into his touch and smoothed her hands firmly up his torso.  "I
do not even care, as long as I can touch you."

"That you can do as much and as often as you like," Vikund grinned,
and he kissed her passionately, holding her lithe glistening form
against him. Every breath, move and heartbeat was conveyed by the
press of his skin and the surging well of his desire.

Her kiss was hungry, the hands that moved over the planes and muscles of him
were possessive.  As much as of herself as she gave to him-and that was
everything, she claimed just as much him for herself.  Where her fingers
passed over his skin, they left in their wake noticeably tingling trails of
warmth.

She broke the kiss only long enough to whisper huskily.  "I want you.  I
will never stop wanting you." And then she was again searing his soul with a
plundering kiss.

Pressed against her, closer than close, burying his head in her hair
his breath came hot and urgent. So much of him was devoted to her at
that moment, he could not at once find words. Deep in his chest there
echoed a low, rumbling growl that would not be out of place in the
primeval depths of Arden. Whatever past life possessed him, it was a
wild and feral thing devoted to satisfying her want and his pressing
need. As his body tensed with ecstasy he managed to murmur at last in
an even, rumbling voice like a prayer:

"Meine Liebe....ohne dich, kann ich nicht leben!"

"Ich wünsche nicht zu ohne dir," she responded vehemently as she clung to
him to keep from drowning the onslaught of their combined ecstasies.

"These moments," he breathed, "these are what makes me feel I have lived."
He kissed her fervently, riding the crest of his desire, sustained by
the heat of her responses. Locked together like this, bound by forces
of nature, there seemed nothing that could part them.

Her fingers wound through the dark, damp hair that framed his face.  Her
eyes drank in the sight of him and the naked desire and emotion on his face,
in his eyes.  She engraved them in her memory, these moments, to sustain her
when they couldn't be together.

"We only truly live when together," Petra whispered.

"The day will come when we never need be apart, in this world or the
next," Vikund said with sudden intensity. He clasped his head to her
bosom then, closing his eyes to listen to the orchestra of her heart,
more like a child than a man.

She smiled and bent to kiss the top of his head gently.  She stroked his
hair and closed her eyes as her heart calmed and her breathing leveled.

"I dream of that day," she admitted softly, her voice a gentle rumbling purr
under his ear.  "I would hurry it along if I knew how to free you from your
obligations."

"There is a way," Vikund said, "but timing is all. I got myself
tangled in this wicked web. It is my task to unravel it. It's a poor
thing when the spider is lost in a maze of his own making."
He kissed her breast, briefly leaving a dry mark the shape of his lips
amid the sleek wetness before the water washed it away.

"You will let me know if you wish my help," she stated more then asked.  "If
I can give it, you know it is yours."  Petra leaned down and kissed the top
of his head again.  "Anything."

"I know, meine liebe," Vikund breathed, "but all I want from you is in
front of me now. What man could ask for more?"

His embrace relaxed slightly, and he began to rock her slightly from
side to side, as if imagining what dances they might dazzle the people
of Schwansee with later.

She chuckled and continued carding her fingers through his hair as they
swayed a while longer.  Then she slid her hands down his shoulders.

"We should get out and start getting dressed.  This is going to take me
awhile tonight.  I want everything perfect for you, my terribly romantic
love."

"As if you could be anything but perfect," Vikund replied. "I might
take a while myself, since there will be so many pleasant
distractions."

He sighed contently, reluctantly releasing his prize and sinking into the
foam.

She leaned down and kissed him again.  "That is why it is best that we dress
in our separate rooms, mi amo.  Otherwise, we will never make it out of the
bedroom."

Petra stepped out of the tub, grabbing  handful of grapes off the platter,
and padded to the shower to rinse off and wash her hair.  If she stayed in
the tub, she would never want to leave it.

Somewhere beneath the foam, the predator grumbled. He wasn't ready to
leave the safety of the bathtub just yet.

Petra turned on the shower and sauntered back to look down from the tub's
edge at Vikund.  She laughed.

"You know, my dearest darling love .... You can join me and let me wash your
hair."  She smiled.

"Or whatever."

Vikund rose suddenly from the bath, the water cascading from him in a
torrent. He strode purposefully to the edge and set his foot upon it.
"That would be most kind," he smiled.

She stepped back held out a hand to him.  "Aw... were you feeling neglected,
my gray knight?" Petra cooed.  "How neglectful of me.  Let me make it up to
you."

Vikund stepped out onto the floor and reached for a towel.
"Where do you want me?" He asked lightly.

"That is a trick question, Vikund," Petra scolded lightly.  She leaned close
and offered him a grape.  "And if you want me to wash your hair...or
whatever, you need to join me in the shower."

Vikund took the grape in his mouth, letting her feed him.
"I think I can manage that," he answered.

