 Petra and Vincenzo, on that bright morning after Vikund's exit, left the ship
 and summoned a carriage.  She handed him the address for Dawn and left him
 to deal with the driver, as she was still suitably annoyed with this whole
 business.

 She sat back and closed her eyes wearily, ignoring the disapproving look she
 knew Vincenzo was leveling at her for as long as she could.  She finally
 opened an eye at looked at him.

 "I can hardly kill him," she pointed out.

 Vincenzo grunted his disagreement.

 "Stop it," she chided.  She sat up and looked fully at him.  "Besides, it
 might be nice to have someone who can traverse the intricacies of the
 politics of Amber's Court on my side."  She interrupted him before he could
 interject.  "It's different here, Vincenzo.  These are politics on a much
 higher scale then back home.  I didn't enjoy them there and I loathe to try
 and manage it here on my own."

 "But will he be on your side, Bella?" he finally asked.  "Whose side is he
 on now, other than his own?  I had the boys ask around after you introduced
 him.  Nothing we have found out makes me feel better about this liaison of
 yours."

 He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and his look more intense.
 "I have known you a very long time.  I know what it is you are looking for,
 Petra," he said quietly.   "I can see it in your eyes when you think no one
 is watching."

 Petra bit her lip and looked out the window as the carriage rolled to a
 stop.  "I am not discussing this right now."

 They were there.  Vincenzo sighed quietly and opened the door to help her
 out.  His eyes were alert as he took in their surroundings with a faint
 sneer.  He followed two steps behind her as she went up and knocked briskly
 on the door.

Broken Smile had its high points, and its low. This was somewhere in
that murky middle ground; an area that aspired to the prosperity of
its neighbors but struggled with a poor reputation. The lamplighters
here carried red torches, and everyone knew why.

There was an immediate flurry of activity behind the door, and the
muffled sound of furniture being moved or falling over, hushed rapid
voices and sudden loud footsteps. When the door opened, it was
virtually yanked off its hinges by a middle-aged woman with broad
shoulders made to seem broader by the thick pleated yellow dress she
was wearing. By the look on her face, heavy with make-up, she was
expecting someone else. Surprise was replaced with suspicion, and the
door moved fractionally across her, a defensive gesture.

"Yes?" She asked, her gaze flitting from one face to another. After a
short pause she added, "Can I help you?" Having spotted the carriage
and mode of the visitors' dress.

The room behind her suggested the house was much larger than the
narrow facade made it seem. There were bare boards instead of
tapestries and finery, a far cry from the opulence of the 'Queen.

Petra felt rather than saw Vincenzo's sneer blossom behind her.  As it was,
she kept the distaste out of her expression by keeping it carefully neutral.
Petra had known there were vast differences between the life of a courtesan
of Cornaro and the prostitutes of Amber.  She suspected she was seeing only
the visual tip of the iceberg and bit her tongue to keep from informing the
woman that yellow was not her color.

"My name is Petra Rossi," she said in a tone that suggested she was used to
having her requests followed as orders.  "I believe Dawn is expecting me.
Please fetch her."

There was a flicker of surprise in her expression, but she smiled and
showed a set of perfect teeth.
"One moment please," she said, before bellowing like a fish-wife.
"Dawn! Visitor for you!"

Petra winced and took a half step back from the sudden noise.  She heard
Vincenzo mutter something that didn't bear repeating.

From somewhere behind the door, there was the sound of a curtain
pulled back on a rail, and the movement of heavy cloth.
"It's time for me to go, Em'," a gentle voice said, and she stepped
into the frame of the doorway. The bonnet on her head made her look
taller, but she was still a good height for a woman of Amber. She wore
an Edwardian-style dress of deep red, with white lace showing at the
sleeves and hem of her skirt. With her youthful, flawless face staring
out, she looked for all the world like Little Red Riding Hood, though
she held a valise rather than a wicker basket.

Turning to share a look with her guard, Petra raised an eyebrow at the
baggage.  Vincenzo returned it with a bland look.  "You're surprised?"

The woman called Em' looked impassive, up until the point Dawn gave
her a sudden hug. Em' almost smiled, but not quite.
"Go on, then. Run along," she said.

Dawn stood on the doorstep and her sudden smile was so bright it
almost lit up the street.


"Hello Miss Rossi," Dawn said, bobbing a curtsey. "I've heard so much
about you."

"I am actually quite afraid to hear what Mr. Anansi has told you," Petra
remarked lightly.  If Molly were brighter then this she would have to wear
sunglasses.  She glanced at the valise but didn't say anything about it.
Instead she smiled.

"Please come with me.  I don't wish to conduct your interview on the
street."  Petra nodded to the older woman and turned away to return to the
carriage.  Vincenzo stepped aside to allow her and Dawn to proceed him.

Dawn followed dutifully behind, her heels tapping a rhythm on the
cobbled streets. She cast several glances Vincenzo's way and smiled a
coy smile when she thought he was looking. The door shut behind her
before she reached the carriage.


"He says you are a revelation, Miss Rossi. The best thing to happen to
Amber in years, and he would know," Dawn said enthusiastically. "He
didn't tell me about your escort, though. What's your name, good sir?"

Vincenzo blandly ignored Dawn's attempts at flirting, but couldn't quite
decide what to make of what she was saying, so he called upon his masterful
command of the language and kept silent as they got underway.  Otherwise, he
feared he might laugh and Petra sitting beside him was in an excellent
position to elbow him.  So he just nodded to her as Petra introduced him.

Petra laughed at him.  "This is Vincenzo.  He is my chief of security.  He
doesn't talk much.  Please don't take it personally."

"Pleased to meet you, sir," Dawn said, smiling. She might have batted
her eyelashes too, but it was difficult to tell in this light.

"Now," she said as she tapped the cover of the portfolio on her lap.
"Vikund has very helpfully provided me with a dossier on several girls.  But
it's rather dry reading and I would rather hear it myself from you."

She nodded eagerly and unfastened her bonnet. She shook her hair then,
rather in the way that they do in commercials in distant Shadows. A
gorgeous river of brown locks flowed over her shoulders, and she began
working on braiding it. Perhaps it was a means of stopping her hands
shaking.

"Yes, I understand," she said.

She gave Dawn a reassuring smile and ploughed onward.  "The easy questions
first.  We have a diverse clientele on the Ramblin' Queen.  Do you speak or
read any languages besides Thari and what are they?"

Vincenzo didn't even bother to look at Petra at the mention of a book
because he knew she would just defend the weasel, and Petra just felt the
muscle in her jaw twitch as she listened attentively.  She made a mental
note though.  If the hair thing was a nervous gesture, they were going to
have to work on that.  If it was deliberate, they were also going to have a
word about a time and a place for everything.  Depending on whether they
hired the girl.

"Should the opportunity present itself, perhaps Allegra can find the time to
assist you with the Chaosian language," Petra remarked while ignoring the
hair dressing going on across from her beyond the flick of a vaguely
disappointed look before looking back at the portfolio.

