After Larissa left, Petra's expression darkened again, and she stalked back
into her bedroom to finish getting dressed.  She was finishing her hair when
the bedroom door opened to admit Vincenzo, to whom she gave a frosty look in
the mirror.

"Avversione voi dal momento. Andare prego via," she said coolly.

He sighed.  "Bella, ha dovuto essere fatto. Se cosa dice siete allineare,
allora risolverà.  Quando andando?"

She shrugged and disappeared into her closet to dig out a pair of suitably
sexy shoes.

"I wish to discuss the cat incidents," he said, frowning at the doorway of
her closet.

"I do not," came her muffled reply.  "It is done, and there is nothing you
can do.  Go to bed, Vincenzo."

"I am going with you," he replied firmly.

"You are not," Petra replied flatly as she emerged and closed the door.  "I
do not need, nor want, an escort to either of my destinations. What I do
need is for you to get some rest.  Emotions will be running high tonight,
and we all need to be on our toes.  With all the workmen on deck, you will
also need to do a sweep of the entire ship before we open."

He crossed his arms over his chest and gave her a hard look.  "And what
about you?"

Petra waved an earring at him from in front of the mirror.  "I slept
yesterday.  I will sleep tomorrow.  I will be fine."  She glanced at his
still unconvinced frown in the mirror.  "I will wake you when I get back.
All right?"

His lips thinned and she could tell how very much he was displeased by the
entire situation.  But he finally nodded curtly and left her to day, much to
her relief.

Petra sighed heavily and turned to the golden harp still playing by itself
on her bedside table.

"Graci.  You may stop now."  The harp gave a final trill that made her smile
and then fell silent.

She pursed her lips and looked at the clock.  She had an errand to run, and
in spite of the situation, she had promised she would try to deliver the
message.  Making up her mind, she disappeared back into her closet, quickly
shucking the dress and changing into a pair of jeans and man's wine colored
poet shirt.  After digging through a locked drawer, she found the trump
sketch that had been laying around for ages and focused
on the detailed image of the road just on the outskirts of Arden.

Petra still instantly upon arriving and studied the treeline.  She knew they
were there, the archers of the Golden Bough; Order of the Gleaming Arrow.
She also knew that there were at least a dozen arrows aimed at her already.
She also knew they knew who she was.  She held her hands out to the side
slowly and announced herself as she had been instructed to in this type of
situation.

"I am Petra Rossi," she called in a loud, clear voice. "Recognized daughter
of Benedict of Amber.  I am unarmed, as you can see.  I wish only to speak
to my uncle and pass a private message to Her Highness Islain from her
sister."

The leading ranger, a tall, thin man with a scar on his left upper lip which
seemed to give his face a slightly sinister snarl, nodded to Petra.

"Certainly, Lady.  One of my men shall take a message that you are here."

She beamed and dropped her hands back to her sides.  "Lovely."

He nodded, and one of the younger rangers raced away through the trees.

The leading ranger stretched out his arm in a welcoming gesture.  "Will you
join us for breakfast while we wait?"

She seemed to think about that for a moment then nodded.  "That sounds
delightful," she smiled and moved to join him.  She made a note of the
insignia on his shoulder.  "And if you have something with caffeine, you may
just very well be my favorite Arrow."


The snarl became a more definite smile.

"My pleasure, lady."

He led her through trees and low bushes until they came to a small but
comfortable camp set up among the trees.  Petra was provided with what the
ranger assured her was the most comfortable of the logs, and then a cup of
steaming black liquid was placed in her hands which smelled and tasted
reassuringly like fine quality coffee.

It was as she was finishing it that the younger ranger arrived back, riding
a bay horse and leading another, to tell her that Julian requested her to
join Islain and him straightaway.


Petra finished the last of her coffee and relinquished the mug with an easy
smile to the friendly group she had passed the time chatting with as if she
hadn't a care in the world under the ancient trees.  "Gentlemen, a thousand
thank yous.  There really isn't a much better way to start the day then with
excellent coffee in the company of handsome men.  We should do this again
sometime."

She joined the younger Ranger and took a moment to make friends with the
horse meant for her before collecting the reins and swinging up into the
saddle with the easy grace of one well used to horses and riding.