She smiled and led him to the shower, where the hot spray covered them both
and rinsed away the lingering suds from the bath.  Hair washing, she told
him, was an art form when done right, and then she proceeded to demonstrate
just how much of an erotic artform it was.  Not for the first time, but no
less enjoyable.

Vikund made suitable noises of pleasure as she ran her fingers through
his hair and massaged his scalp. He clearly appreciated the artform as
well as the practitioner.

Then she pushed him gently back against a wall and slowly worked her way
downward until she was on her knees before him.  The glorious sunset through
the glass wall washed them in pale pinks and golds, but Petra's attentions
were focused as she repeated the rituals of attentions she had lavished on
him that morning.

Whatever he might have said, the words stick somewhere in his throat.
Paralyzed by the sensations coursing through him, it was as much as he
could do to remain standing and not collapse in a heap. His fingers
reached for her hair and toyed weakly with stray strands as they fell
about her face.

Mindful though she was of the time, Petra didn't rush.  She enjoyed this,
possibly as much as he did.  But she was also mindful of what he needed and,
as always, she took her cues from him and was pleased to give him the
release his body demanded of her. Her own body shuddering under the power of
his pleasure.

When she rose to her feet, it was to slither up his body and leave a trail
of kisses along his throat while he recovered.

"Did I ever tell you you're sensational?" Vikund breathed, dipping his
head to press his lips against hers as she worked her way to his neck.

"Mon petit bijou," he said, cupping her face in his hands.

She smiled and gently caressed one of his hands that lay against her face.
"I think that one may be new, mio tesoro."

She kissed him again sweetly and turned off the water.  "Venuto.  We need to
get dressed.  I'll do your hair first."

"Whatever you say," Vikund said. "Right now, I am putty in your fingers."

She just laughed and led him out of the shower.  She even held a thick terry
robe for him to slip into before she led him back to the dressing room and
put him in a chair with a tall glass of something icy and mildly alcoholic.

"You just relax," Petra smiled at him in the mirror.  "I'll be done before
you know it."

Vikund thankfully accepted the robe and the drink, and before he even
realized had drained the glass dry.

"Didn't touch the sides," he noted.

She smiled and stepped around the corner, only to come back with a pitcher
which she set in front of him.  Then she kissed him on the top of the head
and went to work.

Vikund just closed his eyes and enjoyed the experience. He gave the
impression if he were more relaxed he would lapse into a coma.

Petra hummed while she worked.  She gave very impression of enjoying it,
which she probably did, but wouldn't have so much if it were anyone else.
She finally deemed it perfect and stepped back to look at his reflection
critically.

"There.  The only thing more perfect would be if it were mussed and on my
pillows, along with the rest of you."  She smiled at his reflection.  "Now,
I believe a valet is waiting for you in your rooms to explain anything you
need answered about tonight while I get ready."


"Thank you, my dear. You are, as ever, the soul of efficiency." Vikund
said as he rose slowly from the chair and checked his reflection. He
smiled and gave her a bow of deference before disappearing off to
prepare for the night ahead.

Passing through Petra's bedroom, he noted Giselle entering the room with
several velvet jewelry boxes bearing a coat of arms on the top of them.  She
gave him a respectful nod, but continued on into the room the sounds of the
hairdryer were again coming from.

In his room, he discovered who he could assume was his valet brushing out a
formal brocade frock coat.  From the door of his closet hung a white silk
shirt with lace cuffs and cravat.  The man looked up at his entrance and
gave him a short bow.

"Your Lordship."

"Hello. What should I call you then?" Vikund asked cheerfully while
inspecting the shirt.

The shirt was fine silk, as were most shirts Petra bought for him.  The
stiches were small and looked to have been done by hand, despite the
shadow's technology level being so that shirts hand made were considered a
luxery.  The lace was made by an equally delicate hand.

"Franz, Your Lorship," answered the man, who appeared to be in his late
forties.  He finished the coat and removed it deftly from the rack and hung
it to the side.

"Well Franz, we have a mission," Vikund said. "MiLady will look
fabulous, which requires a certain standard from me. Do you think that
is possible?"

He slipped on the shirt and smoothed it down, enjoying the feel on his skin.

Franz smiled faintly.  "I am certain Her Ladyship will not be disappointed,"
she said and swept past Vikund into the closet.  He emerged shortly with the
various extras one needs to dress for a formal occasion.  He laid all but
the boots on the bed then offered Vikund the trousers to go with his attire.
A deep purple stripe ran down the outside of the legs.

"Does Your Lordship wear jewelry?"

Vikund tried on the trousers at one and looked at himself sidelong in
the mirror.

"Depends what you've got. I think a ceremonial sword might go with
there trousers..." he mused.

