Anniversary Waltz

To the next hundred years

The missive was delivered by Alex, though he didn't do any more then smile
 and hand over a long stem purple rose and a heavy cream colored envelope.
 It bore Petra's seal: a dragonfly over a rose, and inside was a simple
 note tied with a thin purple ribbon to the trump card done in her hand.


 Vikund,

 7:00 this evening,  Amber time.
 Semi-formal.

 I'll be wating,
 Petra

 Even after all the exposure to his more formal way of doing things, Petra
 had never gotten into the habit of flowery writing.  She didn't feel the
 need, especially when she was sending the rose, which meant she remembered
 what the significance of the day was.

 The card depicted the top of a hillside lit by dozens of candles that
 surrounded a formally set table for two under the stars.

Vikund thanked Alex before he bade him farewell, and considered his
current attire. The wrong tone, he decided, and made several
adjustments, including the addition of his silver cufflinks, before
seating himself in front of his veneered desk and studying the things
he had been sent.

Vikund smiled as he gazed upon the scene, and ran the rose beneath his
nostrils to capture the scent. He flipped the watch from his waistcoat
pocket and briefly studied the position of the hands. Not quite yet.

He checked his neck-tie in the mirror, smoothed down a rebellious lock
of hair. Enough, he thought, and returned to studying the card, this
time intensely. Suddenly, he was reaching...

The gateway opened, a frame of rainbow fire that allowed him entry to the 
hillside, which he recognized almost instantly as one of the highest hills 
outside Roma.  A path of candles led to the top, where he could see 
Petra's shadowy form waiting for him in front of the table.

She smiled as he neared and the warm, light breeze ruffled her hair and 
her white lace tea length skirt.  The white lace and loose ruffles was a 
terribly romantic look, and not one she attempted often, but she sometimes 
would, if only to surprise him.

Vikund could hardly fail to smile. He bowed to the waiting lady, as it
seemed appropriate right then, and made his approach up the hillside.
"You look amazing," he said, taking a deep breath of the mountain air
as he always did on first arriving in Cornaro. He then stepped forward
to kiss her on the cheek.

"So do you," she replied and ran a hand lightly over his lapel.  "But you 
usually do."

She smiled and there was a faint trace of nervousness about it.  "Cornaro 
has conspired with me to arrange a surprise.  There's a meteor shower 
later."


"Oh? Should I have brought an umbrella?" Vikund grinned, stepping up
to her and slipping his hand around her waist. He kissed her lightly
on the cheek and pressed himself against her to feel her warmth.

"No," she murmured.  She smiled and snaked her hands around his neck,
molding herself against his length.  "But a proper kiss might be a good
idea."

"That I can do," Vikund smiled, and embraced her fully, pressing his
warm lips to hers.

Her desires had never abated, her hunger always flared to life when he was 
with her.  She was more then mildly surprised that it was still this way 
after two decades, but even with that thought, she was rising on her toes 
slightly to meet the kiss fully. 

Finally she pulled away, flushed and breathless and smiling.  

His dark eyes gazed into hers, and he just held her there, as if
admiring a work of art.


"It has been said women are like wine, and improve with the passing of
years. I never thought it possible, but you have improved upon
perfection," he declared.

"One day, you are actually going to make me blush," she laughed.  Then she 
smiled warmly.  "Grazi, mi tesoro."

She looked down then, and he could tell she was biting her lower lip, a 
sure sign of something on her mind.  

"There is something I need to tell you.  Before I loose my nerve."

 

Vikund's smile withered, and he took a fractional backward step. It
looked as though he were bracing himself for a blow.


"What is it?" He asked, seeking her eyes.


She took his hand and gave it what she hoped was a reassuring squeeze when 
she heard the tone of his voice.  "It's not that.  At least, I don't think 
so."

"Let's sit down," she said and led him a little ways from the table where 
a blanket was spread and covered in pillows in preparation for the coming 
sky show.  

Petra sat so she was facing him and had yet to let go of his 
hand.  "Just ... let me talk," she requested.  "I have never told these 
things to anyone, and there are only two others who know the whole story.  
So this is more difficult then it maybe should be."

"Do you remember the first time I brought you here?  To Cornaro?"  she 
smiled a little.  "It didn't turn out at all like I expected.  Later, when 
I spoke with Maria, she told me some of what she said to you.  That it 
would be a long and difficult process to gain my trust.  That gaining my 
friendship was more difficult then being my lover..."  she sighed softly 
and looked into his eyes.  

"We've been lovers for thirty years.  I think it's about time I admitted 
that there are people in the world I can count on."

Petra looked out at the lights of Roma and gestured towards it.  "My place 
in all this has been a lie since before I met you."

Vikund sat in silence, the tension only made marginally less by her
reassurances.


"Go on," he said.


She took a deep breath and turned back to face him and began her tale….  

"You don't need to tell me all this," Vikund said gently after letting her talk for a time, reaching for her hand. "The past is past."

Petra turned back and looked completely flummoxed at this turn of events.

"I don't understand.  You don't care that I've been lying to you for all
this time?"