Petra gave her guide a glorious smile.  "Ready when you are, dolce mio.
Tell me: are there phoenixes in this part of the forest?" she asked as they
started to ride, launching into what sounded like small talk, but really
wasn't.  Petra was, by all appearances, as fascinated with the more elusive
residents of the forest as anyone else who wasn't a part of Arden.    "I
would love some of those tail feathers.  Glorious!  Do they drop them, like
peacocks?"

"No, my Lady!" gasped the ranger, sounding shocked.

"No?" she responded with all the disappointment of a child being told
Christmas had been cancelled.  "Oh, well...."

But as he spoke, Petra felt the slightest quiver of a trump contact,
delicate within her mind.

She frowned at the touch she didn't recognize.  She was tempted not to
accept it, but instead let her horse drop back behind the young Ranger who
led her.  She slipped a hand into her trump case and rested her fingers on
the top card.

Trusting the horse of the Rangers to follow another of its kind, Petra
turned her attention inward cautiously.

"Yes?"

Vikund's familiar features formed, and he smiled slightly as he
regarded her framed by forestry. He appeared to be in one of his
offices, but which one was unclear.

"Fancied some fresh air? Can't say as I blame you."

Petra met his image with the vaguest hint of  an arched eyebrow.  "Fancy not
knowing it was you," she remarked at a low purr.

"And I am exercising my position of neutrality.  If it were fresh air I
wanted, I would be in the mountains....as you well know, mein liebes.  What
is it I can do for you?"

"I was wondering when you could fit me into your busy schedule,"
Vikund replied. "There are several matters arising from this morning's
events, and I fear I am a few too many steps behind Damien in knowing
what's going on. I need to catch up, and quickly."

She pursed her lips thoughtfully.  "My business here should not take
terribly long.  For you, I will wrap it up as swiftly as possible.  Unless
these are things I can answer now.  What is it you are needing to know that
Dawn was unable to tell you?"

 "It can wait," Vikund answered. "Suffice it to say it concerns items
 found in Johann's possession, and the implications thereof."

 Petra frowned a moment then an expression of understanding lit her eyes.
 "Ah.  Is this about my trump?"  She waved a hand to indicate she thought
it unimportant.  "It has a dragonfly on the back, si?  I gave him that ages
ago when he was still pretending to be reasonably sane.  He used it once.
When he fled Amber to let me know he was leaving."

 "Whatever else he had, I cannot imagine.  It won't be anything I gave to
 him."

Vikund's expression suggested he regarded the matter as one that could
not be dismissed so lightly.

"Well, we shall discuss it later, in more civilised surroundings.
Enjoy your trip."

With that, he moved to close the contact.

Petra's expression darkened, but she did nothing to stop him, merely turned
her attentions away and nudged her horse to catch up with her guide.

"Sospettoso figlio di puttana," she muttered darkly, "Detesto le mattine."
She was briefly on the edge of a full blown rant.  But it passed quickly and
she was once again pleasant as she caught up to the young Ranger.

He led them through the wood to the Warden of Arden's main camp, dismounting
in a vast wooden stable that held the great Morgenstern himself.

Petra slowly came to a stop near Morgenstern's stall and just looked up at
his towering form admiringly.  He was everything she had ever heard, and
more.  Standing near the beast made her feel like she was about nine years
old and wholly insignificant.  But he was still a magnificent creature.
Petra felt like she should bow, and while she did restrain that impulse, she
did incline her head in his direction.  One did not just simply face that
type of fearsome majesty and move on without acknowledging it.

She finally remembered her escort and turned her attention back to the
Ranger and made to follow him to her uncle's location.

She arrived to see him seemingly in conversation with Islain.

Petra stayed to the side, waiting for for them to finish.  She carried
herself with easy confidence, but she certainly wasn't rude enough to insert
herself into their conversation.  Her curiosity was no more then idle as she
cast a glance around the area.  Petra seemed more interested in the ancient
and towering trees then the campsite, or the men who occupied it.

Once their attention turned to her, Petra smiled.  "Buon giorno."

"I wouldn't normally intrude on your territory, but I felt you should be
made aware of the morning's events, as they will surely affect us all.
Assuming you do not already know, of course."


"We have heard some rumours of strange events in Amber," said Julian, his
tone carefully neutral.  "Perhaps you can tell us more?"