"But not with coat," Franz pointed out politely while offering Vikund a
velvet ring box.

Inside was the Lord's ring.  The coat of arms were simple, and more then
anything else he had seen thus far, spoke of why Petra had felt that this
place was meant for them.  A shielded divided parti per pale, argent and
purpure.  Two swans facing inward bowed sable and argent.

Vikund smiled and slipped on the ring, placing the box on the dressing
table.

"I suppose you're right," he conceded. "How about braid? Too
ostentious, d'you think?"

"Perhaps more that it is unnecessary.  It is not as if people will not know
you and Her Ladyship are," Franz pointed out.  "She will be wearing the
coronet, and none but the Lord may wear that ring."

"Yes, but it's not like I will be waving it in everyone's faces,
Franz," Vikund protested. "Very well, help me with this jacket, would
you?

"You will not have to," Franz offered at the same time he offered the coat.
"There is a ceremonial sash if you would care to consider that."

He stood back and observed Vikund in the mirror.  "I do not feel it is a
necessary accessory, but should you still wish the blade, I will have it
waiting for you downstairs."

"The sash should be fine," Vikund answered, checking for creases
across his shoulders. "A sword will probably only get in the way. How
about a brooch, or a buttonhole? Something so the sash doesn't flap
about?"

Franz considered while collecting the formal purple sash that was free of
decoration.  "I believe there is a brooch of a swan displayed bearing a
sword.  A discrete size with small jewels."

"That will do nicely," Vikund replied adjusting his sleeves and going
to try on the boots.

"Very good, sir," Franz nodded and disappeared back into the closet to sort
through Vikund's jewelry chest.

The boots were highly polished and of outstanding craftsmanship that he
couldn't help but recognize.  Petra may have seen that their clothes were
made locally, but she still didn't trust anyone but her leatherworker in
Roma to make their boots.

Vikund chuckled as he pulled on the boots. He appreciated these
personal touches, even if he didn't always say so.

"How are we for time, Franz?" He asked, checking his profile for the
umpteenth time, and brushing off an imaginary hair.

"On schedule," he was assured as Franz handed over the brooch discussed
earlier.  It was a beautiful things of jewels and white gold with touches of
enamel work.  It had the weight and feel of an heirloom of significant age.

"If I may," the valet said as he ran the clothes brush a last time over
Vikund's back and shoulders.  "You should perhaps allow the Lady a grand
entrance, and yourself the moment, and meet her downstairs.  It is
tradition."

"Well I am nothing if not a respecter of tradition," Vikund replied
solemnly, before breaking into a broad smile. "Vielen dank."
Feeling every inch the lord of the manor, he made his way downstairs
to wait by the door.

As has been tradition through countless centuries and countless shadows, he
had to wait.  Alfred offered him a glass of wine from the castle's private
vineyard and then the man disappeared.

He was just finishing his wine when Petra appeared on the stairs.  Certainly
he had seen her dressed up before, but this was on an order of magnitude
beyond that.  Her hair was up and arranged with a coronet of diamonds and
pearls, that held the same weight of the years as did his brooch, and the
ring.  The gown was a resplendent confection of silk and brocade, and the
white opera gloves of silk velvet was perfect.  She wore very little
jewelry: only a stand of pearls and diamond and pearl drop earrings.  But
she didn't need any more.  Anything else would have been too much.  Even
though she had complained about the lack of tint, white was clearly her
color.  She was more breathtaking then he had seen her before.

As she slowly came down the stairs, her eyes never left him..

Vikund executed a slow, formal bow, and stepped forward to take her hand.
"You look simply stellar," he breathed, and kissed her hand.

Her smile was dazzling as she stepped in closer.  If he didn't know better,
he would say she was even lightly blushing.  "You look wonderful."

"I was dressed by the best," Vikund replied. He raised her hand to her
cheek to stroke it, giving her the benefit of a close up of the ring
on his finger. "Another moment to add to my collection," he breathed.
"I think I shall paint for a week when I get back to Amber, so I can
re-live them all and make my every visitor jealous."

 By all appearances, she was very nearly dazed from the weight of her own
feelings.  Although she wanted to kiss him most fiercely at the moment, she
settled for smiling.  "I could fill a gallery from today alone."

"My lady, let us go forth and spread some envy in the world," he said,
offering his arm.

Petra looked incredibly happy about everything at that moment as she took
his arm.   A beaming Alfred appeared out of nowhere to open the door for
them and bow them out to the waiting limousine of gleaming black, a figure
with swept back wings adorning the front of the hood.

Petra chuckled softly as the driver opened the back door for them.

"He doesn't drive as fast as I do," she offered.

"Well thank goodness for that," Vikund laughed. "I should hate to
arrive a nervous wreck."

