The Madam of the "fanciest cat house you've ever seen" tucked an errant
strand of hair back into French twist and studied the books in front of her.
It had been an excellent few months and she was almost finished paying off her initial investors-whether they liked it or not.  After that.... she
smiled slowly.  After that ....

"He is still doing it."  Irritably cut through her musings.

Petra looked over at the back of her assistant who was watching the floor of the main lounge through one of the many two sided mirrors that were
scattered through the establishment.

She sighed and stood, joining the raven-haired beauty at the glass.  "Doing
what?"

"Nothing!" Antonia snapped with a wave of her hand in the man in questions
direction.  Petra moved closer and looked down at the source of irritation
of several of the girls.  She arched an eyebrow back at the other woman.

Antonia looked put out.  "He had dinner, he watched the first show, he's had two drinks and watches."

Petra went back to watching the watcher curiously.  He was a handsome man, but all Merlin's male companions were.  Oh, not in the pretty, gothic way Jurt was, but in a far more masculine way.  One that Petra could appreciate.  "It's Vikund.  One of Merlin's companions."

"I find it difficult to believe one of His Majesty's friends isn't going to
play," Antonia remarked archly.  "Such a thing would not be allowed at
home."

Petra leveled a look at her.  "We are not in Cornaro. Things are different
here."  Antonia huffed and Petra looked back down at the floor.  "Do not
judge all Merlin's companions as the same, 'Tonia.  You should know that-I'm one of them."

"But he's making people nervous, Petra."

Petra looked at her again and Antonia sighed.  "All right.  Not many.  But
some of the girls, certainly."

"I'll go talk to him," Petra offered.  She didn't smile, though she wanted
to.  She knew full well why Antonia had her feathers ruffled.  "Why don't
you go mingle on the upper deck?  Relax."

Antonia gave him another irritated glance but nodded and left through the
door that led to the decks.  Petra glanced at herself in a mirror and
smoothed down the front of the gold trimmed,  deep green velvet  gown she
wore to dress the part she played on the Queen.  A touch up of her lipstick
and Petra left through the other door, the one that led to the ornate
staircase leading down to the lounge floor.

Making her way over in a round about way, she smiled and greeted the nobles young and old who were in attendance for tonight's diverse activities.  She made no effort to hide her destination though as she kept it in sight through the walk across the floor that took longer than it normally would have.  Just before arriving, she lifted a cut crystal champagne flute from a passing tray.

Her final approach was confident but not pushy.  "Mr. Anansi," she greeted
him with a smile.  Her voice still had enough of Cornaro's accent to be
exotic.  "You should have told me you were visiting our humble establishment tonight.  I would have arranged a tour for you."

The immaculately dressed courtier lounged with a glass in his hand,
running a finger around the rim, while Violetta gamely whispered in
his ear. A slight upturn of his lips indicated the beginnings of a
smile as toyed with the remnants of the best wine in Amber, but it was
not due to anything she was saying. His eyes locked on Petra the
moment she entered the room, and followed her as the crowd parted
before her.

A whispered word beneath hearing caused Violetta to recoil backwards,
as if grabbed by an invisible hand, but her look of indignation
evaporated as Madame came into view. Vikund put down the glass and
rose to his feet, his companion forgotten before she lifted her skirts
and glided off for more productive waters. He straightened his jacket
and took the hand of Madame and lightly kissed it.
"I would hate to distract you from your business, my lady," he said,
smiling broadly now, like the cat who got the cream. "Your hostesses
have made me feel quite at home."

"Have they?" asked with a faint lifting of an elegantly arched eyebrow.  She was silent for the space of a heartbeat while a smile played across her lips.  Petra then gracefully took the seat across from him and motioned for him to sit back down.  "Not as much at home as some would have liked.  At least one them is convinced you must be gay." 

Vikund resumed his seat, though noticeably sat forward now rather than
lounging.


"Gay only in the light-hearted sense," he replied, "but you didn't
really come to see me to discuss my peccadilloes, did you? I think I
might be rather disappointed if that were true."

Petra laughed.  "My dear man.  If discussing peccadilloes is dull you 
aren't doing it right."  

Without looking, she waved a hand and a hovering bouncer several yards 
behind her found something else to do.  Petra sat back in her chair, one 
armed draped languidly over the arm while the other hand held up her 
glass, the cut crystal facets reflecting the chandelier lights while she 
studied him.  

"Why are you *really* here, Vikund?" she asked bluntly, though not 
rudely.  Petra was not known for her word games.  "It is obviously not 
for the usual reasons one spends the evening on the Rambling Queen, or 
Antonia would not be in such a snit and I doubt it's for nostalgia.  You 
and I come from a similar background from what I hear.  There's no need 
for the flowery subterfuge with me that you use on others.  You don't need 
to impress me."  Petra quirked a half smile at him.  "I already
am."