"It doesn't change who you are, or how I feel," Vikund answered. "If
you lied, it was to protect yourself and your family. That seems to me
something admirable, not a sin."

Her mouth opened to say something, but then she promptly snapped it closed.
Her brow furrowed as she looked back at Roma's lights.  The breeze carried
to them the distant sounds of a live symphony, no doubt from the outdoor
stage near the center of the entertainment district.

"I thought you'd be angry," she said finally.  "And never want to see me
again."

"You silly!" Vikund said and gave her a playful hug. "Antonia is the
one who gets angry. How could I possibly get angry with you?"
He nuzzled her neck and found a ticklish spot amongst the folds of her
dress.

Petra was forced to giggle, something which vaguely horrified her.  She
squirmed in his embrace and fell back on the blanket while trying to escape.
If chasing away her tension was his goal, he had succeeded admirably.  That
was obvious in the brilliant smile she gave him.


Vikund pounced on her and laughed, snatching a kiss while putting an
arm around her waist.

"Petra Rossi, angst does not become you," he said. "Be who you are,
and all will be well."

"You are a strange man, Vikund Anansi," Petra said solemnly.  "But I quite
like you anyway."  She rose up enough to kiss him.  "Very much.  Enough
that there hasn't been anyone but you for a long time."

"I don't understand what's so strange," Vikund replied. "Men and women
have been attracted to each other for ages."

She huffed and rolled her eyes.

"And what's this about a new-found faith in monogamy?" He said. "I'm
sure your Sister of the Unicorn would be proud, but what are you
really telling me? Dare we speak of love after all this time?"

Petra wrinkled her nose at him.   Then she sighed and ran a hand over his
shoulder to curl at the base of his neck.  "Vikund, I'm not sure I would
know the first thing about that, even if it stood up and bit me on the nose.
I'm not sure I've ever even seen it.  I've never had any faith in it, or any
real belief in it.  Not the type you speak of."

"But I know this:  I miss you when you're not around, you make me smile like
no one else can, I was willing to bare my soul despite having sworn to never
breath a word of it, and I can't seem to keep my hands off of you when we're
together.  I know lust, it's my job, and that isn't all this is."


"Well, I can't say I'm an expert on the subject - I don't know any man
that is - but I know how you make me feel," Vikund says. "When you're
near, I walk on air. I had been told so often I had a black heart, I
began to believe it. Then came you, and I know that I don't have to be
the villain that others paint me to be. With you, the world seems a
better place."

He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it lightly.

"We had heard that about you," she admitted.  She turned the hand he held so
she could caress his cheek with it.  "It's why you were such a surprise once
we arrived here that first trip.  I didn't expect you to be so .. playful.
You let me see something no one else does.  In a way it's like having you
all to myself."


"As it should be," Vikund smiled. "I don't want everyone to start
believing I have a soft center."

"Can we play some more?" He purred.

"If you want dessert before dinner," she smiled.  Her hand moved to the back
of his head and pulled him down into a kiss that was clearly meant to curl
his toes.

It might not have curled his toes, but it certainly sent the blood
racing to certain extremities. Reluctantly, he extricated himself
after a suitable pause for futile and lackluster resistance.


"The appetizer is most appealing, but I think a little of the main
course is required," he breathed.

"You are such a tease," she grumbled good-naturedly.  "And since neither of
us has mastered the art of summoning things, we have to move to the table."


"How inconvenient," Vikund said, and pulled himself upright. He
offered Petra his hand. "Gives one a sense of perspective, though, I
find."

Petra accepted the assistance gracefully and kept his hand in hers for the
walk to the table.  "One day I'm going to learn to summon things just so I
can keep you in bed longer."



"There's a thought," Vikund said. "Though we don't actually need a
bed," he smirked. He pulled back her seat before moving to take his
own position, making a survey of the table as he did so.

"True enough," she chuckled.  "But it's the thought that counts."

Petra had side stepped the more rich and elegant fare of Roma and instead
the menu reflected the more rustic menus of the Tuscan countryside.  Roast
venison in red wine, grilled and stuffed mushrooms and wild rice and
assorted other native fare.

Petra poured the wine.  As the night deepened and the city's activities
moved in doors, the music from the amphitheater was clearer, a fact that
Petra was clearly pleased about..

Vikund smiled, drinking in the atmosphere and tableau as well as the
feast before him.

"Not wanting to spoil the mood," he began, "but since it's a night for
confessions, I have one of my own."

She looked at him curiously as she handed him  his wine.  "Whatever you wish
to say, I will listen."

Vikund took a drink.

"Nothing quite as interesting as your tale, I'm afraid, just something
you should be aware of. I've taken Mandor's apprentice under my wing,
a young lady called Tear. I don't know what you know of her, but it
seems she has extrordinary magical talent. In the wrong hands, that
talent could wreak havoc in Amber, and I mean to ensure that she is
protected from certain influences. Such protection requires a
proximity that may set tongues wagging."

Petra's eyebrow arched but that was her only outward response.