He helped Petra into her seat and ensured her skirts were properly
arranged before seating himself.

The back of the limo was fully appointed: the deep, comfortable seats, the
mini fridge, the champagne on ice and a small plate of canapes.

"I'm glad powdered wigs weren't compulsory," he said lightly. "I was
beginning to wonder."

Petra looked scandalized, yet amused.  "I would never do that to either one
of us!  It is far too difficult to keep my fingers out of your hair as it
is.  A wig.  Really.  I assure you, it would not be there for long."

"I'm only teasing," Vikund said. "Though it might force me to behave
for a little while. I'm already thinking about how to get that dress
off you without damaging it."

Petra smiled slyly at him as she leaned forward for the glasses of waiting
champagne.  "And just what would you do..." she asked as she handed him a
glass,  "should I let you under my skirts, my dear Lord Schwansee?"

Vikund accepted the glass and took a drink, not quite hiding his
smile. "You naughty little temptress you. How could I possibly
elaborate and maintain my sense of decorum?"

She casually pressed a button and tinted dividing window between the driver
and themselves silently went up.

"My darling," she purred.   "Your sense of decorum, while charming, was
quite shattered this morning at church.... and I love it when you're
naughty."

Vikund smiled. "My dear, you are insatiable. This time I think I must
disappoint you. You must be allow me a little time to recover my
senses before facing the crowds. I assume you do want me to be capable
of coherent speech this evening?"

Petra laughed.  "And I am not in the least bit worried about your ability to
work a crowd."

She settled back and fidgeted with the strand of pearls at her throat.  "I
just do not wish for you to be bored, cara mio, and you really cannot blame
me for the effect you have on me.  You are beautifully addicting."

"That's one thing I'm happy to be," Vikund said. "as long as you keep
coming back for more, I am content. I can't ever remember being bored
from the moment I met you. Everything changed then, and has kept
changing since; getting better every day."

He raised his glass in salute and chimed it lightly against hers.

She smiled again and drank to his salute.  "I cannot imagine the day I would
not come back, or welcome you back.  You must know that by now."

"I don't mind being reminded," Vikund said, and leaned forward to kiss
her. "As often as possible."

"You need only look into my eyes," she replied solemnly before meeting him
in a deep kiss that left her heart beating just a little faster.

"For that you need to open them," Vikund remarked, placing down his
glass before he spilled it. "I love them just as much when they are
closed in the fever of your passion," he breathed, caressing her cheek
with his lips. "I love the way your body tells me how much you want
me, and I never tire of being told."

She responded with a soft rumbling purr and slipped an arm around him.  "I
have never wanted anyone the way I want you," she whispered.  "Everyday,
even after our years together.  I marvel that it as strong as it was that
first time, and yet, it is as it should be.  I love you,  I need you, and if
you do not kiss me again right now, I fear for that shirt."

"No ripped shirts, please," he chided lightly. "I would hate to see
the destruction of something so carefully chosen and crafted."
He eased into a sensual kiss, taking her into his arms so that they
were pressed together hard enough to make their seams protest.
"Even if," he whispered, "the destroyer is as perfect as you."

She softly gave a happy laugh.  "Ah, Vikund.  Sometimes, you make me feel
like a Princess out of a fairy tale.  Which makes you my beautifully
addictive Prince."  She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes.  "And
sometimes," she whispers.  "I feel like my heart cannot possibly contain
everything I feel."

"Oh, it's survived this long. I daresay your heart can withstand a
little more emotion," Vikund said, dark eyes flashing. "I think we are
out of a fairytale. Beauty and the Beast. You have broken the spell
and made me a handsome prince! What wonders you have accomplished, my
lady."

She laughed lightly.  "You were never the Beast.  Oh, I know you have tried
to be A beast, and you do it well enough that almost everyone believes it
true, but you didn't fool me, Mr. Anansi.  A beast could never have so
changed my world view as you have, nor would he have been given the chance."


Vikund shrugged. "I am not best position to make a subjective
assessment; I defer to your judgment. Still, I think you're being a
bit unfair to poor old Beast."

"You are my Beast," she conceded gracefully.  "No one growls like you do."

Vikund laughed. "Probably just as well," he smiled and kissed her
again, just in case he'd forgotten how good it made him feel.

It was just as well.  If anyone else could growl like he did at her, she
would never get anything done.  The rest of the trip continued as it had
started:  with light conversation broken up by periods of heavy snogging.

Eventually, the driver tapped on the privacy window and called over the
intercom that they would be at their destination in five minutes.  Just long
enough for Petra to fix her lipstick, jokingly compliment Vikund on the
color of his before cleaning him up, and for the two of them to straighten
their attire.