She nodded and took a breath.  "It's a bit of a tale, so I'll just get it
all over with in one go.."

"Johann Payne apparently grew tired of waiting for you all to make a move,
and attempted to assassinate the Prime Minister.  As soon as all the Royals
and Mandor's party disembarked the Queen this morning, one of the dockside
establishment went up in flames.  At that point, Payne made his move from
atop Mandor's carriage."

"Somehow, Payne has discovered the secret of making firearms work in Amber.
He opened fire on Mandor in the middle of the street.  Several people
inserted themselves between Mandor and Johann's position, including
Ambassador Ingrey and one of my people, while others rushed to cover Merlin.
Curiously, at least to my mind, not one bullet found its mark.  The only one
even slightly injured in that hail of gunfire was one of my security people.
Mandor never even flinched.  One could almost speculate that he was
....expecting it."

"Johann ceased fire and left his perch for the ground.  At that point, his
... companion, Damien emerged from his hiding place in Mandor's carriage.
But instead of the assistance Johann was apparently expecting."  Petra
sneered faintly. "Damien stabbed him in the back while declaring Johann had
made a mistake in making his ambitions more important then Damien's heart.
The blade had an oily appearance, according to the security people who were
nearby, and my security chief believes it was likely a neurotoxin of some
sort based on Payne's collapse and unconsciousness, though he isn't willing
to swear to it without more information.  Damien kicked the dagger to the
Ambassador, and that was the last I saw of it."

Her eyes shifted briefly to Islain before continuing.  "To stop the
spreading fire, Larissa called upon the Pattern.  Unfortunately, this had an
unforeseen effect on Merlin, who was by that time standing beside her.  He
spun around and collapsed in the street.  Morgan and Goran, well, carried
him into Merlin's carriage and departed.  The story going around is that he
had too much to drink and that touch of Pattern was too much for his
inebriated system."  Petra's voice held the tone of her own doubt at that
version of events as she continued.  "For the record, Merlin's tab and the
women he kept company with last night do not support the declaration of too
much alcohol."

"Vikund and Damien attended to Payne, and by that I mean searched him and
trussed him up like a Yule goose.  They took our ship's doctor with them,
loading Payne into my carriage and left for the castle.  Mandor left with
the Ambassador.  I have been asked to make myself available for further
questioning," she added with a wry smile.  "And Larissa believes Johann's
'show trial' will take place as soon as possible.  Likely within hours."

Julian listened attentatively, asking no questions.  At the end he turned
slightly towards Islain.

"And you are invited to Amber.  That is very ... convenient, don't you
think?"

"Very," Islain said, her brow slightly creased in thought, assimilating what
Petra had said.  "In more ways than one."

Petra raised an eyebrow in surprise.  She clearly wanted to say something,
but held her tongue.

He looked back at Petra.

"How easy would it be to rescue Johann Payne?"


Petra snorted in disbelief.  "You are not serious.  He will likely be more
guarded then Corwin -or any other previous prisoner-ever was.  If he isn't,
then it is more of a set up then initially suspected.  We all know Mandor
can be a vicious man, and with Merlin down, it will be Mandor that makes the
decisions, and let's not forget that he apparently has that snake in the
grass Damien on his payroll, because if that was a crime of passion, I will
sign the Queen over to you.   Mandor will be expecting you all try
something, zito, and they will be prepared for it.  I understand Pattern
wielders are a finite resource, but is Payne worth risking more of you to
retrive?"

"I know that sounds heartless, but I am a businesswoman and an unrepentant
capitalist.  The potential damage to the bottom line in this scenario does
not balance out the slim chance for profit."

"At least you are not afraid to speak your mind to us," Islain chuckled.
Her mirth disappeared quickly however and she found herself testing the tip
of her front teeth with her tongue as she considered.  "Payne will be worth
a good deal to us as a martyr, yes... but we cannot abandon him simply
because he is a reckless fool.  Mandor will be expecting... something... 
but what I could not begin to guess.  If he's as smart as he's seemed, he won't
trust Damien further than the length of his arm.  And me even less.  But I
could ask Merlin for Johann - if Larissa hasn't ruined the boy completely."