"I'm sure you're aware how something perfectly innocent can be
twisted, so I thought I best let you know," he said, with a slight
smile.

"So, she not only enjoys Mandor's protection, but yours as well," responded
Petra lightly.  She took up her own glass and sat back in her chair.  "And
gifted with extraordinary magics."  She smiled wry.  "She's probably
beautiful as well, isn't she?"

"She is Mandor's student, but he does not issue any special
protection," Vikund replied smoothly. "He delegates such matters.
After all, he has his own offspring to worry about."

"As to her looks, she would not consider herself beautiful, but I'm
sure there are others who would," he continued. "I'm just doing my
job," he smiled.

There was a slight furrow to her brow as she held her silence, holding some
internal debate with herself.  For someone that had never had competition on
this playing field, the idea that she might now from some powerful little
chit did not sit well with her.

"Of course," she said smoothly just a hair before her silence had stretched
too long.  "Besides, my choice to forsake other options has been just that,
it isn't like we have ever discussed it or sworn to it between us.  It's not
even widely known we're involved.  If you think sleeping with her will
protect your young charge, I can hardly stop you."

There was a moment's pause before she continued lightly.  "There.  You're
absolved.  You can be assured that any rumors that reach me will not result
in you finding out just how dangerous my right hook can be."

"That's good to know," Vikund replied, his smile returning to its
former intensity. "I wasn't planning on looking for hospital treatment
any time soon. I'm sure Dawn gets enough practice without having to
re-wire my jaw."

Petra snorted as she took up her silverware.  "I think Dawn may have a more
dangerous right hook then I do.  She's been taking lessons."

He ate then, his eyes rarely leaving his hostess, as if she might
suddenly fly away like a startled butterfly.

"What a rare and exquisite creature you are, Petra Rossi," he said.

She carefully set down her wineglass and gave him a wary look, though there
was humor behind it.  "And why is that?"

"You are a masterpiece at every moment," Vikund replied, "the way the
fading sunlight dances in your hair, that look, those eyes, that
mouth. Always your words lift my spirits when all others seem to lead
to frustration and dismay. What have I done to deserve you?"

He raised his glass in silent toast and smiled.

"Careful, Vikund," said Petra mildly and reached for her wine once again.
"That was almost poetry."

This proclamation did nothing to stop the smoldering look she gave him over
the top of her wine glass though, or the smile that was in danger of
escaping the confines of the corner of her mouth.

"Well, a little danger adds to the frisson, don't you think?" Vikund
 smirked. "So tell me, have you any other revelations tonight, or can I
relax a little?"


Petra took on a thoughtful expression and titled her head to look at the 
stars, as if pondering his fate within their positions.

"I don't know, cara mio," she mused.  "Afterall, I must confess that your 
own information laid on the table will certainly keep me from relaxing.  
As for yourself, as you said you did not need to hear anymore, then I 
don't foresee dropping anything else on you tonight." 

"Splendid," Vikund announced. "Then I propose a toast - to the next 30 
years."

She let the smile go and leaned closer to him.  "Per centi'anni," she 
responded and clinked her glass against his.  "Può la passione mai fioca." 

 

"I love it when you speak like that," Vikund said, taking a drink and
running the tip of his tongue around his lips, as if it had done
nothing to dampen his thirst.


"I'm not sure I'll be able to hold out for dessert."

 

Petra rose and moved behind his chair.  She leaned down to his ear.  "Sono 
dessert," she breathed, her hands running down his chest. "Prenderlo, il 
mio tesoro. Mostrarmi appena quanto lo mancate quando siete assenti da me."

Vikund ran his hands over hers and rose to his feet.

"My dear sweet thing," he said. "I shall take great delight in
reminding you just how much I've missed you."


He fluffed the folds of her skirt playfully. "It's just as well I like meringue," he chuckled.

Her body molded against his like a missing piece of the puzzle that was 
Vikund.  

"Are you calling me light and airy with no substance?" she growled 
playfully.   

"I'm talking about the dress, you daft ha'peth," Vikund chuckled,
sliding his hips back and fore against her to a silent rhythm. "Would
the locals be scandalized if we rolled together in the grass? I think
even Sophie would have trouble dressing you in something more clinging
than starlight."


He's evidently made his mind up to try out this theory, as his fingers
were already hunting for clasps and buttons that were keeping the
dress in place.


The ruffled lace blouse buttoned with small pearl buttons up the back, the 
skirt's waistband was elastic.  Petra's hands were already on his buttons, 
intent on deftly removing what stood between them.  

"I imagine," she murmured between nips at his shoulder.  "They would be 
surprised if we weren't rolling around in the grass.  We won't be the only 
ones taking advantage of the star fall."

"Aha, you are initiating me in some ancient rite," Vikund said,
unplucking his own buttons so their bare hot skin was pressed
together. "Will this bring a fine harvest, good fortune... or put
fireworks in the sky?"

She paused and looked up at him through dark lashes and smiled innocently.
"Yes


"Excellent," Vikund replied, and no further words were necessary.