The driver presented their calling cards and invitation at the gate of the
sprawling mansion.  Petra took Vikund's hand and kissed the back of it.  She
smiled at the ring and then up at him.

"Thank you," she said softly.


"Thank me later, if the locals haven't revolted and thrown me into the
lake," Vikund chuckled.

She responded with a surprised laugh.  "Why would they do that?"

Vikund shrugged. "Some local custom or protocol I've never heard of.
People can be *so* sensitive."

Petra chuckled.  "You are a silly man."  She kissed his cheek quickly.
"Thank goodness."

Then Vikund's door was opened and Petra straightened his sash and patted his
chest.  "You're on."

Vikund nodded, and stepped from the car, his face a mask of
aristocratic arrogance. Surveying his surroundings briefly, he turned
to offer the lady his hand to help her emerge gracefully from the
vehicle.

Petra rose effortlessly out of the vehicle and from the crowd between them
and the entrance, there was sudden chatter and the annoying flashing of over
a dozen cameras.  She stepped away from the car as word of their apparent
identity spread.  Petra appeared unfazed by it all as she turned to give
Vikund one of the dazzling smiles she only seemed to ever grace him with.

 

Vikund shaded his eyes against the flash bulbs (or perhaps the
radiance of her smile) and grinned at Petra. He kissed her hand
formally and gestured towards the entrance.
"Shall we...?"

She tucked her arm through his winked up at him.  "Into the jaws of death.
Which this might well be..."

Vikund chuckled. "Really? how exciting!"

And with that, he led her into the building with as much grace as he
could muster. If the attention was distracting, he no longer showed
it, and he managed to maintain eye contact with his lady without a
mis-step.

Petra seemed to accept it all with great aplomb, and her eyes sparkled as
she gazed up into his.  Until they got inside and were announced, that is.

"Vikund and Petra Anansi!  Lord and Lady Schwansee!"

Her smile froze for an instant, as did the rest of her.  But being aware of
a hundred eyes watching her quickly melted it.  "We may need to have a word
with Alfred," she murmured apologetically.

Vikund seemed to take it all in good humour. "For tonight, we are Lord
and Lady Schwansee. There is nowhere else I'd rather be than at your
side right now."

He barely heard the quite sigh before she replied. "You are, of course,
correct," she smiled and then turned to look over the room.  "And we are
fashionably late enough that the opening waltz is about to start.  Come, my
dashing Lord.  Dance with me."

"With pleasure," Vikund said, and led her to the floor to await the
opening bars of the waltz.

They did not have to wait long at all, and Petra flowed into her familiar
place in his arms and following his lead flawlessly.  They moved like two
people who had been doing this for years, and rightfully so.  Petra's gaze
shifted from his for a brief second.  She chuckled as she looked back into
his eyes.

"They're watching us.  Remind me to get many copies of the photographs being
taken tonight."

"I don't need photographs," Vikund said. "I have the real thing."
He gave her hand a slight squeeze as he swept her around the floor,
seemingly oblivious to all the attention they were getting.

Her smile just brightened a notch.  "You say the sweetest things, cara mio.
But the pictures, they are for Maria."

"Of course, silly me. And Sophie, perhaps?" Vikund asked. "I noticed
you didn't entrust the boots to local hands. What else did you import
from Cornaro?"

She laughed.  "Do you require a complete inventory, my darling?  Things in
your closet, you will recognize when you see them.  Most of my art supplies,
some things in the wine caller.  Little things."


"Lots of little things," Vikund smirked, "but the little things can be
so important, I'm sure. Are you expecting to paint during our visit
here? I think I'd like to see you working. Maybe over a glass or two
of that wine you've imported."

"If you like," she smiled and caressed the back of his neck under his hair.
"I'll do pretty much anything you ask."



"Oh goody," Vikund said. "So how long are we expected to perform for
the crowd? Not that sweeping you around a dance floor isn't one of my
favourite activities, but it will be nice to relax with a glass in the
privacy of our own castle."

Petra's expression went between surprised and amused and back again.  "Are
you serious?   There are three things I can count on during our times
together:  One, we are going to not be able to keep our hands off each other
for more than a few hours at a time; Two, that you are going to do something
silly-on purpose- that makes me laugh at least once; and Three, that there
is always dancing.  Twice already you have thrown a monkey wrench into the
works, as they say, and completely surprised me."

She laughed and kissed the corner of his mouth without missing a beat.
"Good manners say we stay at least an hour, my treasure.  But...." she
smiled slyly.  "The people I have met here all were told I was unmarried,
and yet, that is not how we were announced.  If you wish to take advantage
of that ... I will just need to make sure to tell someone we are on our
honeymoon."