"Merlin was unconscious when last I saw him," Petra reminded her.  "And my
security guard that Morgan took with  him had not returned when I left the
ship.  He may not wake up in time to give you anything, because I do not 
see Mandor waiting for Merlin to recover to deal with this.  You might also
consider looking for a different martyr.  Johann managed to destroy the
livelihoods of several families with his fire, and there may have been
injuries or even losses of life.  I'm not sure just how much of a martyr to
the people he would make."

"The brat," Islain shook her head slowly.  "If I bother to rescue him at 
all, I'll put him over my knee for this... fiasco."

Petra's gaze went from one to the other.  "I don't wish to seem rude, but I
have a hundred things to do today, all of them annoying.  I do not have a
lot of time.  But I do need to speak with each of you individually before I
go.  I have no doubt that you will share information after I leave, but I
gave my word to deliver messages in private and it is important to me that I be able to truthfully say that I have."

Islain nodded and looked to Julian.  "I'll let you two speak first, then, my 
lord."

Once Islain had withdrawn, Julian looked expectantly at Petra.

"Well?" he said.

"It's not really a message, just information you should have.  Mandor graced
us with his presence last night, obviously," Petra said lowly.  "For the
first time and with no advanced warning.  He requested a private dinner with
me that consisted of a lot of dancing about the subject.  Like why I had
never seduced his brothers..  Alarmingly enough, he "allowed" me to know the
sensual experience of being a cat ... twice, and expressed an interest in
knowing me better.  Personally.  And further my education in how different
forms offered a more thorough sensual experience."

"He scares the hell out of me, zito, but I haven't the slightest idea how to
tell him 'no thanks'.   Or even if it is safe to do so.  I will be honest
with you: were circumstance different, I cannot say I wouldn't be
interested.  He is a fascinating man.  But they are as they are.  Hopefully,
current events will keep his attention elsewhere for a time while I just
stay low and tend to my business, but I suspect he will be watching ll of us
in Amber more closely now.."

"But Vikund was kind enough to call and warn me that some things were found
on Payne's person that involved me, and are suspicious.  I know one of them
is my Trump, which I had quite forgotten he had.  I cannot imagine what else
there might be.  That is what I have to see to as soon as I am done here.  I
know Vikund will help me if he can, but I suspect these things turned up in
the search on Payne, and Damien was there.  He cannot afford to just pretend
they don't exist, and I won't let him risk himself for this."

Julian was silent for a moment.  

Then he said quietly, "How far do you trust Vikund?"

Petra pursed her lips and was silent for a moment, unsure just how much to tell him.  "It is a complicated thing, zito, Vikund and I.  We have our secrets between us still, but when he says he would die for me, I believe him."

She looked intently to her uncle.  "About Vikund ... it is important to me that he survive the conflicts we know are coming.  I know he seems to work for Mandor, but I don't believe for a moment that's where his loyalties truly lie."

"Is it not possible that his main loyalty is to Vikund?" asked Julian,
dryly.

Petra gave an unaffected shrug.  "That would make him different how? I am
both my father's daughter, and a product of Cornaro, Julian, and between the
two, I am expert on payback.    If I'm wrong, then he is still mine, because
I'll have thirty years of it to take out of his well dressed hide."

"I wish you joy," said Julian, ironically.  Then, uncharacteristically he
hesitated.  "Islain ... do you bring a message to draw her to Amber?"


She frowned.  Then again, she was asked to deliver the *message* to only
Islain.  He didn't say anything about not telling anyone *anything*....

"Yes," she said plainly.  "I am certain she will tell it to you after I have
gone."

When Petra emerged from her conversation with Julian, she found that Islain 
was not outside the tent.  A Ranger stopped her almost immediately however 
and told her that the Princess was waiting by the waterfalls a little 
outside of the camp to the north and that he would be happy to escort her 
there.

Arden's silent magic flowed through every leaf, in every blade of grass 
here.  The enormous boles seemed almost golden in the lazy light which 
dripped like honey through the canopy, and the leaves, in all their myriads 
of green, might have been edged in silver.

It would not have been difficult to find the place even without a guide, for 
the cool sparkling sound of the waterfall carried through the forest, as did 
the scent and subtle change in the air that came with proximity to water.

