The holiday went quickly, as holidays always do. Too soon it was time to bid
farewell to Cornaro, and to return to the First City where business awaited.
All was not quite as it was, though. A change had taken place, which the
staff on the Ramblin' Queen and in Vikund's scattered offices around the
city could notice. Whether this was a good thing, time would tell, but for a
time at least the brooding presence in one small section of Amber Castle was
lifted.

It was not long before an invitation was winging its way to the 'Queen, its
themes and color reflecting the upbeat mood of the sender:

* *

*Lord Vikund Anansi requests the pleasure of the company of Lady Petra Rossi
at the East Wing Reception Hall, Amber Castle on …. At…. *

Despite overly dramatic warnings from various staff about taking herself to
the heart of the lion's den, Petra was pleased to accept the invitation.

Which is how she found herself willingly entering the castle she didn't much
care for, dressed to the nines in dramatic deep purple and black silk that
was heavily influenced by the costumes of Spanish flamenco dancers.   It was
Vikund, and she had discovered one should always be prepared for dancing.

Perhaps the Castle had lost some of its luster over the years, but as the carriage brought Petra up the long winding road, it was still an impressive presence, especially on a night like this. Flora's delicate touch was evident in the forest of pennants that swirled high in the air above the walls, evoking Camelot and fortresses of legend. The stones seemed to shimmer in the torchlight that illuminated the gateway, as if reflecting and amplifying the dancing flames to magnify its grandeur. 

 

The carriage swept to the left, away from the main drive, past pristine lawns and long beds of nodding roses. The East Wing, it seemed, was little used these days, but tonight it was brightened by limelight and an escort was waiting upon a crimson carpet. As the carriage pulled to a stop, the liveried page pulled open the door with a white gloved hand and patiently awaited the guest's appearance. 

 

Petra stepped out and couldn't help but smile as she took in the escort 
and the page.  She was amused by it all, on the other hand, he went to a 
lot of trouble and she wasn't going ot make light of it.

She produced her invitation from the folds of her shawl and handed it to 
the page.  

 

As she alighted, the opening bars of a Handel concerto drifted down the steps, amplified by the acoustics of the reception hall. Banners unfurled, purple and silvery grey, covering the doric columns either side of the entrance. The page bowed formally. 

 

"Please come with me, my Lady. Lord Vikund awaits within." 

 

And so he did. He was dressed in black from top to toe, but for his shirt which was crimson. A red pinstripe ran from his hip to his ankle, giving the impression of a uniform. His jacket was too short for an evening suit, so was likely styled on those of the matadors. As she drew closer, golden filigree could be seen decorating the hems. He broke into a warm smile. 

 

"Welcome to Amber," he said.

 

She laughed softly and dropped a deep and sweeping curtsey.  "Grazi, my lord.   I look forward to seeing it all."

She rose and smiled.  "You look dashing this evening."

"And you, magnificent," Vikund replied, taking her hand and kissing it. "I have a gift for you."

 

He beckoned to an attendant hovering in the wings, who nodded to someone out of sight. Portraits hung either side of the portico, one of the king looking uncharacteristically stiff, in full regalia. Its position here probably meant he hated it. A delicate canvas of Flora smiled at him across the hall, perhaps indicating the lady's sense of humor. As the string quartet struck up a new lively tune, a wooden frame emerged from the shadows in the hands of two pages. It was not on so grand a scale as the ones on the wall, and a velvet curtain concealed the subject. 

 

"If you don't want to unveil it now, I will understand," Vikund smirked, "and be careful, the oils are still wet."
 
"Cara mio," she smiled and kissed his cheek.  "That was very sweet.  I 
think I would like to see it now.  I am always eager to see anything of 
yours."


Vikund chuckled. He pulled the cloth aside with a flourish, revealing
a rendering of the charcoal drawing he had done in Cornaro, this time
in vivid colour. His distinctive style conveyed the passion with which
he had created the painting in bright impasto. The pale light seemed
to give it greater depth, the ruby lips pouting and sensual, eyes
holding a spark of mischief.


"I hope I have done the subject justice," he said.

She took a step closer and studied it for a long moment.  Then Petra looked
up at him and just seemed to melt when she smiled.  "I love it more then I
can possibly convey with mere words.  It's beautiful."

"I shall have it safely stowed in your carriage, and you can admire it
at your leisure," Vikund smiled. "Now, would you like to walk the
galleries for a while, or head down to the city?"