Vikund chuckled and kissed her back. "That would make for a good story
for the paparazzi, wouldn't it? No, I think it best we just maintain
a diplomatic silence and keep dancing. Just tell me when to stop, or I
might dance all night. Waltzes are so hypnotic, don't you think? Round
.... and round ....and round."

"You are such a tease," she pouted.  "Here I was already looking forward to
ravishing you in the limo.  Now I have to *wait* again."

Petra tilted her head to one side  as the opening waltz came to an end and
the strains of another waltz started.  "How about I buy you drink?  Then I
can go bribe the musicians to play a tango in a little while.  We should go
all out since this our debut, as it were."

"What an excellent idea," Vikund replied. "A weissbier and a tango
would be perfect, alongside the perfect companion."

He pulled her to him to nuzzle her neck, while steering her gently to
the periphery of the dance floor.

"I'll save the nibbles for later."

"It is the only way we will make it to the car," she laughed softly against
his ear.  He knew that tickled.

"Mr. Anansi," she whispered in his ear.  "I love you."

Although Vikund teasingly suggested he would rather they were alone,
he seemed to lap up the atmosphere and found it hard to lose the broad
grin that seemed fixed upon his face. At no point during the meeting
and greeting, the endless photographs, did his enjoyment of the
occasion and her radiance flicker.

By the time he helped her into the limousine, he seemed almost
reluctant to go, and even managed a wave to the excited locals. It had
been quite a night. Quite a day, if fact, and Vikund was showing a few
signs of tiredness. When he cuddled up to nuzzle her neck on the back
seat, he was happy to smooch lazily and sip a glass of wine. When
wheels crunched on the gravel of the driveway he perked up a little,
and more so when the door opened to let in the cool night air.
Beyond, the brooding hilltop castle awaited.

Petra dismissed the driver with a gracious 'thank you' and let the pair of
them into the castle entrance herself.  The staff, she explained, had been
given the night off.  So they were on their on, but she didn't seem
distressed in the least by the notion.  She stopped in the music room and
took the time to load the player full of disks to give them soft music for
the night, humming to herself and smiling all the while.

Despite her earlier misgivings about all this formal attire, Petra seemed
reluctant to take any of it off by the time they arrived back in their
suite.  When they did get there, it was to discover the staff had
thoughtfully left a bottle of wine on ice and a midnight picnic tucked in an
ice chest and hidden in Petra's closet.  Just in case, the note from Alfred
said.  She was mildly offended that he didn't think they could manage alone,
but then she found it funny.

She didn't seem to be in the least bit tired, but was content with whatever
he felt up to for the evening.



"And I love you, my lady of Schwansee." Vikund replied.

And the next hour was spent with drinks, and dancing, and socializing, and a
tango that left the whole room breathless and wanting.  There was
congratulations for their nonexistant, but to the socialites quite obvious,
nuptials.  Petra didn't seem to really hear half of what was said, as her
eyes always gravitated to Vikund, no matter how near, or how far he was from
her side.

Although Vikund teasingly suggested he would rather they were alone,
he seemed to lap up the atmosphere and found it hard to lose the broad
grin that seemed fixed upon his face. At no point during the meeting
and greeting, the endless photographs, did his enjoyment of the
occasion and her radiance flicker.

By the time he helped her into the limosine, he seemed almost
reluctant to go, and even managed a wave to the excited locals. It had
been quite a night. Quite a day, if fact, and Vikund was showing a few
signs of tiredness. When he cuddled up to nuzzle her neck on the back
seat, he was happy to smooch lazily and sip a glass of wine. When
wheels crunched on the gravel of the driveway he perked up a little,
and moreso when the door opened to let in the cool night air.
Beyond, the brooding hilltop castle awaited.

Petra dissmissed the driver with a gracious 'thank you' and let the pair of
them into the castle entrance herself.  The staff, she explained, had been
given the night off.  So they were on their on, but she didn't seem
distressed in the least by the notion.  She stopped in the music room and
took the time to load the player full of disks to give them soft music for
the night, humming to herself and smiling all the while.

Despite her earlier misgivings about all this formal attire, Petra seemed
reluctant to take any of it off by the time they arrived back in their
suite.  When they did get there, it was to discover the staff had
thoughtfully left a bottle of wine on ice and a midnight picnic tucked in an
ice chest and hidden in Petra's closet.  Just in case, the note from Alfred
said.  She was mildly offended that he didn't think they could manage alone,
but then she found it funny.

She didn't seem to be in the least bit tired, but was content with whatever
he felt up to for the evening.

After dancing her up the stairs, it transpired he felt up for curling
up once more under the stars. This time in the domed observatory, atop
a pile of locally woven blankets. With the soulful music, blissful
surroundings and the press of warm flesh, what more could a man want?