He let his hands roam to reveal his delightful dessert, teasing the
flesh with strong fingers so it swelled warm and wonderful for him to
caress with soft kisses. Gently he laid her down in the grass, pulling
free the last of the clothing that separated them. Though the darkness
surrounded them, the dusk was as hot as day on that small patch of
ground, as the volcano of his passion erupted before the stars had the
opportunity to put on their display. To him at least they would be an
accompaniment only, dancing lights that meant nothing without the soft
moans and sensual press of skin of the woman in his arms.

There was, as always, a hungry edge underlying every touch she made, every 
sigh and moan he elicted from her, and there were many.  But there was 
also a need, a need that didn't go away as they lay wrap around one 
another in the afterward.  He felt it in her as he held her, for surely he 
could read her in some ways even better then anyone else, especially the 
unspoken words that could only be read by someone this close.  

But after a time, she regretfully seperated heself from him and kissed him 
softly before returning to the table to bring back the wine to slack their 
thirst and renew their energies.  

Vikund nodded his thanks, for the moment his breath had been stolen
away by her passion. After a drink, then two, he offered a smile and
patted the flattened patch of grass at his side. He twisted his
fingers in her and kissed her palm, gazing into her starlit face with
eyes of simmering coal.


"I feel that I have been born again in Eden," he murmured, "at the
dawn of all things. Just you, me, earth and sky."

For a moment, she just seemed to become lost in his eyes.  Then she smiled 
with a touch of wistfulness.  Her fingertips grazed his cheek with the 
lightness of butterfly kisses.  "Would that it was so," she
murmured

 

"Is the city bringing you down, my lady?" Vikund asked. "No matter,
for tonight there is just us."


He pulled her to him and nuzzled her neck.


"Have the heavenly fireworks begun, or is it just the stardust you
sprinkled in my eyes?" He asked whimsically.

"I should curse you for weakening me to poetic speech," she laughed 
softly.  "And the sky fall should start anytime now.  Shall we actually 
use the blanket and get comfortable?"

"I think so," Vikund replied. "Since Nature or her mistress has put on
a special show, it would be curlish to miss it."


He gathered up the blanket and wrapped it closely while coiling
himself around Petra.


She snuggled back against him, her hands always touching him, stroking him
as she told him the ancient tales of the place she still called home.  How
it was once believed the scattering of falling fires had been thought to be
sparks from Menerva, patron goddess of Roma, as she sharpened her spear.
Later, as science advanced and astronomy flourished, they accepted that they
were more, and deemed them star stuff.  It was considered still to be a sign
from the gods that protected Cornaro, and the mages and astronomers and
astrologers worked in concert to interpret these missives from on high.
Most meteors were random, as Vikund well knew, but the nights like that
night, that happen twice a year and always within the same window of time,
became something different to the people of Cornaro.

Spring and fall marked planting and harvest, as they do in many places, and
here was no different.  The ancestors believed the falling star stuff
blessed the land and the people, that anything undertaken on these nights
was guaranteed to be seen as favorable in the eyes of the land's patrons and
be blessed.  Children born during these nights were especially blessed.

The advent of the telescope and further advancements in science had ripped
the romance out of the reasons behind these nights, but traditions persist
despite science.    They were not the only lovers wrapped in blankets on the
hillsides around them.  Many a wedding or bonding was taking place in the
temples and gardens throughout the Shadow.  Somewhere, there were women in
labor while a friend stood by to monitor the light show so they would know
if the child was born at the right time.

As the rate of light trails across the sky increased, Petra turned in his
arms and  gently pushed him onto his back.  Her focused turned from the sky
to only him, in a way that was somehow more intense then it had been ever
before.  The passion, the hunger, they still burned as bright as ever just
under the surface, but she kept them controlled.  There was no part of him
that she didn't lavish patient and methodical attention to, and she didn't
let him rush it, if he seemed too close, she pulled back, turned her focus
to another part of him and started the process over.  Perhaps there was
something about that night, for as she finally rose over him to complete her
lavish ritual of attentions, her body wrapped in starlight and with the
velvety black sky awash with the falling fires behind her, it did indeed
seem as if the blessings of the heavens were falling for Petra and Vikund,
and them alone.

His eyes never left her, for the stars were too shamed by the
glimmering beauty in his arms to distract him. Magic as well as
Petra's lavish ritual kept him pinned there, as if the weight of the
sky was on his shoulders and he could only shudder, writhe and ache
against her in his ecstacy.

The night was starting to recede when he lifted his hand to her cheek
and gently caressed it.

"My love," he breathed, "any more and my heart will burst. A little
mercy, for this unworthy soul?"

She stilled utterly where she straddled him, her eyes reflecting the light
of star stuff as they sought his.  He felt rather then heard her breath
catch and even that stilled while the world swirled around her and the heavens
fell.

She covered his hand with her own and turned into it to kiss his palm.  Then
she leaned down and kissed him deeply and with an even deeper intensity as
she succumbed to his pleas.  The wave of fiery passion that crashed over
them threatened to leave the earth scorched in its wake.