 

"I believe," said Petra. "That I am going to kiss you properly like I have
been wanting to do since your invitation arrived, and then I am going to put
myself in your utterly capable hands and let you introduce me to your Amber
as you will."

"As you command," Vikund said, and he kissed her as the strings
launched into a crescendo of harmonies. He let the moment last as he
pulled her body against him, letting her warmth and her essence
overwhelm him. There was a chill in the evening air, but where they
stood was aglow and proof against the elements.


He took her hand in his and as their lips finally parted he spoke breathlessly:
"Come this way, please." He gestured to the left, and attendants moved
to light the way ahead.

The kiss left Petra looking a tad flustered and flushed - a rare occurrence
to be sure.  It was actually a rather fetching look for her.  Right then, if
he had asked her dance naked on the table, she probably would have.

She had come this evening with few expectations beyond expecting to be
surprised, and so far she had been.  Vikund knew Amber and this castle
better then she did and she recognized that she was in his territory now.
She was a little sad that his more carefree side that had shown itself in
Coranro was tucked back into its box, but knew it was necessary.

She smiled a tad wistfully as she was led along to the galleries.

The rather severe portraits of Amber past and present stared down from
the walls, flickering torchlight giving them an air of disapproval.
Some were instantly recognizable - like Oberon and Swayville glowering
at each other - but not all. By their distinguished appearance they
were all royal, and probably dead. Vikund breezed past them with
hardly a look, for he was headed to the chamber beyond, lit much like
the one they had left. Most of the Palace enjoyed magical light, but
not here. Still, it was bright enough to show off the marble and
murals to good effect.

This domed chamber had a huge frieze of cloud, sky and a seraph of
angels staring down from the ceiling, but it was the floor to which he
drew Petra's attention. It was a design in gold at the center of a
checkerboard pattern.

"In a sense, this is where it began," he said, spinning her around in
the center of the floor as the music continued to play distantly.

Petra smiled up at him.  "And what's that?" she asked after giving up trying
to see the floor design thoroughly for the moment.   Freemasons don't exist
in Cornaro.

She snaked a hand up curl at the back of his neck under his hair.    Her
eyes traveled up to the ceiling.  "What is this place?"

"The Sky Room," Vikund replied. "Sister to the Ocean, Vulcan and Earth
Rooms. What is significant is that this is the one where Oberon
allowed the guilds to place their mark. And here it remains."

 

She glanced down at the gold symbol shimmering on the floor beneath their
feet as he swept her across it.

"Oh," nodded Petra and then she looked back up at him.  "The guilds here in
Amber ... you are very involved with them, aren't you?  What is it that you
do for so diverse a group?"

 

"Ah- ah," Vikund teased. "Reading the end of a book to find out what
happens is cheating. We must start at the beginning."

Petra pouted at him playfully, but let it drop.

He stopped twirling and led Petra down a different corridor. Half way
down was a huge full-length mirror, and he paused there a moment,
pulling her close.

"How do we look?" He smiled, as her skirts swished around his legs.

She laughed softly and looked at their reflections.  "Stunning," she
observed in a haughty tone with a sparkle of mischief in her eyes.  "Truly,
has there ever been such a handsome couple as this I see before me?"  she
sniffed.  "I think not."


"Well said," Vikund beamed, and led her towards a different reception
hall, their footfalls echoing through the empty corridors. Suddenly,
they were out in the night air again. The lack of ornamentation gave
the impression of a tradesman’s' or servants' entrance, but the
carriage that awaited outside was no less than royal. Sleek in black
and gold, pulled by snow white horses, it looked the part. The driver
raised his top hat and a page opened the door at the couple's
approach.

"Fear not, I have had the city streets scrubbed to protect your
delicate feet," he said lightly, offering his arm to help Petra into
the coach.

"Just so," she said replied with an arrogant nod and a glimmer of a smile as
she climbed inside the posh carriage.

"And just where are you whisking me off to in the dark of night?" she asked
as their journey began.  "Or is that something else you won't tell me?"

"First to Broken Smile, where I was born," Vikund answered, taking his
place beside her in the carriage. As the door shut, it began to move
sedately away. "The house is still standing, though is much altered.
It's rather grander than it used to be, but then if it was exactly as
it was I doubt you'd want to go there," he smiled.