[ever since I came up with the observatory, I have been jealous of the fact
that *I* can never do exactly that]

And all was well and peaceful for a time.  Petra had always slept better
away from Amber, or as long as Vikund had known her anyway, and she was
always wrapped around him or him around her.  There was always a noticeable
lack of *space* between then while the slept.  She also usually did not
sleep as long as he did, unless she had gone several nights without a good
8-10 hours.  But this should have been one of those nights that she slept
long and deep and greeted the morning tangled up in him.

If her suddenly throwing herself out of his embrace hadn't woken him, the
terror filled scream that echoed off the glass dome would surely have.  Her
body was rigid with fear and glistened with sweat.  Her wide opened eyes
were an unfocused and  terror filled swirl of gold and amber, but whatever
they were seeing, it was not anything that was actually, physically before
her.
At first stunned by the sudden strength with which he was rudely
awoken, he quickly assessed what had occurred. While not able to
understand what she was going through, he knew what was required of
him. Cradling her head in his lap, he stroked her starlit face,
reciting the simple rhymes his mother used to sing to soothe him to
sleep. He didn't need to know why, only that she needed to know she
was not alone in whatever place she had found herself.

The screaming stopped, but the tears started from eyes that seemed to be
frozen wide open and reacting to things he could not see.  Tremors wracked
her frame, but did not seem like those caused by fear, but from an intense
struggle.

Perhaps it seemed to take forever, but it was really no more then a couple
of minutes at most before something changed.  He had enough warning to move
before she shot upright, gasping for breath and looking around wildly to see
if she was where she should be, and not where she thought she had been.

Vikund stood, arms wide, as if ready to catch her should she run. Not
quite sure of the waker's state of mind, he was cautious and on edge.
"Petra?" He breathed. "Are you ok?"

She spun around and for a moment the wildness remained and she took a step
away.  Then she seemed to focus, to come back into herself and she reached
for him, returned to him and hesitantly touched his face as if to prove to
herself it really was him.  "Vikund?" she whispered.



"It's me. There's only me here, nothing else," he said, stepping
forward to embrace her.

With a strangled sob, Petra fell into it gratefully and wrapped herself
around him tighter then she ever had.  He could feel her heart pounding
against him.  Her whole body trembled; whether it was from exertion, relief,
lingering fear, or the sudden release of adrenalin was unclear.  Except for
the occasional sniffle, she didn't make any other sound.

"Lie down here," Vikund said softly, cradling her in his arms. "Breath
easily; let's just get cosy again among the blankets, eh? We're in
Schwansee, our private place, remember?"

She nodded and let him guide her back to down into the their nest of
blankets.  But it was well after he had managed to get them arranged and
covered back up that Petra even loosened her hold on him even a little bit.

"I'm sorry," she murmured and sniffled again.

"Don't be," Vikund answered, smiling gently. He swept his warm hand
over her cheek to wipe away any real or imagined tears. "I'm sorry
that my being with you wasn't enough to give you a good night's rest.
Perhaps I will serenade you next time?"

She smiled faintly.  "I'll pretend that will work just so I can have you
sing me to sleep."  She sighed and leaned into his hand.  "I don't know what
brought that on.  Today was glorious.  It was not a night for.... whatever
that was."

Vikund looked deep into her eyes, as if to stare into her very soul.
"Now I feel guilty every moment I am away from your side, fretting
your inner tormentors will return. Promise me, if you need me with
you, you will call?"

She didn't flinch from his intensity   In fact, she almost seemed to welcome
it.  She reached up and caressed his cheek.  "Beloved," Petra smiled
wistfully and a little sadly, and he noticed that her eyes were shading back
into their natural state..  "We both know that you will not always be able
to do that.  As much as I would like it if you could."

 
 



"Not always alas," Vikund breathed, kissing her with the lightness of
falling snow. "But I hope I will be there when there is most need. I'm
just puzzled why it should happen here and now. I just want to
understand, if such is possible."

Petra gave a small, barely perceivable shrug, something out of place on a
woman who lived a life of broad gestures.  "I don't know.  Nothing today
could have caused something that ..." her brow furrowed in thought.
"threatening.  It wasn't just a nightmare.  At some point, I became aware
that it wasn't my true reality.  But I couldn't move in either place.  I
couldn't wake up, and both parts of me were aware of it.  There was this
person... and this *noise*... that was outside of where we were, but it was
coming closer.  It frightened me, but not like the other did."

"I knew," Petra continued at a whisper.  She looked back up into his eyes
and her own were shading back into amber again as she spoke.  "I *knew* that
if I didn't wake up, didn't get away from that person with me on the dream
plane, that I would die.  *I* knew it.  My dream consciousness knew it.
Deep inside, in the most primal part of me, I *knew*. "  She shuddered.
"That was bad enough.  But I was completely helpless, and I think that was
the worst part."