The scene was breath-taking and somehow ancient, as if Islain had considered 
how archetypal she had cause to be and decided on not doing anything 
halfway.  Silvery water from two separate streams, one much more powerful 
than the other, crashed, trickled, danced and cascaded down the dark rocks. 
foamed at the bottom and spread out into deep, calm pools that were green 
with vegetation.

Flowers drifted lazily in the pool furthest from the waterfall, and it was 
by this pool that Islain sat, letting one foot and one set of fingertips 
drift in the water.  As she looked up, Petra noticed that a particularly 
large shaft of sunlight fell upon Islain and Islain alone.  To the side, out 
of the light, a blanket was spread and by it was a wooden bucket with a 
bottle of wine sticking from the top.

She smiled.  "Oh, that did not take as long as I'd expected.  Please, join 
me."

Petra blinked to refocus her eyes to the narrower vision of Islain, instead
of Islain in the lush setting she had placed herself in.  She smiled easily
as she moved to join Islain.  "Conversations with Julian rarely do, I'm
given to understand."

"No, that is your father," Islain said pleasantly.  "Julian is actually very 
fond of the sound of his own voice, so it is a good thing that I am very 
fond of it as well."

"I am regretting not bringing my sketchpad with me," said Petra as she gazed
at the falls.  "It has been a while since I wanted to commit something to
canvas as much as I want to with this scene."


"I'm flattered," said Islain.


Petra dragged her attention back to Islain.  "It is unfortunate that we
could not be meeting under more pleasant circumstances.  I have wanted to
come out here often, but," she shrugged.  "Circumstances have not allowed me
an excuse until now."  She smiled again slowly.  "Perhaps I should thank
Mandor.”

"I am absolutely certain," the other woman drawled, popping the cork from 
the wine bottle and removing two beaten silver goblets which she filled 
perhaps halfway with a glittering and bubbling champagne, "that I should 
thank him for sending me female company at last.  I like men, but just 
occasionally one imagines one can feel the superabundance of 
testosterone."


Petra laughed.  "I can see how that could be quite maddening after a time."


Islain extended her left hand, offering a glass.  "And I have long wanted to 
meet you, in particular.  Are you expected back in the City tonight?"

"Graci," Petra responded as she took the offered goblet.  

"Alas, I really do have many annoying things to do, and little time to do them.  Our rash cousin has thrown many a schedule out of whack today.  I should actually get back within the hour."

Islain sighed.  "Only a short visit, then.  Such is life."
 

Petra used the moment she sipped her beverage to study this cousin.  "I think," Petra said as she looked around the glade again.  "That I would not last long out here, beautiful though it is.  I am too fond of manicures, bubble baths, dressing in clothes that are definitely not suitable for the woods, and I would daily mourn the loss of far too many pairs of shoes."

 

"A bit shallow of me, to be sure," Petra added with a wry smile.  "But it is best to know things like that about oneself."

"It has its... consolations," Islain said with a faraway look in her pale 
eyes.  Then she laughed.  "I have all those same weaknesses myself- except 
for shoes.  Mine has always been jewelry.  But I find that I would rather 
rule in hell than serve in heaven.  Or perhaps more accurately would rather 
be free in hell than serve my father's murderers in heaven.

"Which is not to say that I do not wish to hear your message.  You will 
find, dear cousin, that I am fascinated.  Pray tell me word for word what 
you were to say to me, and who asked you to say it."

"I think you will know who it is from when you hear it," Petra said
cryptically.  "Word for word, this is the message as was given to me:"

"An offer was made to you, as Amber fell.  The time has come for certain
arrangements to be made.  I am not unmindful of what was said then, but your
present position makes it unlikely that we would be able to fulfill the
offer.  It is in your hands to amend this by returning to Amber."

Islain sipped her champagne as her eyes ran lightly over Petra's face, 
memorizing the set of the features, judging changes, considering.  "That's 
a... lot more like what I thought he would say," she murmured, so softly it 
was almost inaudible.  Louder she added, "Although I suppose it could be 
Jurt the last sentence puts me in doubt.  And it isn't quite the offer it 
seems to be either.  He isn't just saying I can have what I want if I go 
back, he's saying I might possibly be allowed to have it if I rectify my 
present position.  Did he give you any further instructions as far as this 
message, or explain to you its meaning?"