"What courses of study did you excel in and what do you still find
stimulates you intellectually?"  Petra looked back at her.  "And how old are
you?"

"Seventeen," Dawn replied. "I like to read, Miss Rossi. Stories that
fire my imagination. I write and draw, but I've not been to the
artist's quarter. I'd like to do that, I think."


She pondered and secured a braid with clips and pins.


"My tutor said I was really good at biology, but I never took an exam,
so I couldn't say just how good. I did a course on medicine, and
Doctor Addison said I should have carried on doing that instead of
dancing and prancing around in pretty dresses. 'Cept they wouldn't
really have had me. I'd just have been emptying chamber pots," she
answered.

Petra raised an eyebrow in interest and made a note under one of Vikund's on
Dawn's stat sheet.  "If you had the chance to study medicine formally, would
you?"  Petra waved her stylus casually.  "Not in Amber.  For arguments'
sake, say I was offering to send you to University in Cornaro."

Dawn's bright eyes were wide and her hair forgotten.
"You'd let me do that? Really, Miss Rossi, I'd love to!"

 "Don't get excited," Petra warned.  "I haven't hired you yet.  But if I do,
 and you test well enough at the University, then yes, I would.  The women of
 the Queen are educated in a wide variety of subjects.  If I were to hire
 you, you would also be sent to the school we all attended in Cornaro for
 some ... polishing."

"Oh, I can polish too!" Dawn exclaimed, then realized what Petra meant
and burst into a fit of giggles.

 The carriage rolled to a stop and Vincenzo exited gracefully before helping
 out the two women.

 "Come.  We will finish this in my office," Petra said and led the way onto
 the ship and through the main lounge to get to her office.  She gave
 Vincenzo a nod to keep an eye on Dawn's reactions as he followed them to the
 base of the office stairs, where they left him.

 Someone had opened the heavy curtains on either side of her desk and light
 flooded the room.  Petra tossed the portfolio on her desk and sat behind it
 and gestured for Dawn to sit across from her.

Dawn looked all around her, taking it all in, but saying nothing. The
new environment seemed to have imposed some formality upon
proceedings, and her previous bubbliness had subsided. It seemed she
realized her future was at stake.

She took her seat and placed her case by the side of the chair.
Folding her hands in her lap and leaning slightly forward, she waited
expectantly for Petra to continue.

Petra leaned comfortably back in her chair and steepled her fingertips
together as she studied the girl across from her.  She seemed far too young
for this, in more ways then one.  She was frankly appalled at Vikund.  This
girl belonged in a garden somewhere, not in that dreadful place in Broken
Smile.  She would have been just as useful and had a better life as a maid
in some noble's house.

"Tell me about your training up until now, besides languages and forays into
medicine.  All of it, if you please."

"Where would you like me to start?" Dawn asked. "I've done seven years
foundation, which includes Mathematics, Language, Literature and
Sciences, but is it my specialties you want to know about? 'm sorry I
don't have any certificates; they're all kept at BlackHall."

Petra waved that aside.  "I can get them if I need them.  Specialties will
do for now."  She suddenly leaned forward, resting an arm on the surface of
the desk and pinning the younger woman with a piercing look.

"I would also honestly like to know what you are doing in this business,"
Petra said bluntly, and she knew she was being harsh, but she had to see.
"With that facial structure, you could easily make a living as an artist's
model in the Quarter.  Not as good as the one you would have here, but
certainly better then that dismal place in Broken Smile.  Frankly, I am
disgusted with Vikund for leaving you there in first place.  It makes me
want to find these other girls he's recommended and get them the hell out of
whatever hovel he's left them in."

"In Cornaro women *want* to be courtesans; for the independence, the wealth,
the educational opportunities that aren't available to the average woman,
and very few can actually do what we do.  I cannot even begin to fathom why
anyone would want to be a prostitute in Amber.  You are a bright girl,
obviously better educated than most of your Guild.  You could have a life
that didn't involve spending a good part of it on your back and spreading
your legs for drunken strangers with a little extra money."

"So tell me, Dawn.  What are you even doing in the sex trade?"


Dawn straightened her back and returned Petra's look with sudden steel
that belied her tender years.


"I'm not in the sex trade," she said firmly. "I'm an entertainer, and
a good one. I worked hard to get here, to be sitting in this lovely
office and talking to you now. I want to do my best, and that doesn't
mean selling myself on the streets or fornicating with drunks as you
seem to think."


Her gaze dropped then and she took a breath, perhaps wondering if she
spoken out of turn.

She missed Petra's smile, but then Petra intended her to.  The girl did have
fire afterall.  Good.  Petra hated fluff.

She gathered her wits and returned to Petra's original question.
" I studied dance: contemporary and ballet, gymnastics, politics,
anatomy and xeno-anatomy, herbal remedies, self-defense and
contemplative science. I've worked and studied all my life for this. I
just want a chance to prove I can do it."

Her face was calm but her hands were balled into tiny fists and her
knuckles white.

Petra rose and went to the bar to give Dawn a moment to recover her calm.
 While there she tugged on the bell pull.  She returned and silently handed
 the girl a glass of wine from the vineyards of Sergio's family.  The taste
 was smooth and full and easy going down.

Dawn accepted the wine readily and seemed to relax a little.

 "I hate to tell you this, but you *are* in the sex trade," Petra said as she
 retook her seat, her tone a touch gentler.  "Every person who works on this
 ship is.  Calling it something else doesn't change it.   Having a better
 class of client as we do here doesn't change it.  Hateful, classless people
 will still call you a whore, though perhaps not to your face," she smiled.
 "Our security people take offense to having our ladies insulted."

 She sat back and sipped her own drink a moment before continuing.   "I am
 pleased to see you have enough fire in you to argue with me.  Perhaps you
 will not be eaten alive by some of my more fiery tempered staff, afterall."

"Yes, Ma'me. I mean, no, Miss Rossi." Dawn replied. "I'm sure I can
work with all your people. Especially with Mr. Vincenzo to look after
me," she smiled.

"Mr Vincenzo, is Chief of Security," Petra said with a short laugh.  "I had
someone else in mind for your security when you go out."

Two brief raps sounded on the door before it opened and the youthful,
handsome figure of Vincenzo's apprentice stepped inside and approached the
end of Petra's desk.  He nodded to the young woman and looked expectantly at
his employer.

"Dawn, this is Alexander, though he prefers Alex.  He is part of Vincenzo's
staff."

"Alex, Dawn is going to be joining us on a trial basis.  I want you to
escort her to that inn I like in the Artists Quarter for the night.  She has
never been there and will need a guide, so you should go pack an overnight
bag as well."

At Alex's arrival Dawn once more unleashed her most dazzling smile. It
began when Petra mentioned 'trail' and increased intensity with every
heartbeat.


"Hi Alex," she breathed, rising to her feet. "E il mi-o piacere
ven-ir-li a con-tatto," she added.