Vikund clutched her to him with the desperation of a drowning man
clinging to a raft, lost in the excesses of their ardour. His shaking
hands caressed her thighs as the nocturnal display danced its last
above him, reflected in his unfocused eyes bleary with the intensity
of their coupling. His lips, no longer capable of words, sought her
wrist, the soft flesh inside her arms, the warmth of her own perfect
pout or the ripe breasts that hung teasingly before him. He seemed
intoxicated by her presence, always ready for more.

The first light of dawn turned into a bright new day, revealing fully
the results of their frenzied sleepless night. Panting, tousle-haired,
exhausted but a picture of utter joy, Vikund seemed content to lie
there and gaze at Petra for eternity.

For her part, Petra didn't even pretend to not be utterly drained by the
experience.  She kissed him gently once more before shifting her body beside
his and holding him close while she recovered her breath and regained
control of her racing heart.  All the while carding a hand through his hair,
or stroking his face, his arm, or shoulder.

Her emotions, in truth, were all over the place.  It took a supreme effort
of will to finally draw a deep breath, make sure he was still awake, and
venture hesitantly to ask: "Vikund?  Was it just the heat of the moment, or
did you mean what you said?"

"Don't you know? Haven't you known since the first moment you pulled
me from the couch on the Ramblin' Queen? Doesn't it show when I paint
for you?" Vikund asked quietly. "I've finally dared to say what I've
been thinking all these years."

She pulled back just enough to look at him fully.  Her eyes searched his
face and his own dark eyes in the light of the slowly brightening predawn
sky.

"I didn't dare try to put a name to what I saw," she admitted quietly.  "I
was afraid of what I thought I was seeing."

Vikund kissed her hand.

"You need never have feared. I could have, and indeed may have donned
a thousand guises, but you would still know. Admit what you see; there
are no smoke or mirrors here, no masks or poker faces. Just me," he
smiled.

She worried at her lower lip with the edge of her teeth.  Then she caught
his eyes again.

"Say it," she whispered, her gaze intense.  "Without dressing it up with
pretty words."

Seemingly relishing the words as he slowly spoke them, he whispered as
he rubbed her palm gently with his thumb.


"I - love - you..."

She stared at him silently for a quite a lengthy moment before 
whispering.  "I adore you, mi tesoro, and losing you just might break me.  
But ... I...you'll have to help me."

"That I can do," Vikund smiled, entwining his fingers with hers. 

She squeezed his hand and then looked down at their entwined 
fingers.  "So ... what now?  Don't think this is going to make any of your 
possible rumors I hear any easier.  I think it may make it harder."  She 
looked at him with a faint smile.  "You really are a thorn in my side, 
just as I said to Maria the first time."

 Vikund managed a small shrug.


"I cannot deny what I am," he said ."Yet this little thorn seems quite
attached to his Rose, don't you think?"

She smiled a little wistfully and brought their clasped hands up and 
kissed the back of his hand.  "Si." 

Vikund smiled and touched her cheek gently, and the spark of mischief
was back in his eyes of dark molasses.


"Now, would you mind helping me up?" Vikund asked weakly. "I think my
vertibrae has been ground to powder."

 

"Are you implying.." she asked while slowly drawing herself up 
haughtily.  "That I am fat?"


 Vikund tried desperately not to laugh, but couldn't prevent the broad smile.
"Far from it," he said. "All I'm saying is that I can't recall having
such a vigorous workout since, well, ever frankly."

Petra's eyes sparkled merrily even as a sneer Julian would have been proud 
of bloomed.  "Bureaucrat."

She rose to her feet and offered him a hand. "We'll have to see about 
adding more creative exercises to your routine."

Vikund pulled himself gingerly upright and stretched.


"Hmm. What a delicious thought," he said.

She laughed and kissed his hand before releasing it.  She than began the
process of sorting out their clothes, which were all over the hill.

Vikund filled himself a glass of vino and watched her collecting the
things with a wicked smile.

"I can feel another painting coming on," he said.

She chuckled.  "Me too, actually."  She stopped and glanced around their
hilltop.  "Maybe more then one."

Vikund laughed.


"You never did tell me how you got on with those brushes made from the
hair of the virgins of Vesta. Were they worth the investment?"

"They were," she smiled.  "They've been very easy to work with.  I was
pleasantly surprised."

"So what's your latest project? Or perhaps Cornaro will inspire you to
start a new one. I always remember how you drifted off into your own
little world when you began painting with those brushes. Such
intensity. Such *passion*," Vikund said, gazing at her admiringly.

She sauntered over to him and deposited their clothes on her empty chair.

"You were my inspiration that," she confessed, draping an arm over his
shoulder and stealing his wine.  "Not the brushes."

"Aha," Vikund said, plucking out his shirt and pulling it on. "So am I
inspiring you still?"

She sipped his wine and kissed the corner of his mouth.  "What do you
think?"

"I think," he said teasingly, "I think your actions speak louder than
words. I look forward to seeing the results of your next masterpiece."