He opened a wooden casket seamlessly modeled into the furnishings and
produced a pair of crystal glasses.

"Might I interest you in a little refreshment?"

"You may," she smiled.   She watched him for a moment then looked idly out
the window..

"I've never had a problem coming back to Amber and back down to business
before.  But I did this time.  Do you know why?"

"No," Vikund admitted, filling her glass with a chilled white wine.
"Enlighten me."

She turned back and accepted the wine.  "I really didn't expect you to know.
It took me two days to realize why I was out of sorts."  She actually
sounded a little puzzled at the self-discovery as she continued.  "I missed
you."

Vikund was filling his own glass, and some of it spilled. He paused
and looked disbelieving at his wet hand, then smiled.

"Well, I'm only ever a trump call away," he said. He replaced the wine
bottle and wiped his hand fastidiously before raising his glass,
offering a toast.


"To the reunion, then?"

She smiled and clinked her glass against his.

"To the reunion," she echoed.  She took a drink and hummed her approval.
Petra sat back and watched him again for a moment.

"My confession surprised you.  I never meant to give you the impression I
was heartless."  She looked down at her glass, twisting it between thumb and
forefinger.  "I don't recall ever missing anyone though."

"I never thought you were heartless," Vikund replied. "I just didn't
expect you to be quite so open about your feelings. I missed you too,
but I had preparations to organize, and my yearnings were my
inspiration. It feels good to have a muse."

She smiled crookedly at him.  "Why would being open about it surprise you?
I pretty much say what's on my mind about everything else."

Petra leaned over and kissed his cheek.  "I'm not sure what the job
responsibilities are for a muse, but I'll do my best."

"You can start by giving me a proper kiss," Vikund smiled, and pulled
her into his arms again. Their lips entwined, the taste of the wine,
the steady jog of the carriage, made for a magical combination. He
sighed contentedly when he settled back on the cushions at her side.

"I think you will perform admirably," he remarked.

"Admirably?" laughed Petra.  "Oh, surely I can improve on that."

She patted his arm affectionately and the sparkle of mischief was back.
"I'll look into it," she assured him.  "But I suppose for now, I shall just
have to behave.  I wouldn't want to disappoint Master Vikund's adoring
public."

She took a sip of her wine and traced lazy patterns along his leg with her
free hand.

Vikund laughed, and took a sip of his own.


"I'm not sure I have an adoring public. I normally have to pay people
to appreciate my work," he said. "Still, as long as I have you, I
don't care."

 

"That is very sweet," she smiled.  "And I certainly appreciate you.   But
 I'm pretty sure you have a few if Dawn was anything to go by, the way she
 speaks of Master Vikund."

Vikund smiled. "I think Dawn is an exception rather than the rule. If
she wasn't special, I wouldn't have sent her to you."


The ride became suddenly more uneven as they moved off the royal drive
and onto Amber's cobbled lanes.


"Won't be long now," he said.

"I put myself in your hands," she reminded him and the corner of her mouth 
twitched with a smile.  "It can take all night."

 

"It won't," Vikund assured her, "I have other things planned for later."
The twinkle was back in his eye and he topped up the wine glasses.
They had hardly had chance to take another drink before the carriage
slowed to a stop. Vikund glanced at the window, and nodded, as if to
confirm they had arrived.

The door swung open and Vikund stepped out onto the road. He offered
Petra his hand.

 

She accepted the assistance and stepped out to join him, still with a wine 
glass in one hand.  She looked curiously around and then waited for him to 
begin his tour.

 

A veritable crowd had gathered around the coach, but Vikund seemed
unconcerned. Where the horses were, a young boy was standing with a
red flag looking expectantly up at the driver. A lady lamplighter
stood at his side, though she was looking across, as if there were
others in conversation out of view. Vikund's attention was
concentrated on the mature and rather rotund lady that stood framed in
the doorway of the large house they had stopped outside. It was rather
too large for the area, and seemed to crowd in on the road. The
impressive facade was just that, and that in essence captured the
spirit of Broken Smile - all front. The conglomerate of buildings
behind represented the changing times, but seemed solid enough.


"Welcome, Master," said the woman."T'has been too long."


As they approached, it became evident she must be a cook by her apron
dusted with flour.


"To be sure," Vikund replied. "All is well?"


"Aye," said she, and backed away to allow them entrance.

Petra became aware of figures armed with rapier and crossbow stepping
from around the back of the coach and scanning the street.