Petra raised an eyebrow and while Alex may have been surprised as well, he
was smooth as he took her hand and bowed over to brush the air over her
knuckles with the hint of a kiss.

"Incantato," he smiled and winked as he straightened back up.  

This time the light was sufficient to see Dawn bat her eyelashes at
Alex as she looked up at him. The activity behind the desk drew her
gaze back to Petra.

Petra was pulling a stack of papers out of her desk.  "Before you go pack,
 send Allegra up here.  I am going to need Dawn's dressmaker measurements
 before I go to Cornaro tomorrow, and ask her to bring up two or three
 outfits for Dawn to borrow until I get back from Sophie's.  From herself or
 Aura.  Something elegant, but simple.  Soft colors."

Dawn raised a finger and reached inside the bustle of her skirts.
"I was only measured this morning, Ma'am," she said, and produced a
slip of paper.


She slipped it onto Petra's desk and bobbed a curtsey.

Alex nodded to Petra and took off to pack and alert Allegra and Aura.

"Were you?" Petra asked mildly as she inspected the paper.  "Whatever for?"

"I-" Dawn began, then decided to rephrase her question. "I understand
that you have better seamstresses in Cornaro than are available here,
so I thought it natural you would want to ... adjust my wardrobe. Not
presuming you'd hire me, Miss Rossi, but Master Vikund did say we
should be prepared."

Petra looked mildly annoyed.  "He told all of you that?    So the others are
sitting around waiting?  Vesta's ..."

She sighed.  "Nevermind.  I should have known."

Sitting back up, she gestured at the papers in front of her.  "You are going
to have to sign a contract and a non-disclosure agreement.  Is this a
problem?"
 

"Not at all, Miss Rossi," Dawn replied, trying to contain her glee.
She dutifully signed where indicated in elegant copperplate style.
"May I have a copy, please?"

"Of course," Petra nodded and slid a copy over to her after she had filled
in the appropriate areas and signed it herself.  "And a copy needs to go to
your Guild, I suspect.  I'll even give one to Vikund so you can keep your
copy.  No doubt he'll want to go over it, but I fear he will disappointed
with the lack of loopholes."  It was stated lightly and with a smile and
Dawn didn't know her well enough to pick up on her irritation at the man.

 

"Thank you, yes," Dawn replied, "both the Guild and Master Vikund will
require copies, though there will be no need for haste."

Another knock on the door heralded the arrival of the dark haired, pale eyed
Atlantean bearing several outfits over her shoulder.  Aura oozed sensuality
even dressed as she was in a pair of jeans and an oversized man's dress
shirt.  It was in her walk, the full lips, something in the pale green of her eyes, the cadence of her voice, her accent that was almost French but not quite, even the way her hair flowed when she walked.  It was what marked her as Atlantean and made her dangerous in the extreme in the right setting.

"You summon and I obey," she teased as she approached the desk.

 

Dawn looked at the newcomer wide-eyed, unsure what to make of her.

Petra snorted.  "Dawn, this is Aura.  Aura, Dawn: who will be joining us on
a trial basis for now.  She'll be spending the rest of the day and part of
tomorrow visiting the Artists Quarter with Alex.  That should give us time
to get her rooms ready and a start on a new wardrobe."

Aura looked over at Dawn and smiled slowly.  "With Alex?  Lucky girl."

A smile flickered across Dawn's face. "Nice to meet you, Aura," she managed.

"Aura is from Atlantis," Petra supplied.  "It's a heady experience, visiting
a city full of, well, that."

Aura just smiled brighter as Petra turned to Dawn again.

"Which reminds me; I am going to need to know your sexual history and
preferences.  The majority of the staff is bisexual.  If you aren't, or
haven't tried or would like to, we need to know."

 

"I am experienced in pleasing both sexes, Miss Rossi," Dawn replied
carefully. "For my full history you will have to seek references at
BlackHall. I'm afraid I don't have that information with me. I have
been medically examined quite recently, if that's what you need."

 

"That is good to know," Petra nodded.  "And you should know that I have no
problems with the staff having ... arrangements with one another."  Petra
looked at her sternly.  "Vincenzo and Gino, however, are off limits."


Dawn's gaze dropped again.


"I understand, Miss Rossi. Don't worry, I won't give you any trouble," she said.
 

"That would be a pleasant change," Petra noted with a smile in her voice.
"You should change into one of the day dresses Aura brought now.  You can do
it here. I would like a better look at you anyway."

 

Dawn nodded and began to peel off the many layers of her dress. It was
a wonder she didn't melt under all those layers, but eventually she
was stripped down to her corset. There was a stilletto knife strapped
to her calf, and she gave Petra an apologetic look as she removed it
and dropped it into her bag.

She selected one of the dresses and began to work out the best way to put it on.

Her figure was pleasingly rounded, though suggested that she may have
more growing to do. She had well toned limbs, as if used to regular
and perhaps vigorous exercise. Unlike many Amber women, she had no
visible body hair and her skin was flawless and smooth as porcelain.

Petra and Aura exchanged an amused look.  That was one thing they wouldn't 
need to explain and take care of, thank the gods.  Aura moved forward to 
assist Dawn with the dress she was wearing for the day.  It had a lot
fewer layers.  Aura was used to wearing as little was she could get away 
with since clothing was completely optional in Atlantis.  Boning and 
support was built into the bodice of the dress.  The skirt was full but 
completely without petticoats of any kind.  

"We have daily workouts on deck in nice weather," Petra said as she ran 
her eye along the line of Dawn's back.  "It isn't optional.  I'll have to 
take a side trip to get those clothes, but it's no trouble."  

 

Dawn nodded. "I'd like that."

"I think, Aura, we should see about borrowing a set from Lily.  They would 
fit better".  This was likely true, as Aura was having to tighten lacing to 
make her bodice fit Dawn.

"I hope you don't want me to memorise all these names at once," Dawn
commented with a small smile as Aura adjusted her dress. "Though I
don't think I shall have any trouble remembering you," she said to Aura.

Aura laughed.  "I'm the short one."

"You'll get used to it easy enough," Petra smiled.  "We started you on the 
A's.  Antonia is my assistant.  She's a very ... passionate woman."

Aura snorts and leans in to whisper in Dawn's ear.  "She has the temper of 
a hellcat."

 

"Really?" Dawn said, a little too loud. "A lady should be always in
control," she said in matronly fashion, then dissolved into giggles.
She tested her mobility and fluffed her skirts. "I think I like it,"
she announced.

 

"Very fetching," Petra said with a nod.  "And you'll find that our clients
generally like women with fire.  They argue, debate, and hold lively
conversations.  Being a courtesan is being adaptable to whatever the
situation calls for and knowing when it calls for it.  But you'll learn soon
enough.  Tomorrow night we'll talk about rounding out your general education
at The Jade before having you tested for Medical training."

"Do you have any questions?"


"No Miss Rossi," Dawn replied, "but I'll be sure to ask them as soon a I do."