Vikund laughed lightly. "Then that in itself has made the visit worthwhile."

"Tell me," he continued. "Do you fully understand the resource you
have here? There is something far more valuable here than enjoyable
company. You see, there is so much one can learn from watching the
dynamic in a room. Much can be learned when fools allow themselves to
relax."


His approach is clearly is less direct than Petra's, which is to be
expected from someone used to court politics.


"I have come because I would like your assistance, dear lady," he
clarifies, "and I'm sure there are methods by which I might return the
favor, in some small way."


He drained the last of his wine and placed the empty glass carefully
on the table.

 It was her turn to laugh.  She leaned forward, resting an elbow on the
 edge of the heavy mahogany table, the other hand still on the arm of the
 chair.  "You weren't there the night Merlin decided to bring me to Amber,"
 she said in a low, sultry voice.   "So perhaps you don't know.  I've never
 played the part officially but I am a trained courtesan.  Trained for the
 intrigue - riddled court of Cornaro.  I know *exactly* what I have here."

 "I daresay the floor of the main lounge during a busy night is hardly the
 place for this discussion," she smiled.  "Shall we adjourn to my office and
 give those thinking they are being sly something to talk
 about?"

"That sounds like an excellent idea," Vikund replied, positively
bouncing to his feet and offering the lady his hand. "You're right, I
know nothing of your life before Amber, but I have a feeling I should
like to find out."

"No doubt," Petra replied wryly.  Standing, she took his arm instead and led him across the floor to the stairs.  She had private rooms off her office, as anyone working there could tell, and she seemed intent on making certain everyone watching knew she was taking him there.  Petra leaned into him just slightly as they moved through the crowd and looked slightly smug the whole way.   She shared a look with one of the girls when she paused at the door to the office.  Vikund heard the other laugh softly when Petra gestured him into the room marked 'Private' by the scrolling gold writing inlaid in the wood.  
 

As Petra turned up one of the wall scones, Vikund could appreciate the decor.  The elegance of the room screamed money.  From the handcarved sidebar and tables and, the heavy velvet curtains, to the rich burgundy silk damask of the wingbacked chairs and settee that offset the darker woods and the large carved desk sitting between burgundy draped windows, it was definitely the office of the Madame. The pale background of the floral rug brightened the room and the colors from the pattern offered themselves up in the splashes of color that dotted the room in pillows and accents.  A large painting hung over the seating area depicting a lifelike scene of another lounge within another establishment similar to this one.

 

She gestured for him to take a seat.  One the table in front of the settee sat a crystal carafe of wine a pair of glasses.  Petra draped herself on a corner of the settee against a fringed pillow.  "By the time we dock, everyone onboard will know I favored you with my attentions," she said loftily before smiling.  "Which means you cannot leave for quite some time.  It wouldn't reflect well on my rumored talents."

"I'm not in any hurry," Vikund replies with a grin, "and besides, I
will leave here with the reputation as the luckiest man in Amber."
He runs his fingers along the edge of the desk, admiring the smooth,
elegant curve of the wood.  He pauses there a moment, casually looking
about him before accepts Petra's offer and sits himself down.
"You have exquisite taste. I have never visited Cornaro, but have
heard much about it. It must be quite a place. It takes no skill to be
beautiful, but to project it and radiate it … that is a different
matter," he says.

"Regrettably I did not come here to talk of beauty, but its opposite;
Amber politics. That thing which can cast down the finest in the blink
of an eye, and erase the finest hero from the memories of all in a
twinkling. A fearful thing, 'tis true, but also a tool for those
skilled enough to use it," he continues.

"Tell me, what dealings do you have with the Amber Guilds?" Vikund
asks, beginning to fill the both glasses from the carafe on the table.

 

Petra scrunched her nose at the mention of politics, even though she had suspected it before they left the table.  "The Trade Guilds?  Let me give you a brief look at Cornaro's history for my answer.  Cornaro is still recovering from an economic disaster that started over a century ago and all because a few of the ruling families thought the Guilds were getting 'uppity' without any right to be.  They learned just exactly why the Guilds deserved the respect they insisted on."

She smiled faintly.  "I have been careful to give it to the Guilds in Amber and used Amber born craftsmen for the construction of this place for the most part.  Beyond that, I have had very little time to develop more than a working relationship as a business owner with them."  She paused for a moment before admitting;  "I have spent more time with the Artists Guilds though.  That isn't any secret."

Petra gave him a piercing look.  "How does this tie in to the study of my clientele?"