"If this night was my inspiration, it may not be viewable by more than us,"
she smiled.  Petra set the glass down turned her attention to getting
dressed.... and occasionally hindering Vikund in his dressing.

"What shall we do with the rest of the day?" Vikund asked, refilling
the wine glasses and clearly in no hurry to get dressed. "I'm past the
point of sleeping."

"Really?" she asked.  "Hm.  I'll keep that in mind.  Clearly I didn't
exhaust you enough."

 

Vikund laughed. "Oh trust me, you did."

She flung out an arm.  "What would you like to do?  Name anything."

 

Vikund straightened and tapped his lip pensively. "I'm tempted to say
'Body Art', but in view of the occasion, I think I would like to treat
you to something. This will require a little preparation, first a
coffee shop, as I am in dire need of caffeine, second - horses."

"Actually, scratch that; there is a more essential prerequisite.
Ablutions, then travel," he proposed. "I assume you have room for a
visitor Chez Rossi?"

"Always," she smiled.  Petra ducked under the table for her shoes and her
trump case.  With the trump of Maria's garden in hand, she took Vikund's arm
and brought them through.

Vikund stepped lightly through, careful not to step on anything on the
other side. He looked around him with a broad smile, remembering.

 Petra chuckled as they made their way inside.  "It hasn't been that long, has it?"

"The merest moment is too long," Vikund replied, picking up a small
clump of earth and rubbing in between his fingers as he walked along
the path.

They ducked inside and Petra dropped her shoes by the door.  "You better
 be careful or I will start to believe you keep me around for this place."

"Oh, I can think of better reasons to keep you around," Vikund
replied. "Shall I run a bath for m'lady?"

"Sweet talker," she tsked and gave him a lofty wave.  "You may run my
bath."

 

This he does, breaking into a chorus of 'O Sole Mio' which tests the
acoustics of the bathroom quite satisfactorily, to the backdrop of
 running water.

Petra ambles in eventually with a bottle of champagne in one hand and two 
glasses in the other and wearing naught but a smile.  "We never properly 
toasted our milestone, my darling," she said between choruses. 

"Not with champagne," Vikund argued, while whipping up an enormous
cloud of bubbles, "but we had a toasting of sorts."


He accepted the glass nonetheless.


"Would you like me to pop your cork for you, Madame?" He smirked.

"Anytime, my good sir," she said airily and waved the bottle in his
direction.  "However, I opened the bottle in the other room."

 


"Then we shall drink a toast without further ado," Vikund replied,
offering the glass for filling.

Petra filled both glasses and set the bottle down within reach.  She smiled
and held her glass up to his.

"Per centi'anni."

Vikund smiled and clinked glasses gently.
"Per centi'anni," he echoed. His Cornarois was certainly improving.

This done, he seamlessly he slid into the water.


"Do join," he said.

She slid in and sat between his legs facing him, with her own legs wrapped
loose around him.  She smiled at the image he presented -holding a glass of
champagne and surrounded by bubbles.

"How is it that I never tire of looking at you?"

"Because you are a lady of exquisite taste, as I never tire of telling
you," Vikund replied. He drained his glass and set it to one side.


"Now," he said flexing his fingers. "Where would you like me to begin?"

She chuckled and shifted, popping a foot up out of the water.  "There's
good."

"Have you ever driven a car?" she asked out of the blue.

Vikund props Petra's ankle on his knee and begins to work on her soles
with his thumbs.


"Can't say that I have," he replied, with a slight frown. "Rather
smelly things, I understand."

"They can be," she conceded.. "But they also go really fast."  Petra smiled.
"Motorcycles are even better"

Vikund raised an eyebrow.


"I never had you down as a speed freak," he said. "Where did you
discover all this? I can't imagine Cornaro has such things."

"Well, of course not," she laughed.  "You would have seen them by now if
they had them here.  No," Petra waved a hand.  "Out there.  In Shadow."

She smiled slyly over the rim of her glass.  "You asked me once if I
realized just what I had in the Ramblin' Queen.  Perhaps it was you that
didn't understand it fully.  You'd be amazed what you can ask for when
you're lucky enough to be nearby when someone has all their appetites
recently sated, and are the one responsible for them being able to do just
that."

"Stop it, you're starting to talk like me," Vikund pouted. "Are you
saying that Merlin took you on a biking holiday?"

She snickered into her glass.  "And I thought you wanted me to have more of
an understanding of what you do."

Petra extracted her foot from between them and slid closer to him.  She
leaned close and whispered.  "What I'm saying, my darling dear, is that I
don't need Merlin to take me anywhere, anymore."

Vikund's eyes went wide.


"You can walk through Shadow? That's...that's wonderful!"
He gave her a big hug, splashing water everywhere. Had they been
standing up, he might have done a jig, but as it was he only managed a
side-to-side wobble.


Then suddenly he held her at arm's length, and his face was serious.
"Show me."

It was her turn to pout.  "Why is it that our bubble baths are never as long
as they should be?"