Aura carefully arranged the other dresses in a garment bag.  She held it 
up expectantly.  Which looked odd, until Alex walked back in the office 
and plucked it from her hand without even looking.

Petra handed him a wallet.  "I expect you two to have a good time.  I 
expect shopping to done as well.  Alex can answer most of your questions 
you might have and his knows the Quarter very well."

She stood from her desk.  "Alex, take my carriage.  I shan't be here to 
need it."

"Dawn, you will be returning here tomorrow afternoon.  At that time, 
Antonia will explain a few things to you about the Jade, which is where 
you will be spending quite a lot of time for awhile.  Also, I will explain 
this to Mr Anansi myself, but any reports you need to make to him will not 
be done on my time. Capire?"

"Yes, Miss Rossi, and thank you for all your kindness," Dawn said, and
moved to stand by Alex, offering him a shy smile.

Alex offered her his free arm and raised an eyebrow to Petra.  He got a 
shooing motion in response as Petra became immersed in the papers on her 
desk. 

Aura swung open the door for them and caught Dawn before she passed.  

"If I were you, I would take advantage of having Alex all to myself for 
the night," she whispered before giving the girl a saucy wink and leaving 
Alex to get her used to the idea of the Ramblin Queen.

Dawn sighed and rolled her eyes theatrically before giggling.
"Well, at least *he's* not off limits," she whispered in reply.

In the event, though, she was very well behaved. Bright and excitable
at the prospect of living and working on the Queen, tonight seduction
was not on the agenda.

Aura counted to ten before she opened her mouth.  “How old is that child?” she demanded.  “She’s not even fully developed yet and she knows how to pleasure men and women?”

Petra sat back in her chair with a heavy sigh.  She did not want to have this discussion.   “Seventeen.”

Aura puffed up with indignation.  “You can not seriously be planning on putting her to work on the floor?”

Petra threw her pen down and herself to her feet.  “Is there some reason I keep having to remind you all that I am not stupid?” she blazed furiously.  “Of course I’m not!”  She threw the leather portfolio to Aura.  “Look through that and tell me what I should have done?  They are all that young!  They all have her background.  They all work for Vikund!”

She blew out an angry breath and took a deeper one in as she dropped back into her chair.  Petra sat forward and put her head in her hands.  Yesterday had been a tiring day.  Last night had caught her off guard and that had annoyed her more than he had, to be honest, and she had been off kilter since.  Then today all she had done was run into one wall after another and nearly bit Vikund’s head off at breakfast because of it.  Sometimes being friends with your crew was just a bad plan.

Aura flipped through the pages slowly before finally sitting in the chair Dawn had vacated.  She observed the woman on the other side of the desk for a moment before speaking.

“Did you see where they came from?” she asked carefully.  At Petra’s nod, she continued.  “It’s not that different then what you did for Gino and the others.  He just got to them when they were younger.”  She paused before adding a bit reluctantly, “And hasn’t really improved their stations in life.”

“I think that’s what makes me the angriest,” Petra admitted.  “And I can even see his reasons, though I don’t approve of them.  He groomed them for more then they were, let them see the possibility of a better life, and then put them back.”

“It does seem a bit cold,” Aura agreed.  She watched Petra finish off the glass of wine on her desk.  “What about these others?  From what Dawn said, they’re waiting to meet with you.”

Petra was instantly annoyed again.  “Oh, I know.  I cannot  believe he did that.  Dawn told us he had even given her a book on Cornaro and she’s started learning the language.  Now I feel terrible about those other four sitting around in their best dress, waiting for me.  I feel like I should give them a consolation prize for their effort.”

“That might not be a bad idea,” Aura said thoughtfully.  “But not money.”

”No,” Petra agreed.  “Not money.  Perhaps jewelry.  Should times get difficult for them, they can always sell it.”

Aura gave her a skeptical look.  “You are sometimes far too pragmatic.”

Petra’s response was a snort.  

Aura’s brilliant smile conveyed her amusement.  “All right.  Jewelry.  Necklaces, I think.  Earrings get lost too easily and bracelets catch on things.”

“Gold.  Something unique though.”  She gave Aura a thoughtful look and quirked an eyebrow. 

“Oh…” Aura made a face.  “Fine.  I even have some lying around I don’t wear.  But Ashram will have my head if he finds out I’m passing them out like candy.”

Petra waved off her concerns.  “I’ll handle the Emperor.  Can we round up enough suitable chains for them without going shopping?  Raid my jewelry armoire if you need to. If you’ll see to putting together the gifts, I’ll write letters to go with them.”  She smiled slowly.  “And if you can spare another hour, take Vincenzo and deliver them.”

“You want me to be very Atlantean, don’t you?” Aura laughed.  “Shall I wear the gold, then?”

“Please don’t.  I don’t want to have to pay your fine and Vincenzo will have a stroke if he has to take you out like that in broad daylight.  That magenta thing… the one that fits like it was sewn on.  That one.”

Aura stood and smiled.  “Consider it done.  You should get some rest.”

“Can’t,” Petra shook her head.  “Too many details to take care of before tomorrow.”  She made a shooing motion at the other woman.  “But you should be off so you have some time to rest before we open.  I have letters to write.”

Before Aura was out the door, Petra was already pulling her business stationary out of a drawer and composing letters in her head.

And so it was, that later that same day, the other four young ladies in Vikund’s portfolio received letters from Petra thanking them for their interest.  She said she would keep their information on file should another opening occur in the future, wished them the best of luck in their lives and hoped they all enjoyed the rare Atlantean Fire Opals that accompanied the letters.

Alex, has it turned out, was a delightful conversationalist during the ride to the Quarter.  He kept Dawn entertained with stories about a dozen different things he had experienced since coming to Amber and his first few years on the Queen.  He was very laid back, casual about most things, even when describing Petra and Vincenzo.  His loyalty to his friends and employers was evident in his eyes when he spoke of them, but he freely admitted that his boss had the single finest bum in Amber; Vincenzo was an exacting taskmaster but did it for the best of reasons; Antonia’s temper was surpassed only by her passion for life and her loyalty to her extended family.   Alex confessed that Antonia had somehow managed to take the place of a big sister to him and he was quite fond of her, broken china and all.

The inn Petra was so fond of in the Quarter was called The Lusty Wench, and the female figure painted on the sign had more than a passing resemblance to Aura.  It was run by a young woman named Margo, who had inherited the place from an uncle who never quite recovered from injuries sustained during the attack on Amber.  The place was clean and light and full of all manner of friendly artistic sorts.  

The rooms above the inn were decorated with murals instead of paintings and Alex joked that they changed every week when he saw the one of a country garden painted in her rooms.  He bid her get settled and then fetch him from his rooms across the hall when she was ready to go explore the quarter.  

 

In response to Petra's gifts, she receives letters from each of the
other ladies. They are in the same copperplate style that Dawn used,
and the writing is so similar it might have been written by the same
person. But for a few words, the content is the same as well.