"There are two sides to every coin," Vikund replied, passing Petra the
first glass he filled. "The watchers and the watched; the artist and
his model, the master and the slave. I was curious as to whether any
of your employees had any dealings with the Guild of Lamplighters."

"You do know that they don't just light lamps?" He grinned wickedly.

"I suppose what I'm getting at is that eyes and ears are commodities
that can be bought and sold, and I am wondering what percentage on
this boat belongs to you," he continued, completing the filling of his
own glass at ceremonial pace. "Do you consider your staff loyal? I'm
sure your Cornarine companions would die for you but what of the
rest?"

Petra held her glass up and held it so the light refracted off the crystal facets in rainbow pinpoints.  "One of the first things they teach courtesans in training at The Jade is the importance of the worker bees to the hive," she responded idly.  She cut her eyes to him.  "Every full time member of my staff is painfully loyal.  "The rest I give no reason not to be.  As you say, a place like this is a web of secrets and I must offer the clientele assurances of discretion and that their secrets won't be on the front page of tomorrow’s paper or the talk on the streets by lunch.  I have to be sure of my staff."  She smiled.  "If my clients no longer feel safe, where will I get my ... gossip from?"
 

She took a sip of the wine and set the glass on the table at her elbow.  "I must admit we have not crossed more then the most basic of paths with the Lamplighters - who I am not surprised have more talents then the obvious.  Why do you ask?"



"Oh, they've been belly-aching about the business you've been taking
off them," Vikund replies, taking a sip from his glass, "so I wondered
if they'd made any overtures to your staff. I take a keen interest in
Guild matters, you see. Eyes and ears, as I said. Personally, I think
they're just jealous," he smiles, pausing meaningfully.

"Well, now that I have outlined the canvas in monochrome for you, let
me add a little color," he says. "Independent operators can make
waves in this little harbor. Amber can be so parochial. I might be
able to offer you the chance to integrate a little. Everyone likes a
touch of the exotic, for a certainty, but there's always a place for a
little local talent, don't you think?"

A frown had been slowly deepening on Petra's face as he spoke.  By the time he finished she was quite possibly nearing irritation, though at what exactly wasn't clear.  What was clear by the set of her shoulders was that his suggestion was going to meet resistance.  

 

"Exactly what are you implying, Valkund?  I am hardly cornering the market on prostitution or gambling, or am I incorrect in what goes on in the Red Lion?  You wonder if my staff is loyal to me and then ask me to make room for more that I am almost positive *won't* be?  Because, be honest, caro mio, their first loyalty will not be to me.  Not only that, but we have standards, you know.  I very seriously doubt that any of the 'local talent' has the same training the girls from Cornaro do."


"I am not implying anything, dear lady," Vikund replied evenly. "I am
only suggesting that your excellent pleasure house is not impervious
to what goes on outside. Cornaro is hardly the only place specializing
in such things. I believe King Random thought Texorami quite enticing,
though I can't think why," he wrinkled his nose briefly at the thought
before dismissing it. "Our Prime Minister, on the other hand, would
wax lyrical about the Scarlet Towers of Chaos where the hostesses have
the rather unfair advantage of being shapeshifters."

"All I am *suggesting* is that there may be a need for you to
diversify," he said. "I may have the contacts to facilitate such a
process, should you require them."

"I am not going to tell you your business; you clearly need lessons
from no-one, but when you are dealing with courtiers from the palace,
profit and loss is not your only concern," Vikund continues. "What
would you do if one of them got violent, one of your girls got hurt?
Do you think Merlin would raise a hand to cast down the offender? I
think we both know the answer to that one."


He sat back in his seat and sipped his drink again. "Please don't misunderstand me; I mean you no ill fortune. I just believe it is better you think on these things now before they occur."

She narrowed her eyes at him and stood abruptly.  "There is a name for what you're doing and my first impulse is to throw your ass overboard and ban your return.  Which, by the way, is the same thing I would do to anyone that roughed up any of people.  For a start.  You aren't the only one with connections to dangerous people and there is no way you are going to make me believe that you are only looking out for my interest with this proposition of yours."

Petra moved over to the long space of darkened glass that looked over the
busy lounge floor below, her hands clasped behind her back.  If he looked,
Valkund could see her reflection in the glass.  She watched Antonia and Aura work their wiles on a familiar party of four visiting dignitaries.  That was going to be an interesting scene later.  She was almost envious.  She scowled and blew out a breath.

"I'm sure you didn't come tonight without at least one of your own people in mind to plant in here as your own source of information.  So you may as well make your pitch now."


"Suggestion, not proposition," Vikund responded, in the same even tone. "If
you like I can bring over a dossier in the morning; we can go through it
together or I can leave it with you, whichever you prefer."

He stands and moves over to join Petra at the window.