"You managed to escape, though," Vikund pointed out, holding her
close, "and I am pleased for that. I wonder if any of this is a dark
vision passed down from your forefathers?" He mused ."Perhaps as the
Pattern has awakened inside you these phantoms have emerged from the
past. Were they as vivid before you learned you could walk in Shadow?"

She frowned thoughtfully as she snuggled firmly against him and drawing
strength from his nearness.  "I do not think they are related, Vikund," she
said after a moment of pondering.  "I have been aware of my ability to Walk
for awhile, but have used the power of my heritage for years to detect ...
well, I have experienced nightmares before and after that.  Who hasn't had
them?  But it has been years, and nothing has ever been this intense.
Ever."

She was silent a moment before speaking again.  "I don't know how long it
would have taken to pull out of it on my own.  I heard you, your voice.  I
couldn't make out what you were saying at first, but I heard you, recognized
you.  It was that I fought to get to."

Vikund nuzzled against her. "I'm glad to have brought you forth from
the darkness, My Lady," he whispered.

"Ironic, isn't it?" She asked absently.  He could tell she was starting to
relax again because she was carding her fingers through his hair.  "That the
one everyone says is so dark is the one that saves me from the Darkness."

Vikund chuckled, moving his head slightly in concert with the movement
of her fingers. "I suppose it is. Don't let it get around, though. I
have my reputation to think of."

"I'll tell anyone who asked that you're a complete, and utter bastard,"
Petra smiled.  "It'll skew the odds in more then of Gino's betting pools."

Vikund laughed. "I don't think he needs any more help. He seems to be
doing quite nicely as it is."

"I've no idea what time it is," he said then, "but I'm guessing it's
not getting up time yet. Would you like me to fetch the harp, or would
you like me to sing for you?"

Her arms tightened around him when he even mentioned going anywhere.
"Stay," said Petra.  "I can have the harp anytime.  You, I cannot."

 

Gently as a Summer breeze he sings, lulling Petra to sleep in his arms:


"Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing,
Over the sea to Skye
Carry the lass that's born to be Queen
Over the sea to Skye.

Loud the winds howl, loud the waves roar,
Thunderclouds rend the air;
Baffled, our foes stand by the shore,
Follow they will not dare.
Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing,
Onward! the sailors cry;
Carry the lass that's born to be Queen
Over the sea to Skye.

Though the waves leap, soft shall ye sleep,
Ocean's a royal bed.
Rocked in the deep, Vikund will keep
Watch by your weary head.
Speed, bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing,
Onward! the sailors cry;
Carry the lass that's born to be Queen
Over the sea to Skye..."

At some point, both of them must have sidled into slumber, for in a
twinkling the sun was reaching across the floor, calling them back to
a new day...

Petra woke and immediately winced at the brightness of the morning sky
through the still opened sections of the dome.  She groaned softly and
wished it had rained.  Then she smiled at the sleeping Vikund and
disappeared under the blankets to make sure he greeted the sun the same way
she had greeted the rest of the night; with a smile on his face.

A murmur of faint surprise was soon smothered in soft moans of
pleasure, and so it was further hours were pleasurably wasted as the
sun rose unnoticed to its zenith. Breakfast may have turned out to be
brunch, but it hardly mattered. By the time that was over, though,
reality was knocking.

"I suppose we should think about heading back," Vikund ventured at last.

Petra turned from putting all their dishes into the sink of the large sunny
kitchen.  She had shooed away the cook and prepared their meal herself.
Possibly just to prove to him that she could, though she seemed to enjoy it.
Cooking, she told him, was just another art form, and if he enjoyed brunch
he should see what she could do with fillo.  But that would be for another
time.

"You have to go," she pointed out, running her fingers through his hair to
smooth it back.  "You'll need to be at work soon.  I have hours yet, and a
few things to do here before I need to return for work this evening."

"But before you go..." She had moved from his side then, admonishing him to
stay put until she got back.  Which wasn't long and she wasn't empty
handed.  Wrapped in gleaming white paper, the small box was tied with a
silver bow.

"Happy anniversary."

Inside was a custom made chain and fob for his pocket watch.  The fob hanging from the silver chain bore the arms of the Lord of Schwansee on one side, and on the other, Petra’s anniversary toast made on the hillside in Cornaro.  

Per centi'anni.  Può la passione mai fioca.

Vikund carefully unwrapped it and smiled. It said as much about the
giver of the gift as it did about the recipient. Stylish, sophisticated, and priceless.


"This is perfect, thank you. Happy anniversary," he said, kissing her
warmly knowing that however long they were away from here, it would be
too long. Yet the promise of an imminent return would make the days go
quicker, and however potent Amber's poison, it could never spoil the
memories of Schwansee and the Anniversary Waltz.