"Dear Miss Rossi,

Thank you for your kind gift. I was very disappointed to discover I
was not going to meet you in person, but your representative and your
letter tell me that this was not due to any failing on my part. I'm
sure this will not count against me when I take my passage to the
Golden Circle in search of a better life.

Kind Regards,

Molly/Gaenor/ ...."


Meantime, Dawn is enjoying herself. She chats amiably to Alex about
the best places to be in the Artist’s Quarter, laughs at his jokes and
seems to find joy in all things new. She says hello to a few of the
lamplighters she passes and seems completely at ease. At the inn, she
spends some time freshening up, but it's not long before she's banging
down Alex's door, raring to go out and explore.

"Keep your shirt on!"  Alex yelled before opening the door.   He grinned.
"Or not."

"Any ideas what you want to do?" he asked as he joined her in the hall.  "We
have been ordered to spend money."

 

"I want to see the play!" Dawn enthused, clapping her gloved hands
together. "The best seats in the house!"

 

Alex was a bit taken aback at her enthusiasm.  But he just blinked and
offered his arm.  "Never been to a play?  No matter."  He smiled winningly
as the headed down the stairs for the outside.  "We'll just use Petra's box
since she's not going to be using it.  But that's this evening.  How about
we go walk around for a while?  Watch the dancers, observe the painters.
Someone's always painting something around here.  Maybe you'll find
something you like while we're out."

 

"Silly," Dawn chided. "I've seen a play before, but only from the
stalls with the masses. I want to be tre't like a proper lady now!"
The mask had slipped, and the careful way she had guarded and polished
her words gave way to the distinctive Amber drawl.


"Have you often been in Petra's box?" She giggled, then remembered
herself and changed the subject.


"Walk around, yes. I'd like that. A performance before the
performance," she announced grandly.

 

Alex smirked.  "I think we can manage all that."

He paused as the stepped out onto the street as he considered which way to
go.  "Ah, this way.  If we are going to make a grand entrance at the play,
then we'll need to get you properly decked out.  Ornella tells me that the
guy down here that she buys shoes from sometimes is an true master of the
impossible in leather.  There's a jewelry designer around here somewhere
that Petra says does things with pearls no one ever thought of before."  He
frowned thoughtfully.  "I'm not sure what that means."

"I think the Rebmans might dispute that," Dawn teased, "but that's
very thoughtful. You're very organised for a security man. I've never
met one with fashion sense before. Apart from Mr. Vincenzo, of
course," she smiled. "In my experience it's always dark suits and that
same somber expression. You're not like that at all."

Alex threw back his head and laughed.  "Me?  Fashion sense?  If the girls
didn't organize my clothes, I would not be let out of my room.  Anything I
say should be taken with a grain of salt, because *I* have *no* idea.  I'm
just repeating what I've heard."

He leaned over and whispered.  "And Mr. Vincenzo doesn't dress himself
either, or he would be in uniform.  Still grumbles about it about once a
month."

"More often than that, I'm certain," Dawn replied, "and I think you're
just being modest. Now I hope you're not going to get me lost up some
back alley," she continued. "I'm not convinced you know where you're
going. Don't be too shy to ask for directions."

 

"Pish!" he scoffed.  "I may get lost in some wards of this berg, but I know
this one."  He waved a hand to the left side of the street and a row of
identical open doorways.  "Here.  You can start at this place.  The whole
row are sculptures' studios."

Alex pointed up the street.  "Or the painter's galleries.  Maybe you'll find
something you like for your new room on the Queen."

"Room?" Dawn repeated. "To myself? Now I know you're teasing me."

Alex was clearly bewildered at her statement.

"I think shoes and pearls first, paintings later," she said. "If I do
have somewhere to hang a picture, I have a canvas I'd like to have
framed. It was the first thing I truly owned and if I were to have a
thousand paintings, I think I would still love that one best."

He smiled and took her hand, turning him to face her.  "The Ramblin' Queen
is not like those other places.  You have a room - rooms, actually.  There's
the room you'll see clients in, and then there's your private rooms.  Petra
wants the client rooms left alone, but you can decorate your sitting room,
your bedroom, and your bath however you want.  Even though you'll be living
and working in one place, Petra insisted that the girls be able to separate
the two.  You shouldn't have to sleep where you work."

Dawn smiled. "Well, that's good to know. I guess I had visions of you
docking the 'Queen in the morning and turfing me off somewhere," she
giggled. "Least until I'd settled in, y'know. It sounds so wonderful,
I hope it all works out."

"And don't think you know everything about where I came from," she
said, adopting an imperious air. " 'Cos you don't."

 

"Oh, of course not," he replied gravely.

He just smiled at her and pulled her around the corner and into the
jeweler's market.  Sunlight glinted off of precious metals and faceted
jewels in shop windows and he waved a hand in the air.

"I believe the phrase is 'knock yourself out'."
 
The switch from empress to adolescent was instant.
"Eeeeeeeeeeeee!" She cried excitedly, and started pointing at things,
picking them up and trying them on (where possible) and exclaiming,
sighing and jumping up and down as if on a juvenile sugar rush.
"How does this look? .... and this?"

"Oh, how about this, do you think it goes with my eyes? Oooh! Look at this!!"

A whole lifetime's desire for the unobtainable was uncorked and went
flying around like a released balloon. She soon had lots of bags and
the shopkeepers were very happy.

In the midst of the whirlwind, Alex had stood by and looked on with a faint
air of bemusement.  He nodded and signed and carried her bags.  It was
impossible not to smile at Dawn's excitement, and Alex remembered well the
first time Petra and Angelo had stood back and said 'whatever you want' to
himself and Armand.

The shopkeepers were the ones that stepped in and said "no".  They were
artists, afterall, and weren't going to let her decorate herself in
trappings unsuitable.  It would have reflected badly on them.  So
occasionally, things were deemed "too big", "too overpowering for your
delicate beauty", or "white gold does not suite your skin tone at all.".
The things they did let her have were all quite beautiful and set off Dawn's
coloring and structure perfectly.

Everyone involved was quite happy with the transactions when Alex finally
drew Dawn over to another street that was the domain of cobblers, and to the
specific one Ornella recommended.

"Now, I know it's not nearly as fun," he told her before they went in.  "But
you only need two things from here - something to go with your dress for
tonight, and something casual that's comfortable.  The rest of your footwear
will come with your wardrobe that you'll get when you go to Cornaro.  No
point in getting things that aren't going to match your clothes."

"Ok," said Dawn breathlessly. "You tell me what I can or can't have. I
need some new boots, though. The heels on mine are killing me. Amber's
cobblestones hardly help, mind you."

 
He rattled the bags in one hand as he made a vague waving motion.  "Get what
you want.  Just limit it to three, counting the boots, which you can wear
now.  Can't have you limping when we make out grand entrance tonight."

"In you go.  Let's see what he has in your size."

The shoes are chosen, and the boots too. It takes her a while to
decide which ones are the most comfortable, but eventually they're
done. She chooses pink sequined shoes with a bow on the front to go
with her evening dress.