"If you'd rather I did not come back at all, though it would sadden me
greatly, I would abide by your wish. In ether case, I know for a certainty
it will not be the last time this subject comes to your attention. There are
others, perhaps less scrupulous than I, who have noticed not just the 
loyalty of your staff, but also your loyalty to them. It is a dangerous
thing, to love in this city."


There was a flicker of a smile reflected in the glass, but sadness in his
eyes.

"Love," she snorted derisively.  "Love is a lie wrapped up in pretty words, all to reach the end of a business transaction."  She tilted her head to indicate where the stunning blonde form of Ornella was leading a man up the main staircase.  "We don't love in this business, Vikund.  I look out for them and they respect me.  They know what side their bread is buttered, and who makes sure they have the butter.  Love has nothing to do with loyalty, or trust, or sex."

 

   Something on the other side of the lounge caught her eye and she turned to watch.  "I still don't believe you, you know.  When this conversation started you said you needed my assistance, and this conversation has not been a request for assistance."



"Not yet," Vikund replied. "If I had come straight to that request I would
have learned a lot less, wouldn't I? Also, you would have asked me what I could offer in return. Now we have a context, which assists with understanding. This is your demesne, somewhere I aspire to have eyes and ears, but for now I am blind. I do not like to be blinded, not even for an instant; not where His Majesty and his court are concerned. So the choice is simple, either we work as a team, or we work apart. If my preference was for the latter, I would not be standing here now."

"So what do you think? Will you help me protect the men in power when they are most vulnerable, or would you rather take on that responsibility alone?"
He asked.

Not caring what anyone else thought of her allowed Petra to ignore things
like tact whenever she felt like it.  Like that moment.  She laughed.  Her
head snapped around to look at him and she burst out laughing, very clearly
amused.

"That's *it*?  That's what all this was about?  To make sure nobody knives
Merlin while his pants are down?"  She waved a hand and turned to walk to
the sideboard, still laughing.   "You must think me stupid."  She pulled
twice on a heavy, tasseled cord before walking over to a gilt mirror and
artfully musing her hair and her lipstick while still chuckling.

"Lose the jacket, Vikund.  Someone will be here in a few moments and if you still want people to think we're not being business-like up here, you need to look the part."  She walked back over to the settee while loosening her bodice and lowering her neckline dangerously.



Vikund raised an eyebrow at the laughter, but seemed happy enough to take off his waistcoat. He even undid the buttons of his shirt to the navel.

"Even the most intelligent people can be naive when it comes to security,"
Vikund responded, padding silently over the deep pile in her wake. "The
simple precautions are no longer enough.  If you had ever faced one of the
Nameless Ones, you would know what I mean. Do you mind if I smoke?" He
asked, pulling a cigar from his jacket before artfully draping it on a seat.

Petra kicked off her shoes and patted the seat next to her.  "Not as long as
you don't mind me finding it sexy.  For the record, I'm very careful to
limit who is around to catch Merlin's eye when he's onboard.  Come here.
Your look is missing something."

Vikund sat himself down next to Petra, a look of mild curiosity of his face.
"Do tell," said he, poised but not quite ready to ignite the hand-rolled
Corona.

"Hmm," was her only answer.  Petra leaned forward and kissed him.  A hard, deep, searing kiss to curl his toes and leave the last of her lipstick on
him.  Fingers ran through his previously perfect hair and her nails raked
down his torso just hard enough to mark him.  She *said* it was part of the set
up, but this certainly didn't feel like all business.  Petra certainly
seemed to be enjoying it.

Vikund adjusted his position, attempting to make himself more
comfortable as she pinned him back on the couch. In his dark eyes fire
burned, but his movements remained calm and measured. When he freed
himself from her kiss he did not speak, as if she had stolen the
breath from him. He decided the cigar was superfluous and balanced it
precariously on the side of the table before gently slipping the
delicate fabric from Petra's shoulder. He placed a kiss on the bare
flesh leaving a whisper of crimson and smiled, as if satisfied with
the result.

She smiled but didn't say a word.  Instead she leaned in again, running the
tip of her tongue lightly along the outer rim of his ear.  Her teeth nipped
his earlobe before he felt her lips move down to his neck.  An arm snaked
under his shirt, untucking it and further rumpling the starched fabric.
Her free hand reached behind her back and started loosening the laces of her bodice further.  They had been up here long enough that for her to still be that  dressed was contrary to the rumors they had started.

"I can see the merit of your direct approach," Vikund says, while
picking deftly to help with the laces of her bodice, "but it is not
the only one."

"Could I interest you in a little foot massage?" He smirks.