"No," said Petra, shaking her head.  Her expression had not changed at all
through any of this.  It remained pleasant and even.  If she had heard
Islain's quiet musings, she chose not to comment on them.  "Only that it was
important that it be delivered and in private.  A bit naive of him, I feel,
considering you will surely just turn around and share it with Julian
anyway.  He asked me to play messenger due to the Ramblin Queen's well known stance as neutral ground in Amber, something that we maintain with force if necessary."

"He did ask me to let him know when the message was delivered, so he would
know to not send anyone else."

She took another sip of the champagne and considered the woman before her.
"That neutral ground is available to you as well, should you wish it.
Perhaps a place to prepare yourself in all the proper trappings of your
station before approaching the Prime Minister.  If you do go, it should be
in all the radiant splendor of the Heir to Amber and Rebma that you are."

Islain cocked her head to the side slightly and the full force of her 
dazzling smile hit Petra.  Usually, her features favored her mother 
slightly, but for a moment when she really smiled, she looked a lot like 
Eric.  "I would be very grateful to you, if I decide to go.  This new offer 
- and certain other events of the day - offer a few concerns however.  
Forgive me if I seem to be interrogating you now, but I find my position a 
precarious one.  Can you tell me if your message to Prince Julian was from 
Mandor as well?"

Petra smiled, the easy and relaxed smile of a woman who is secure enough in
herself to not be blown over by Islain's legendary charms.  She waved away
any concerns over Islain's questions.

"No, it was not."  She paused a moment, tapping a burgundy tinted fingernail
against the cup of her goblet.  "It was .... personal.  I requested a favor.
A consideration for someone important to me in Amber should things get
ugly."

"Oh."  Islain set down her goblet and searched Petra's face again, this time 
with a hint of regret in her eyes.  "Clever and resourceful as you are, you 
can still feel.  Good.  I hope, given the chance, you do not ever sacrifice 
that."  A lightning change, showing hard as nails under the silk for an 
instant, a quick rat-a-tat of questions:  "Did Mandor tell you what he's 
offering me?  Is Merlin seriously damaged?  Do you have a Trump of Johann 
Payne?"

Petra just grinned in the onslaught and something like glee flared in her
eyes.  This was the Islain she had heard so much about.  "No, and I didn't
ask Mandor what he was offering.  I felt it would increase my chances of
making it away from the dinner table if I didn't know, and being seen as
neutral, I didn't need to know.  I have no idea how Merlin is.  But Morgan
is very devoted, so I know he is in good hands and Morgan will do what he
has to in order to make it right.  I do possess a trump of Johann Payne,
something I am certain Damien is aware of.  For obvious reasons I do not
carry it around.  It is not even in Amber, come to think of it."


And Islain's eyes widened in response, perhaps in recognition.  The girl was 
very good, and likeable to boot.  "Captain Morgan?" she said with a smile.  
"Ideal.  I suppose it won't do to ask for a Trump of the boy then.  No 
matter.  Does the Prime Minister often send you on missions as a neutral 
party?  Never mind, I think I know the answer to that.  Instead, let us ask: 
do you like him?"

"Mandor?" Petra laughed sharply.  "One does not simply like men such as Mandor. Admire or loathe, worship or condemn.  He is a man that invokes extremes in everyone he meets.  Even in myself, he invokes that dichotomy.  As a man, he intrigues me.  But I cannot forget what he is under that suave exterior.
His powers both fascinate and frighten me.  I just met the man last night,
and I will tell you something; when he is turning on the charm, and he
certainly can, it is in your best interest to have something inside of you
that you can anchor yourself to, or you will be overwhelmed and swept away."

"Anger was the extreme he evoked in me," Islain admitted consideringly, "but 
it was... extreme.  I trust your anchor was sufficient last night, dear 
Petra?"

Petra's smile returned, only with a softer edge.  "It was," she replied
simply.  "Even in the face of Mandor's charm, and I have faith it will hold
even in the face of his wrath should it ever come."

"Very good," said the Princess approvingly.

She finished off her drink and studied the workmanship of the goblet with
interest a moment before looking back at her hostess.

"What will you do now, Islain?  He didn't request that I give him your
answer, only that I deliver the message.  But I myself am curious if you
plan on returning."