 

After getting those two things out of the way, Alex leads her on a lazy tour
of the as much of the Quarter as they can manage in the time they have.
They duck into a courtyard cafe for lunch and from their table watch a
troupe of tumblers practice in the nearby square.  Music provided by their
own musicians as well as several more that just wander by a join in.

On the edges of the actor's district, Alex leads her to a small theater and
finagles one of the makeup people into doing Dawn's hair in a artfully
arranged cascading curls before they return to the inn to get ready for the
evening.

When Dawn is ready, she finds Alex waiting at the top of the stairs, wearing
a tuxedo and holding a small wrist corsage for her. They took a carriage to
the theater, as a grand entrance is not complete without that moment where
the woman is revealed as she steps out.

Their seats were excellent and certainly more posh then where Dawn had
viewed the stage previously.  There was a bottle of champagne for them,
though Alex declined.

"You have a very difficult job," Dawn tells Alex as the lights go low
and the curtain rises, "but you do it very well."


She smiled and raised her glass as the orchestra struck up and the
hero strode onto the boards flanked by a large supporting cast dressed
as simple peasants. Pastoral scenes always played well with audiences
in Amber, and the players knew how to please.

The glossy brochure explained that the play "She was only a Grocer's
Daughter" was a work commissioned by King Random and seen by King
Merlin on several occasions. By the renowned playwright Sartosche, who
perished in the last days of Gerard's regency (allegedly making a
rallying cry to the populace on the steps of the "Old Peculiar"), it
tells the tale of an ordinary girl rising to greatness through courage
and perseverance.

"The Rose" was one of the few theatres in Blind Chapman with the
resources and skills to vie with the somewhat elitist houses of Silver
Dance. Her orchestra did not skimp in numbers, and had a specially
constructed multi-tiered pit to accommodate them all. The percussion
sat in boxes at the wings, so that when the tympanis were struck the
whole theatre seemed to shake.

There was something intimate and special about a theatre this size,
where the audience almost sat on top of the stage, with the sound
and action seeming within touching distance. The performance was a
sensation, with the whole audience rising as one to acclaim the cast as
they took their bow.

Alex waited patiently after the performers left the stage and the audience
started leaving.  He listened to Dawn's excited recap of the night until
enough people had left that he was satisfied they wouldn't be crushed before
again offering his arm and leading her regally back to their carriage and to
the inn.

The next morning, while Petra and Vikund were on their way to Cornaro, they
explored the parts of the Quarter they had missed yesterday, once again
behaved pretty much as someone just along for the ride, but occasionally she
would catch him casing the street as they walked.

It was late afternoon when they arrived at the Queen's private pier and the
ship was just docking.  Vincenzo was already on the pier, along with two
deck hands.  Once spotted, he sent the two off to help carry all their
packages onboard.  On deck they were met by a dark haired young woman of
average height.  Eyes the color of warm caramel danced with sharp
intelligence and it was before her that Alex stopped and smiled.

"Dawn, this is Allegra.  She'll show you your rooms and the layout.  I
have to go to work now, but I'll see you around."

"Hello Allegra," Dawn smiled. "And thank you again, Alex. You've been
wonderful."


She stood on tiptoe in her brand new boots to kiss him on the cheek
before letting him go. She gave him a little wave as he went off to
work, though in her heart she knew he had been working the whole time.

Allegra smiled.  "Follow me.  Did you have a nice time?"

"Yes, it was wonderful," Dawn replied.


The stepped through the double doors, but instead of continuing to the
lounge, went down a carpeted hallway that went along one side and to another
set of hidden stairs.

"This ship is a maze!" Dawn exclaimed. "Whoever designed it?"

"Angelo, Petra and Vincenzo," Allegra chuckled.  "And you'll learn it as you
go."

They stepped into another hallway decorated in a style more of Cornaro then
the public areas of the ship.  Marble was out of the question; the walls had
been painted to appear to be marble and trimmed in gold leaf.  Allegra
stopped and opened a door into a sitting room done in pale rose and soft
cream with touches of a spring green.  Her shopping and valise were already
sitting against the wall to one side.

"These are your private rooms," Allegra explained as they stepped into the
cozy but elegant room.  "Should you survive your trial period, you will be
able to change the decorations if you wish.  Clients are not allowed down
here.  This is staff only.  The bedrooms, salons, and fantasy rooms used
with clients are assigned at our early evening staff meeting which is held
every afternoon before we open the pier.  We also have a meeting every
morning after all the passengers disembark."

"Fantasy rooms?" Dawn noted. "Ours or theirs?" She chuckled.

Allegra smiled faintly.  "Right now there are only three of them complete
and ready for use.  There is an Atlantean temple, harem quarters, and a
dungeon.  I doubt you will be using any of them for awhile."


Dawn's smle flickered, clearly uncertain how to process that information.
"Perhaps not," she conceded.

She did a little twirl, basking in her surroundings.


"I think I must be dreaming."

The other woman's eyes looked around the room.  Without a word, she shut the
door and then turned back to face Dawn, her expression significantly less
warm.

"I probably shouldn't, but I feel I should tell you that Antonia, who will
be overseeing your education in Cornaro, is among several others who resent
your employment on this ship.  Your friend did you no favor by blackmailing
Petra into hiring one of his people, and make no mistake about it, it was
blackmail.  She might not say it, and she has her own reasons for letting
him get away with it, but it doesn't change the truth.  We are Cornarans-we
know blackmail."

"I am telling you this because not everyone is going to be as friendly as
Alexander and Aura.  It is not really fair to you to project their
displeasure with Anansi onto you, and you are going to have to deal with it
in Cornaro and here.  We are a tight-knit group and you are an outsider."


"Blackmail?" Dawn mouthed with thinly disguised disbelief. "That's a
very strong word to use."

 

Allegra shrugged.  She was confident with the definition of the events as
relayed to them at yesterday's meeting.


She looked like she wanted to argue, then thought better of it.
"Thank you for your confidence, Allegra," she then said. "And I
already know what it is to be an outsider. I want to do well here, and
if some people have trouble with that... well, that's their affair."

"I was always taught that if you can only make one loyal friend,
that's worth a world of riches. Any more th'n that's a bonus. I intend
to do right by those as do right by me, and if that ain't good enough
well too bad." Dawn stated hotly.

 

The corner of Allegra's mouth turned up into a half smile.  "That's a
 reasonably idealistic attitude to have.  But don't be surprised if you find
 it to be less then satisfactory as you get older."

 She opened the door again.  "Come.  I will show you the more public places
 that you will need to be familiar with."

Dawn nodded. "Thank you," she said, and quickly covered the distance
to the door, perhaps eager to leave their discussion behind.