She lifted her head and arched an eyebrow.  "Oh, I see," she said with 
trace of something in her voice that might have been more amusement.  She 
gave an annoyed yank at a lace and heard fabric rip, but it just made her 
laugh and pull harder.  But she did lean back from him, standing to drop 
the pile of velvet to the floor, leaving her in bustier of deep green with 
cream-colored ribbons and stockings.  She seemed as at ease in it and she 
had in the dress.  

Petra sits back down and swings her feet into his lap.  "Since you're 
stopping my fun," was all she said while adjusting the pillow behind her 
back.

"I can see you better from here," Vikund replied smiling as he gently
peeled off her stockings. "Green suits you," he commented as he began
to work on the sole of her foot. Gradually, a tingling sensation
radiated through her nervous system, giving clear indication that this
was not the first time he had done this. There was a veil of
concentration on his brow as his strong fingers moved sensually around
and across the muscles of her foot.

"Tell me when your fingers tingle..." he said. "Or anywhere else, for
that matter."

Her response with a soft "Mmm..." as her eyes closed.

A knock on the door just got a "Entrare," from her.  The Ramblin' Queen's
chief of security sauntered in bearing a large tray with two silver domes
over plates.  He kicked the door closed behind him and faintly smirked at
the scene.  Tall and slender, he was, by all appearances, the eldest of the
staff.  His hair was short, dark brown streaked with silver.

"Your dinner, Madame," he intoned far too formally for the setting.

Petra didn't bother opening her eyes.  "Playing waiter now, Vincenzo?"

"I did not think you wished to wait for them to decide who received the
opportunity," he remarked dryly and sat the tray down on the table in front
of them.

"Vincenzo, this is Vikund Anansi.  He will be a regular to our
establishment.   Vikund, this is my oldest friend, Vincenzo, Chief of
Security."

Vincenzo eyed the other man carefully before giving him a stiff nod.  "I
shall alert the staff."



"Well met, Vincenzo," Vikund said, taking his eyes from his task but
briefly to give his an appraising look. "And thank you."

He did not speak again until Vincenzo departed.
"Your friend is from Cornaro too, I believe," he commented.

"No, I changed all their names when I hired them," Petra replied.  "It is in
their contracts."  The foot he was working on arched and she moaned.  "Oh,
oooh... yes, right there."

She waited until a wave of current passed over her.  "He is from Cornaro.
He used to be on the security staff of the Senate."


"Now why would you tell me a thing like that, I wonder?" Vikund mused.
"You could have just introduced him as an old acquaintance, couldn't
you. Very curious."  He flexed his fingers and began working studiously on Petra's other foot.

She opened her eyes just so she could roll them at him.    "What makes it 
curious?  You're the one that was all worried about Merlin half an hour 
ago.  I was trying to relieve your mind."



"A number of other permutations spring to mind, but then, that might
just be me," Vikund replies, continuing his work with vigor. "How
many staff have you got here? It seems almost a city itself aboard the
'Queen' at times."

"A few dozen," she replied indistinctly, clearly enjoying what he was doing.
"Enough that no one works themselves to death, not so many as to eat the
profits up and get under foot."  Petra opened one at and looked down at
him.  "Although I would be willing to hire you just for foot massages."

Vikund chuckles lightly. "I can do other parts of the body too if you
like. Provided you can provide the suitable oils, I'm sure you could
use a shoulder rub. It's surprising how much tension can build up
around the neck area."

Her eye opened again.  "I see your nefarious plot now.  Turn me into a 
puddle of mush and then ply me for more information when my guard is 
down.  Cad."  She gave a disdainful sniff and shifted her position 
marginally.  She didn't look in the least bit out of sorts as she reached 
over her head for her wineglass.  An action that nearly popped her out of 
her bustier.

"Tell me about you, Vikund.  What are you doing when you aren't wiggling 
your way into information networks and pretending to seduce women with 
foot massages?"

"There's not much to tell," Vikund replied, flexing his fingers before
allowing himself a break for refreshment. "I try to work diligently for the government, keeping peace between rival groups in the city and trying to turn hawks into doves. I rarely sleep in the same place twice and sometimes feel like a vagrant. Still, you get to meet the most interesting people and places," he smiled.

She wrinkled her nose.  "That doesn't sound very interesting."  Petra 
reluctantly moved her feet from his lap to let him get something from the 
sidebar or another glass of wine.  She sat up as well and took one of the 
plates from the tray.  She turned to face him with her legs tucked under 
her.  

Petra waved a fork at him before tucking into the baked ravioli.  "What do 
you do for fun?  Surely this isn't it."

Vikund shrugged. "Hawking occasionally, riding now and then. Anything
involving good, clean air is my idea of fun. In the right company of
company, of course," he winked, moving over to see what edible
delights might be on offer.