She leaned forward and kissed him on the nose before standing, dripping with
bubbles and water.  "All right.  But I warn you, it isn't as fast or easy
as, say, Merlin or Larissa can move through Shadow.  I'm still new at this."

"Funny you mention Larissia," Vikund said. "We went together to bring
Morgan back to Amber, and shifted a few times albeit short distance. I
thought at the time, how could she do it if the Pattern is gone? If
she carries the Pattern so strongly within her, why can't any of us do
it?"

He pulled himself to his feet and stood at her side, wondering what
might happen next.

She gave him a look of amused patience when she noticed he seemed to be
waiting.  "Vikund.... we'll need to get dressed, perhaps get the horses.
Those who actually imprinted on the Pattern may be able to move in three
steps from the bath, but I actually need some distance."

 

"Mm? Oh, yes." Vikund chuckled. "Being without clothes with you seems
so natural...I quite forgot."


Petra was laughing as she stepped out of the tub.  "I'm not sure how to take
that.  All those hours of fretting over what to wear: wasted."


He grabbed a towel and began rubbing himself down, grinning like a madman.
"I can hardly wait!"

She grabbed a towel and sauntered into the bedroom, where she disappeared
into the depths of closet.  "Come here before you get dressed.  I have
something for you," he heard her call.

"Oh?" Vikund said eagerly. "Why this visit just gets better and better!"
He knotted a towel on his hip at a jaunty angle and trotted after her,
like a small child peeking under the Christmas Tree.

As soon as he stepped into the closet, he was greeted by a pair of black
jeans and a long sleeved, black t-shirt with a dark silvery spiderweb on the
right shoulder, the stylized spider hanging from a single thread down the
right side of the shirt.  It was tastefully done, for a t-shirt.

Petra flashed him a cheeky smile and fastened the form fitting black jeans
she had already pulled on.  "I know it's not your usual style, but humor
me."

Vikund looked most unsure, but didn't want to spoil the game. He
pulled on the jeans and t-shirt and looked doubtfully at his
reflection.

Petra came up behind him and hummed appreciatively.  "The view from back
here is yummy."

She wrapped her arms around his waist from behind and kissed his neck.
"Remind me to thank you later."

Vikund smiled and pulled her close so he could kiss her properly.
"I'll hold you to that," he said. "What's next?"

"Boots under the chair and the leather jacket on the back of the door is
yours," she answered.  She ran her hands down the curve of her backside a
last time and turned to finish dressing.

Though of thicker leather then he usually wore, the boots were comfortable.
The jacket was cut like a sport's coat and had obviously been made for him
by Sophie.

 

"I can't believe you asked Sophie to make this," Vikund said. "She
must have thought you'd gone mad."

Petra just laughed at him from the back of the closet.

 

He nonetheless put the things on. His back naturally straightened when
wearing the jacket which gave him the look of an eccentric aristocrat.

Maybe he was.

Petra's low-cut and sleeves bustier top exposed more skin then her clothes
usually did, and the black dragon fly brocade looked very feminine.  But by
the time she finished dressing, she looked perhaps a touch dangerous.

A brilliant smile, a quick kiss, and she was leading him out the door.  It
wasn't long before they were both on one horse and heading away from city.

Vikund held her a little tighter than was necessary, but he knew how
to ride and was no great burden. He let her hair fly in his face
without complaint, and might even have been enjoying it.

Petra left the road for a trail that was barely noticeable.  While they had
taken rides into the countryside before, she had rarely ventured into the
wilds of Cornaro with him.  But it was often enough for him to know that the
wildlife didn't include what looked like silver snapdragons vining through
the trees.

She had begun shifting.

 

"Wait, wait!" Vikund cried in her ear. "Tell me what you're doing!"

Startled, she reigned in the horse.  As he danced to a stop, she turned
slightly to face Vikund.

"Shifting," she explained.  "Start with something small and change it.  I
just think about what I want to change and focus my Will on it, imagine it,
as I move forward."

She looked around and pointed to a huge, ancient tree ahead.  "On the other
side of that tree, I imagine there's a stream.  Now, in Cornaro there
isn't one.  But we're not in Cornaro anymore, and in a few dozen yards, we won't be here anymore either."

Vikund smelt the air, like a wolf following a scent, and glanced about
him. He nodded sharply.

"I see. Do you mind if I try?"

"Not at all," she smiled and nudged the horse again into action.

"Swap seats?" Vikund suggested. "I might find it a bit easier to
concentrate, lovely through the view is from here," he said, stroking
her thighs.

She shrugged and Petra's horse gave an irritated huff at being stopped
again.   But she bribed him with sugarcane and seats were exchanged easily
enough.

Petra was behind Vikund with her arms wrapped him.  "Off you go then."

Vikund patted the horse's neck by way of apology and set off at a steady
trot.


"So tell me about this place we're going," he said, his brow beginning
to furrow with concentration.

"Remember our carnival shadow?  Like that, more or less." Petra responded.
"The tech level is a couple of notches higher, since they have space travel
and the cars don't run on carbon fuels.  Air's cleaner then Shadow Earth's.
I have a house there, in the mountains."