 

The returned the way they had come back up to the double doors to the
lounge.  From there, Allegra showed her the dining room, the library, the
salons that could be reserved for small groups or games.  From there it was
the practice studio, the rooms used for entertaining clients, the offices of
Vincenzo, Sergio and Angelo, the game parlor overseen by Gino.  There were
places they didn't go, rooms Allegra passed by without a glance, halls and
stairs that were bypassed without remark.  Allegra showed her how to find
the markers that were hidden in the paintings that would help her find her
way back to the main lounge should she get lost.

As sunset approached, Allegra left Dawn in her rooms with a thick book that
she was informed she would need to read.  It contained the history and
etiquette of the courtesans of Cornaro and she was told in no uncertain
terms that it was not allowed off the ship or out of her possession.  As
stated in her contract, it would mean her job if it was lost or copied.
Dinner was delivered to her rooms and she was left to settle in and put her
things away.

When Dawn's breakfast was delivered, Aura followed it in.  Fresh from the
bath and wearing faded jeans and a t-shirt with something painted on it in
flowing runes of a foreign language, but still managing to broadcast her
sensuality without trying.

Settled in with a cup of hot chocolate instead of food, Aura eyed the young
girl carefully.  "Overwhelmed yet?"

"Hours ago," Dawn admitted, not in the least bit surprised to see her
food arrive with an accompanying lady. She was still in a dressing
gown, probably with little beneath it. She began on breakfast with the
appetite of an Amberite. "I'm afraid I didn't get too far with the
Bible; after everything else that's been going on I crashed out."

Aura regarded her blankly for a moment, then blinked.  "Excuse me?  The what?"

"You know, that big thick tome about Cornaro I'm not allowed to take
off the ship," Dawn replied. "I expect there's a test, is there?"
 

"Oh, that!" Aura smiled.  "In a way, I suppose there is a test.  But it's 
practical and never ends."

 

 "Oh, I can do practical," Dawn beams, "and I'm a big fan of continuous
 assessment."

"Then you'll probably do fine," Aura offered.  "You'll need to be ready to 
leave in about 2 hours.  Petra will pop in and Trump you and Antonia to 
the Jade.  How long you'll be there will depend on how hard you work."

 

Dawn almost choked on a piece of toast.


"Two hours?" She replied. "Damn! I'm going to have to get a move on. I
don't normally get ready 'til 12. What time is it now?"

 

Aura waved a hand.  "About 10:00.  Normally we don't get up until around 
2:00, but you need to leave earlier to get to Cornaro in the
afternoon."

 

"Nowhere on my CV does it say I'm a magician," Dawn grumbled and took
a drink of tea. "So much for my leisurely breakfast. Ah, well."
Dawn pushed back her chair and half-stood.


"While I think of it, can you do me a favour, Aura? You're fluent in
the language of Cornaro, aren't you? Would you mind speaking a little
to me every day, and I'll try to respond? It's just that I want to get
used to using it all the time, and the natives will probably speak too
quickly for me."


Aura was looking faintly bewildered at the younger woman as she replied 
with a nod.  "Si.  Quando sono intorno, sarò felice a."

 

"Grazi," Dawn beamed, as she straightened. "Now I have to go sort this mop out."
She pushed her long hair up into a bun before letting it fall about
her shoulders and making a face. Her hair looked luxuriant, but
evidently Dawn was not satisfied with it.


"So what style should I be aiming for?" She enquired.

 

Aura shrugged.  "That is a personal decision."  She stood and walked 
behind Dawn to consider her hair a moment.  

"Hm."  She took up the hair on the sides and pulled it back into a 
twisted knot.  "Something like that.  It is out of your face, but still 
shows off the curl and length.  You will want clips and pins on you during 
the day when at the school.  In case you need to get it out of your way 
for a class."

Dawn nodded slightly. "Yes, that seems like a good idea. I've got pins
and plenty nice topaz clips to keep it in place. Thanks."

"How long have you been here?" Dawn asked suddenly. "You know, working."

"I think this place had been opened about 2 years," Aura replied and 
scrunched her nose and laughed.  "Petra annoyed some ship captain ages ago 
until he agreed to take her Atlantis.  I met her on her first day there.  
She was there about 3 months before she decided she needed to come back 
here.  I decided I wanted to come with the next time she visited and she 
told me about this place."

 

"From what I've heard about Atlantis, it must have been a difficult
place to leave behind," Dawn said. "I can understand why Petra went
there. Do you go back, to visit? I always miss Amber when I'm away.
It's not the golden city of the tales, but it's still my home."

 

"Oh, of course.  We go back at least twice a year.  Petra goes for the 
wine seasons, and usually I take some people with me for the Rites of 
Celestra in the Spring."  Aura pauses a moment.  "And I miss it, but it 
isn't like I can't go back anytime I want."

 

Dawn's face was filled with girlish curiosity.


"Ooh! The Rites of Celestra sound interesting," she sat down again,
eyes wide. "Please, you must tell me all about it!"

 

Aura laughed.  "You must get dressed, Dawn.  When you're done, we can talk
while we wait on Antonia."

Dawn pouted slightly, but dutifully went about her morning routine,
pulling on her new clothes and re-arranging her hair. It took a while,
but less than two hours.

Aura waved a hand.  "Atlantis is a land rich in magic," she
lectured.  "Everyone there uses it.  Being in Amber and not having access
to my magics is like being wrapped in cotton and having to breath through
a tiny tube."

"Celestra is chief among our deities.  She is the goddess of pleasure - all
kinds of pleasure.  In the spring there is an astronomical event that is
called the Veil of Celestra.  It reacts to the magics and seems to breath
across the sky.  It also reacts and intensifies the heartbeat of Atlantis,
which drives us.  The Rites are rich in magic, and more magic is built
into the air as we react to the heartbeat."

"Sex is always open and diverse in Atlantis, but at no time more so then
the Rites."

"A bit like Beltane, then?" Dawn asked. "There's always stories about
how the villagers on the edge of Arden abandon themselves to the
forest on the cusp of Spring and frolic in the meadow. Some return,
some don'. Can't say how true it is, but the rules of Amber don't
really apply in the forest."

"Might not be Atlantis, but I recon we have our own sort of magic," Dawn
smiled.

"Oh, to be certain," Aura agreed.  "I've heard of how things used to be in
Arden.  I am sorry I missed it."


Dawn sighed. "Me too. That's all we have now - tales."


She busied herself getting every hair in place and was unusually
silent for a while.

Aura watched her a long moment before asking.  "Do you think it will 
always be like it is now?"

 

"I'm a positive person," Dawn replied. "I like to think things will
get better. Probably not in my lifetime, though."

"You might be surprised," Aura said as she looked at a painting on the 
wall.  "The body attacks the virus after a time."

Dawn looked at Aura curiously. "You're Atlantean, why would it matter
to you?" She asked softly. "It must seem like a cold, inhospitable
place beyond the rail of this ship. "

"It worries me," she said then,  "what will happen to the ordinary
people, if them that stalk the forest come to reclaim what they see as
theirs."


She shuddered and clutched her arms.