The other plate was an antipasto assortment.  Petra offered him a fork and 
held her plate out to share.  It was a lot of ravioli.  

"You need to relax more.  I have to go to Cornaro is a few days for the 
wine auction and take Sergio to visit his sister.  You are welcome to join 
me."

Vikund accepted the fork and prodded the pasta with it. "Thank you. I'm due some leave; it will be my pleasure to accompany you. I promise to be on my best behavior and *not* talk politics," he grinned.


"Now, why would I want you on your best behavior?" Petra scoffed.  "I 
want you to misbehave."  She offered him a bite off her own 
fork.  "Although I fear you would just give everyone at the Mansion a 
massage instead."

Vikund accepted the offered morsel with an eager bite. "I don't do massage for just anyone, you know," he replied. "What kind of man do you take me for?"

"Is that a trick question?" Petra laughed.  "You did just meet me tonight."

She speared a stuffed mushroom cap and held it out for him.  "But I will
answer your question anyway-I think you outclass the Lost Boys in the Royal Court of Amber."

Vikund almost choked on the mushroom in his mirth.


"That's not really saying a great deal," he managed, "but I thank you
for the compliment."

"So let's get down to brass tacks," Vikund said seriously. "Is
Sergio's sister good-looking?"

"Oh, she's a grand woman," Petra grinned broadly.  "And all her 11 children
and 19 grandchildren agree.  Sergio is the baby of the brood, you see."

She leaned across the plate and stage whispered.  "I would have said all of
Amber's Court, but you never know when Mandor is hiding himself as a
houseplant."  She smiled and winked and went back to eating.


Vikund nodded sagely. "He has agents everywhere, it's true."

"I suppose it would be ungallant of me to enquire if any of Sergio's
nieces are nubile, so I won't," he continued lightly, "instead you can
tell me about the Mansion and what is expected of a guest."
He attacked some of the antipasto with vigor and nodded in silent
appreciation.

Petra flashed him a look of mild irritation while sipping her drink.  But it
was gone by the time she set the glass down.

"Actually, we won't be staying there.  We will stay at my mother's villa for
the duration of the visit.  It is in the residential part of the city, a
short carriage ride to anyplace worth visiting."



Vikund cocks an eyebrow as he takes a sip of his wine.
"You invite me to your mother's house and expect me to misbehave? I
trust she is on vacation then. Otherwise, you'd best tell me a bit
about her. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say," he responded.

Petra scoffed.  "My mother is a courtesan.  You will see very little of her.
She has more or less retired since I left and teaches at The Jade, where she
spends most of her time.  She would also expect you to misbehave or I will
be getting a talking to about having stuffy friends.  Which will lead me to
letting her know that you have no interest in my bed or, it seems, anyone
else's here.  Which will lead to her pronouncement that you are either dim,
or in amore dell'uomo for turning down the best group to graduate from The Jade in decades."

"So," she continued.  "It is better for all concerned if you are polite and
do more if we visit Mansion dei Piaceri Terrosi then watch."


"I shall do as my hostess requires," Vikund replied. "In the meantime,
I have a little something for you," he announced, and his hand snaked
into his trouser pocket. He produced a silver initialed cigarette
case, but on opening it there were only a few thin cards contained,
one of which he plucked from within.

With a flourish, he presented a card on which was his own portrait,
wearing a Mona Lisa smile.

She raised an eyebrow in surprise, but put her plate aside, took the offered
card and studied the image.  "Thank you.  Are you the artist?"


"No, I'm afraid my talents don't quite extend that far. I dabble with
watercolors, but purely the mundane sort. Merlin painted that one in
one of his more generous moods," Vikund replied.

She chuckled and rose easily from her position.  Padding over the soft
carpet, Petra leaned across the desk and exchanged his card for another.
Returning, she exchanged the plate in his hand for another card, this one of
her with a similar smile and was in a very different style then that of
Merlin's hand.



"Might I ask who it the artist of this portrait?" Vikund said, tracing
his finger around the outline.

She sat on the arm of the chair across from him instead of the couch and
just watched him carefully him a moment before answering.  "I am.  Don't
spread it around."

"Really? I suppose your tutor must be a secret also. I am given to
understand one cannot learn such craft by trial and error," Vikund
replied. "Fear not, I will be the soul of discretion."

Petra's lips twitched.  "Yes.  I imagine you will.  If you ever wish to 
learn, I'm sure we can work something out.  It really wasn't that 
difficult.  Just time consuming."

"Ah, time. We have so much of it, yet is seems to just slip through
our fingers," Vikund sighed. "Thank you for your offer. I may yet take
you up on that." His eyes twinkled as he picked up his wine glass to
take a draught. "When were you planning to travel?"