"I am not certain myself what I will do," said Islain, meeting her 
companion's eyes levelly with her own.  Her expression was, for once, devoid 
of anything at all - no sugary icing, no steel or attempts at intimidation.  
"I have to much to gain if I go, but much also to lose, and I am afraid that 
all this is a trap - and not even a particularly good one.  That - *if*- 
Mandor thinks he can entangle me in such a net, and that I consider swimming 
blindly into it - well, shall we have a quote and say my lust has perhaps 
grown rusty?  If I had... friends in the city... people whose arms I might 
hide behind... I might dare it."

"I cannot fault your suspicions," Petra replied carefully.  "But I would
think that a trap set by Mandor would be more subtle and not so easily
sussed out.  I offer you what protection I can on my ship.  Should you
decide to go then find you need to flee, I do have routes open to me that I
have had set up for some time should I need to move my people quickly to
distant safety into places they would not be automatically expected to go."
She smiled wryly.   "Vincenzo came with me to Amber expecting trouble at any
moment.  No doubt we shall start having evacuation drills again."

"I know he is more subtle when need be, but you see he does not need
 it.  Not where my emotion remains so raw."  Islain drained her own
 champagne glass and then suddenly flipped backwards into the water.
 There was a small splash, not at all what one would expect from a grown
 woman entering water.  As she surfaced, she smiled at Petra and pushed
 her soaking hair from her face.  "I gratefully accept your offer in the
 spirit it was offered.  Assuming Julian allows me to go.  It seems I
 have not outgrown my youthful exuberance... nor my... curiosity."

"Does one every really outgrow their curiosity?" Petra smiled.  "I 
hope not.  It would make life dull."

Islain laughed, rolling over onto her back.  "But much, much safer."

Petra laughed.  "Probably," she conceded.  She took another look 
around the glade.

"I should go," she said regretfully.  "Annoying things await me.  It  
was a pleasure to finally meet you, Islain.  I look forward to hearing 
from you soon."

"Wait."  Islain swam easily to the edge of the pool and rested her delicate 
arms on the green grass.  "If I do decide to accept Mandor's offer, I have 
no easy means of attaining Amber City.  Would you not stay a few minutes, so 
that I may speak to Julian, and then, perhaps, take me back with you if all 
goes as I expect?"

She pulled herself out of the lake, seemingly unaware of the fact that the 
gown she had been wearing was white.

Well used to naked, half naked and nude states in the people around 
her, Petra appeared wholly unaffected by the picture Islain made as 
she pulled herself out of the water in a gown that was as revealing as  
it was clinging.  Then again, Petra generally only leered at someone 
when she was teasing.

"We can do it that way," Petra nodded.  "Although I had intended to 
leave you with a way to contact me if you preferred to not have me 
loitering about while you two had your discussion."

"That would be satisfactory, as well, if you'd prefer.  And that way you 
could perhaps handle some of your tedious business before I call," Islain 
agreed easily.  "Shall I bring more champagne or do you have a more 
preferred vintage?"

Petra smiled slyly, her eyes sparkling with mischief.  "Actually, I  
have been trying to convince Julian for years that he really wants to  
sell me a case or two of Arden's wines, but he keeps turning me down.   
Something about continuing to keep any part of Arden out of the hands  
of the invaders."

"Perhaps if you could convince him you need it... I can swear I will  
keep it to my private callers, and not for general consumption."

"I'll do what I can," Islain agreed.  "For hospitality's sake I can at least 
smuggle you a few bottles, but I shall try for a case or two.  Perhaps if I 
promise it shall only be consumed for revolutionary purposes..."

"I'll order special glasses," Petra laughed.  She pulled the slender
enameled trump case from her back pocket and pulled from it a sketch on card
stock and handed it to Islain.

"Single use.  I can provide you with a more permanent version later should
you require."

"Clever," Islain said as she regarded the sketch.  "I did not know such a 
thing was possible.  It sounds very useful.  And I thank you."

Her nod was almost a bow.  Almost, but not quite.

Petra mirrored the gesture and plucked another card from her case.

"I will await your call, cousin," she smiled and then focused on the image
of her office that swiftly resolves into the gate before her.  Petra gave 
the glade a last look before vanishing from Arden