"When they give you medicine, sometimes it makes you real ill, for a
long time. Don't know about you, but I hate bein' ill."

Aura turned to look at her and smiled thinly.  "Amber is cold, on many 
levels.  But some of them don't have to be and weren't always.  I remember 
the stories of Amber, what it was like before.  Not like this.  It was worth 
fighting and dying for.  Even the ordinary people."

 

"Yeah," Dawn replied, smiled for a moment then looked to the floor.
"I'm sure that's what my Ma' and Da' thought too. 'Cept I'll never
really know. Like I say, all I got now is tales. Good ones, though."

"They fought for what they believed in, didn't they?" Aura asked quietly.
"If they died fighting for their home or their family, then they died well."

"Atlantis is peaceful now, but it wasn't always so, and I watched my father's
body brought home with honors when he was among the last to fall in
Atlantis' last war.  Hours before victory."

"I'm sorry," Dawn said.

Aura looked at the painting again and then waved a hand in the air as if to
clear the depression from it.  "That was a long time ago.  But should war
come to my home shores again, I will be among the fighters.  I may die, but
it will be fighting for all I hold dear, and that makes me victorious...
even in death."


Dawn smiled warmly, the sadness dispersing like a morning mist. "Silk
and Steel; you're quite special aren't you? I can't imagine that many
ladies here looking for battle. I'd like to think if it came to it,
I'd be strong enough, too."

"I have found that when one needs it the most, the strength to move
mountains is there," Aura replied.  "You are stronger then you think.  Most
of the women here are...Vincenzo is not the only one who has seen battle on
this boat."

She smiled then.  "And we are all special, in one way or another, or we
would not be here."

Dawn chuckled. "If I couldn't make the earth move I'd have to find a
different job," she said, "but thanks. Maybe that's why Vincenzo seems
so grim...because of what he's seen."
 

"That's part of it," Aura nodded.  "And part of it is because he's
determined nothing will happen to any of us and, between you and me?  He's
not impressed with Petra's kin that he's met so far."

"He's not the only one," Dawn replied. "Other than Master Vikund, they
seem a lot of wastrels. I suppose I'm going to have to get used to
them now though, eh?"

 

"I'm afraid you'll find that a lot of nobles are that way," Aura laughed
briefly.  "But they're supposed to be better, aren't they?  But what we have
are, as you say, wastrels.  At least the ones we're left with."

 

"It would be nice to meet the rebels, wouldn't it, even if only once?
They seem quite exciting. And dangerous." Dawn breathed. "Makes me
think it must have been exciting in the old days, with so many heros
in the city. Not so many now. Still, it could be worse, I s'pose."

 

Aura giggled.  "They aren't likely to saunter in and say "Good evening, I'm
with the rebellion".  But I imagine they're around.  You've probably met
some already."

 

Dawn tsked. "You *know* who I'm talking about," she said. "And I don't
suppose they would be as brazen."

She shot Aura a curious look then, but laughed instead.

"Anyway, don't want to get into trouble on my first day. Unless one of
them was worth getting in trouble for," she added with a saucy wink.

"Oh, I'm sure they would be," Aura smirked.  "I've always rather fancied
Caine.  He seems the type to saunter in and kiss you hand, bold as you
please, while introducing himself as a rebel leader."

She paused a moment.  "I'm actually rather surprised he hasn't, come to
think of it."

"Give it time," Dawn replied with a smile. "It's early days. I'm sure
when word of the Queen spreads to his hidey-hole he'll be along."

 

Aura laughed.  "We'll see.  But wouldn't that be a show stopper?"

She smiled at Dawn.  "What about you?  Had your eye on anyone?"

 

Dawn gave a coy smile. "Alex is quite cute, but I only just got here.
I'm sure there's plenty more fish in the sea... or at sea, you might
say."


"Oh, he's a charmer, that one," Aura agreed.

She smiled  "Antonia will be here soon., and she is not a morning person."
Aura looked around the room then.  "Do you have everything you plan on
taking with you?  Not that you'll need more then a change of clothes.
Sophie will probably have some things for you by the time you get there."


Dawn nodded. "I'll just get my bag; back in a jiffy."

She returned with a well-worn but presentable leather handbag and smiled.
"Now I'm ready," she announced.

Just as Aura started to say something, they heard an incredelous voice 
from out in the hall.

"What in the name of Cerberus are you wearing?"

Dawn turned on her heel to see the new arrival, and find out who she
was talking about. Surely she would not have to change again?
 

They were obviously not referring to Dawn, as the speaker was still 
outside in the hall.  Furthermore, it sounded like Vincenzo.  

Aura quirked an eyebrow and started to go investigate.

 

Dawn paused, and slid behind Aura as she moved - not quite out of
sight, but not in the first line of defense either.

 

Aura peeked around the door and for a moment, there was silence, then she 
started laughing and opened to door more for Dawn.

In the hall, clad in black velvet that hid little, and exotic eye makeup, 
was Petra.  She spied Aura and Dawn and turned back to the still slightly 
amazed Vincenzo

"Where's Antonia?  I don't have time for waiting.  I have to get back."  
She waved a hand at Vincenzo.  "Would you please go find her?"

He scowled at her but went down the hall and Petra turned to smile at the 
other two women.  "Everything working for you so far, Dawn?"

Aura smirked.  "Party?"

"What would you do if I said no?" Petra grinned.  

"I would be forced to admit that Vikund is kinkier then he looks," Aura 
shrugged, not at all fussed about much of what was going on.  "Nice tail."

Petra wrinkled her nose at her.  "You ready to go, Dawn?  Have you ever 
gone through a trump contact before?"

Dawn shrugged. "Can't say as I have, but it seems easy enough. I'm
ready if you are."

 

"As soon as her highness gets here," Petra laughed briefly.  She went to
 sorting through her trump deck while Aura eyed her shrewdly.

 Antonia came breezing around the corner and came up short when she caught
 sight of Petra  "What is that?"

 "A cat," Aura smirked.

 Petra just rolled her eyes.  "Come here, Dawn.  This will be a little
 weird the first time you go through.  Just ignore it."

 She reached for a nonexistent pocket and cursed until Vincenzo dropped a leather notebook in her hand. She beamed and kissed his cheek and handed the book to Dawn.

 "This is all the paperwork you need to be enrolled at the school, as well
 as letters of credit for the bankers in Cornaro.  Have fun, but don't buy
 a  house."

Dawn looked confused, accepting the papers.


"A h-house? I...no, Miss Rossi, I won't."

"She means don't lose your mind shopping," Antonia said dryly.  She raised 
an eyebrow to Petra, who just mirrored the expression before focusing on 
the trump.  Seconds later the rainbow framed door of light and color 
formed in front of them, showing the front gardens of the Jade.  

Aura turned to Dawn.  "Work hard.  It'll be worth it, I
promise."

 

"I will, and thank you," Dawn said, giving Aura a quick hug and a peck
on the cheek before dancing through the rainbow. All that she was
missing were the ruby slippers.

 