Petra looked thoughtfully into space while kicking one leg absently.  "Day 
after tomorrow.  You need to bring by your plant's information in the 
morning and I'll need to deal with that."

Vikund looks momentarily confused, but recovered quickly. "Oh, the
plant. Yes, I shall do that... what would you call a civilized time in
the morning? I'm a bit of an early riser and I wouldn't want to rouse
you from your slumbers."

"I'll not be sleeping tonight," She replied with a dismissive wave and a 
smirk.  "Too tense.  If you're up at sunrise you can join me for breakfast 
on deck.  We drop anchor a couple of miles off shore for the day."

"Too tense?" Vikund echoes, flexing his fingers. "Are you sure you
don't want me to wrest the knots from those lovely shoulders?"

She gave him a long-suffering look.  "The tension is not in my shoulders,
cara mio."


"Alas," Vikund smiles. "In which case perhaps I should make my
excuses, unless there is anything else I can do to ease your troubles?"

Petra rose from the chair and went to her desk, waving a hand in the air at
him as she sat behind the massive thing.  "Go.  Call me in the morning."

Vikund collected his things quietly. "Until then," he said, and departed.
 

The office fell into silence that was only broken by the scribbling of Petra's pen until the sound of a hidden panel sliding open broke it.

 

"Bit of an idiot, wouldn't you say?"

 

Petra leaned back in her chair.  "I often do."

 

"Do you trust him?"

 

"Don't be stupid."

 

Long, slim fingers freed her from its untidy upsweep and the whisper seemed to fill the room.  "Do you need me?"

 

"Sì. Sempre."
------------------------

The Ramblin' Queen docked at the private pier at the end of their nightly tour.  Petra and the girls saw their guests off the boat and her security staff escorted them to the safety of their waiting carriages.  Once all staff was on board again, they once again left port for the privacy of open water and dropped anchor.  The morning sun was just starting to lighten the horizon when Petra dismissed the staff from their end of the evening meeting and sent them all to bed.  

 

Vincenzo escorted her up to the open upper deck where her breakfast awaited.  One of Sergio's nephews finished setting the table with breakfast for two.  Gino held out her chair.  

 

Petra eyed both the adult males as she sat.  "I can handle this."

 

Gino graced her with a cheeky grin.  "Of course, you can.  I will just be discussing something with il capitano."

 

He sauntered off to the wheelhouse and she watched him walk away with appreciation before looking pointedly at Vincenzo.

 

He answered the unspoken question curtly and crossed his arms over his chest.  "No."

 

"Vincenzo..."

 

"No, Petra," he cut her off forcefully and her eyebrow shot up in surprise.  “I cannot believe you are even entertaining this…” he sneered.  “Proposition of that … person’s.”  

She looked at him carefully for a moment before giving up and sitting back to wait for Vikund's call.

As the clock began to strike for the appointed hour, Petra felt the
probings of a trump contact.

She set down the china cup and stood and took a step from the table.  The 
wind ruffled her loose hair and the black polished cotton of her day dress 
as the contact opened.

Petra inclined her head and held out a hand.  "Good morning."

"Good morning," Vikund replied, taking her hand and stepping through.
He was dressed a little less flamboyantly today, but still had no hair
out of place, at least until the wind caught it. Beneath his arm was a
worn leather folder, buckled at the front.


He glanced around and offered a tentative smile.  "If you're still tense and little rested, you disguise it well, my lady."

Vincenzo gave Vikund a dark look and snorted.  Petra sighed and let go
Vikund's hand and gestured at the seat meant for him across from her own,
ignoring her chief of security.

"Please sit and serve yourself what pleases you.  I have..." and she looked
sharply at Vincenzo, "sent the rest of the staff to sleep."

For his part, the elder man ignored her, though he did walk over to the rail
on the other side of the deck to watch from there.

Vikund took his seat, likewise ignoring the security chief.  "Thank you, but I have had refreshments."  He unbuckled the leather folder and removed five files, which he spread across the table.


"I have included letters of recommendation from the appropriate
guilds, portraiture, 3rd party references and background checks.
Please take your time, if it please you."

"Bit rude to be invited to breakfast and then not eat it," the Madame
sniffed.  Petra picked up a stack and sat back with it on her lap to flip
through it while sipping her coffee.  She scanned a letter and looked at him
suspiciously over the top of it.

"Just how long have you been planning this?"


Vikund sat back in his seat, hands folded in his lap. "A week or so," he replied. "Once I was convinced of your long-term ambitions, it became clear some sort of planning was necessary."

From even a casual glance the files seem to be quite detailed, and
Vikund's initials appear here and there, notably on the portraits.


She went back to her perusal with a wary air.  After a moment she reached 
for the next folder and flipped it open to the picture  "Are all these 
for the same …position?"