Vikund shuddered. "That trip with Morgan put me off space travel for
good," he said. "I like the thought of clean air, though.. and
mountains. Someone told me once that those born of Amber were all
Shadow-lame. We have insufficient imagination; our minds run on tracks,
and we cannot be truly innovative."


The horse broke into a canter, then a gallop and Vikund dipped his head.
"For a long time I believed it; then I thought. Is that such a bad
thing? If we are capable of fixing on something solid, and ripping
away the veils that surround it.. is that not a great talent too?"


The ground was the same ground, the trees the same trees, but the sky
was getting darker with the threat of rain.

Petra's arms tightened around his waist as they sped up.  She leaned her
head close so she could speak without having to yell.

"We are artists, Vikund.  Our imaginations are limitless, they go beyond our
experiences.  But some things are more comfortable then others to us, and
most times I believe, we are seeking for something familiar enough to be
comfortable when we search out places through Shadow."

"Points of reference," he said, though whether this was a statement or
question was unclear, the wind whipping the words away like Autumn
leaves. "Beyond our experience, though not beyond our imagining," he
muttered, as if the words were a dark mantra to a hidden god.
"Strangest places, full of strange things."

A mist had blown up, ushered on by a gathering breeze. The stallion
plunged on heedless as the ground and flowers lost their colour with
the fading sun.

Petra looked up at the darkening sky and rolling clouds and then at the
landscape they passed through.

"All things are possible," she noted, and it sounded vaguely as if she were
quoted someone as she continued.  "Limited physical forms do not limit our
imaginations.  Certain environments cannot sustain us, and perhaps that is
what your earlier conversation referred to.  We cannot live on an airless
planet or a world of fire without assistance.  But we can imagine those
places."

"Aye. Dreams, or nightmares," Vikund said, half to himself. He drew
rein and the horse slowed to a stop. "This is useless..." he started
to say, then caught his breath. He hopped out of the saddle and fell
to a crouch, peering through the mist.

It was quiet, but for the horse's panting and its pawing at the
ground. In the direction of Vikund's gaze there seemed to be some
plant growth which didn't seem to fit in with the land they had been
in. It looked rather like some oversized vegetable plant, but that
wasn't what was attracting his attention. Somewhere within the leaves
that stirred lazily was the glint of gold.

Petra dismounted slowly, her eyes tracking his sightline to the plant.  She
looked down at Vikund and then crouched down beside him to see what had his
attention.

"What?  Is it what you were looking for?"

"Let's see," Vikund said slinking forward. He reached into the leaves
and grabbed something. He laughed suddenly and pulled a solid gold
Irish harp out of the greenery, its column elegantly sculpted into a
female form. The laughter died on his lips as the harp suddenly called
out:


"Master, master help me!"

"Bollucks," Vikund observed. "Ride!"

He bolted back towards the horse bringing the harp with him. The
ground suddenly began to shake.

Petra took a moment to gawk.  Then she vaulted back onto the horse, giggling
madly as she took the reins.

She held a hand out for the running Vikund to pull him behind her and the
stallion leapt forward into a run before he was seated.

Petra leaned forward in the saddle, urging the stallion faster as they cut
through the trees and she started shifting again herself, taking them away
from the lands of fairy tale giants at a nerve wracking slow, but steady
pace.

She had yet to say anything, but Vikund could tell she was silently
laughing.

Vikund was giggling madly, clutching Petra to him like a drowning man
clinging to a raft. As they shifted away, the booming voice echoed in
their ears…

FEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-FIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII-FOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO-FUMMMMMMM

After that, the sound of the wind and the pound of hooves amid the
silence was quite welcoming.

"I didn't realize if you wanted one thing you had to buy the package,"
he said by way of apology. "Harp, meet your new mistress. I hope you
play nicer than you squeal."

The only thing holding Petra up was the arm around her when the horse
danced to a stop.  She didn't think she had laughed like this, well, ever.

"Oh.. ..but," she giggled.  "I'm not sure it will talk anywhere but a land
of talking harps.. .."

"Sure it will," Vikund said confidently, before adding. "Won't it?

Petra sniffed, wiping her eyes as she shifted around enough to look back at
him.

"I don't know, really.  I suppose any Shadow with enough magic of the right
kind would allow it to."  She frowned a moment.  "Although, I have heard of
magic artifacts that carry their magic everywhere."

She looked down at the harp in his hands.  "Try it.  Even if it doesn't,
it's still a beautiful harp.  I've shifted several times, so we're far
enough away that its home magic shouldn't still linger"

"Well, how about it, harp? You still talking?" Vikund said to the
golden lady. To a casual observer, it might have looked slightly
ridiculous, but there weren't any of those.

In reply, the harp stuck a series of chords by itself, and Vikund seemed
pleased.

"I think she's as eloquent as ever," he beamed. "She'll look great on
the Queen, don't you think?"

Petra lifted her eyes from the harp and smiled at him.  "Si.  Grazi, cara
mio.  I shall display her proudly."

Vikund kissed her neck and chuckled.


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