Vikund nodded slowly. "Indeed. I had assumed one would be sufficient,
and I wanted to give you a range of choices. Someone of your
discerning eye may see a flaw where I do not."


He pulled out one of the cigars he did not have the chance to smoke
the previous night and gestured with it as he spoke: "Mind if I light up?"
He then looked pointedly at Vincenzo, as if noticing him for the first time.

Without looking up, Petra waved a hand to indicate her permission while 
Vincenzo's sneer was easily visible across the deck.

Setting aside all but three of the pictures, Petra laid them side by side 
on the table and studied them while nibbling on a sliced strawberry.  She 
gestured at the whole lot of files and their contents.   "You don't mind 
if I keep these for the rest of the day?" 

"Not at all," Vikund replied. "As I said, take your time," he added,
drawing heavily on the cigar as he held a match to it. He then rose to
his feet and puffed in Vincenzo's direction.


"Actually, I think I will take up your earlier offer. I find myself a
little hungry after all." He placed the cigar in an appropriate receptacle and strolled lazily over to look at what had been laid out.

Vincenzo remained unimpressed and the smoke was carried away on the wind.  


The sideboard is laid out with the usual breakfast assortment in silver 
dishes on a bed of ice or over a low warming flame as needed: fruits, eggs-
scrambled, toast, muffins, steak, waffles and bacon.  A wide assortment of 
jellies and jams and flavored honeys set separately from the food.

"I take it you personally know all these girls?" Petra asked and he heard 
the plop of files on wood as Petra set them aside to actually eat 
something.

Vikund assembled a varied assortment of smaller items and several
muffins then resumes his seat. "Of course," he replies. "They are to me what your Cornarines are to you."

She waved a hand at the pile.  "Have a favorite?"

Vikund smiled. "That might influence your decision one way or another,
and if the girls ever found out... my, I would be in trouble. From a
professional point of view, I think they are all equally capable of
serving you admirably."


He made a bacon sandwich with a muffin and took an eager bite.


Petra made a dismissive noise.  "If they think you have a favorite, they 
will each fall over themselves pleasing you to assure that it is them."

"We each have our own methods," Vikund commented once he completed his mouthful. "The question is, do *you* have a favorite?"


"In your pile?  No," she responded archly.  "This whole thing is against 
my better judgment, as I'm sure you are quite aware.  It's an element 
under my employ that I have little control over and absolutely no reason 
to trust other than your word, and let us be honest, Vikund.  I hardly 
know you.  I have little reason to trust *you* after last night.  You 
haven't really given me one.  I am willing to give it a shot, but if this 
blows up in my face, I *will* be coming to take it out of your
hide."

"Of course you shall," Vikund replied evenly, "which is why it will
not. I hope after our little trip to the country you will know me a
little better."

Her mouth tightened into a line of painted tension but she didn't 
interrupt.

"Perhaps you should interview Molly. She has a sweet nature and might
lighten your mood a little," he suggested.

"My mood normally doesn't need lightening," Petra returned.  "And they'll 
all be getting interviewed.  I may be pressured into this, but I'll be 
damned if I'll settle for one that doesn't meet my standards, which not 
even you are fully aware of."

Vikund didn't disagree but just gave a light shrug. "As I said, take
whatever time you need. Unless there is anything else I can do for you
presently, perhaps I should leave you to your deliberations?"

 She nodded once.  "Perhaps you should."  Petra handed him a card taken
from the day planner beside her plate.  It depicted a shaded corner of a
small public courtyard near the Artists’ Guild.

"Keep it.  I never use it."

"Well, if you should desire it back, please let me know and I will
return it at once," Vikund replied. He concentrated on the card and
vanished in rainbow colors.

Petra appeared calm as she picked up her cup again and took a sip of coffee.  Without warning, she drew back her arm and threw the chain object across the deck to shatter against the polished wood.

Vincenzo just raised an eyebrow as he approached her, earning him a dark look.  

“Don’t,” she snapped as he settled himself elegantly into the now empty chair.

“Someone needs a nap,” he drawled and enjoyed the high color the resulting temper brought to her cheeks as she sprang to her feet.  

“You are … you…gah!” she threw up her hands.  “Get those files and meet me in my office.  The sooner we get these meetings done, the sooner I can get back.”

“You aren’t going to make an appointment first?”

“No,” she said haughtily.  “I’m sure they have been expecting to hear from me for at least a week.  If it gets them out of bed, too bad for them.  But you can get a good idea of what kind of employee they’ll make and how big of a security breach they’ll be by calling on them this early and expecting them to be coherent.”

She spun on her heel and stalked off to the stairs, leaving him to follow at his own pace.