"Just a precaution," Vikund explained, following her gaze. "I wouldn't
want anyone trying to steal my treasure," he smiled.

She smiled.  "It wouldn't be long before they were calling you to please 
take me back.  But I'll be sure and tell Vincenzo that you were thoughtful 
enough see to security."

 

"I'm sure that will reassure him," Vikund replied, a statement he
clearly didn't believe.

Petra turned and smiled at the woman in the door.  "Good
evening."

"Evening, Ma'am." She replied, offering a bobbed curtsey.

"Run along, Grace," Vikund said. "See if you can find that Bayles' '61
I've been saving."

"Very good, Sir," Grace responded, and waddled away through an open doorway.

Stepping inside, the visitor immediately got the impression of a
farmhouse kitchen. Odd, given the room faced the street and was in the
center of a bustling city. A huge rough pinewood workbench dominated
the space under the wide bay window, its surface etched with the cuts
of a thousand knives. It was immaculately clean, and looked like it
had not seen use in some time.

Vikund walked across to the array of cupboards on the far wall, and
began checking them, as if looking for something. The place was
Spartan in the extreme, with only a few old chairs to break up the
space. The solid and slightly uneven floor was also scrupulously
clean. The only thing of note was a small portrait propped in one of
the windows, with a thin glass vase in front. There seemed to be a
single flower in it - a purple orchid.

"Aha!" He said suddenly, and pulled a box out of a cupboard. He placed
them on the tabletop with a look of triumph, then turned to Petra.
"Those are for later," he said patting the box. "First, a little trip
upstairs."

Petra turned from her examination of the portrait and her attempt at 
identifying the type of orchid in the vase.    She smiled at him.  "Lead 
on, my Lord."

 

From her cursory examination, she could only tell the portrait was of
a young, dark-haired woman. The flower was a butterfly orchid, perhaps
cultivated in the botanical gardens of Silver Dance.

She returned to his side and took his arm.  "Does anyone live here
now?"

 

"The occasional lodger," Vikund replied, leading Petra upstairs. "It
keeps away the damp."

It soon became clear why the doorway was open - it had no door. The
passageway beyond was rough stonework, as if someone had started
re-plastering and then thought better of it. Or run out of money. The
stairway creaked when Vikund put his foot on it, but it looked solid.
If it had a coat of vanish, it might be presentable indeed. It was
wide and carved simply but effectively with the shapes of roses
joining the uprights to the banister.

At the top of the stairs there was an array of rooms, but Vikund
stepped into the first one he came to. This too was bare, but for a
single four-poster bed that dominated the room. It looked big enough
to comfortably house an elephant.


"If the tales are true, I was born in this room," he said, staring out
of the window that faced the stars. "There were five families sharing
the room back then, when they weren't hiding from the soldiers."

 

Petra looked startled and then a bit sad.  "I... you were born during the 
war?  I never think to ask how old anyone is," she explained softly as she 
stepped into the middle of the room.  "I thought you were
older."

"I only *feel* older," Vikund chuckled. "Yes, I was a babe-in-arms
when they burned down most of the city. The basement here has the
strength of a bomb shelter and is hard to find if it needs hiding. I
might owe my survival to this old place."


He sobered suddenly.


"That's the first time I've told anyone about it. All the others who
knew are dead or flown."

Petra come up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her
head against his shoulder.  For a long moment she didn't say anything at
all, just hugging him like that.  She was deeply touched that he was telling
her now.

"How awful," she said finally, quietly.  "To be a child during all that, I
can't even imagine.  Did Random know about you when he left for
Patternfall?"
 
"I truly don't know," Vikund replied, raising a hand to stroke the
spill of her hair over his shoulder. "For a long time I thought I was
the son of some cavalry officer, and mother would never speak of it. I
don't regret it, though. Such knowledge could have been dangerous for
a child. Better I grew up in anonymity."

"I'm sure you're right," she agreed.  "If they hadn't killed you, you 
would have been taken to Chaos as a prisoner with Random."  Petra hugged 
him closer for a moment, hesitant with her next question.  

"Why do you seem to dislike them all so, Vikund?"

Vikund bit back his first response, and let out a breath.


"There is no 'Them'. I just get frustrated sometimes, when people
forget the struggles and the pain that brought us to this point."

 

She slid around to stand in front of him, her hands never leaving him as 
she moved to look up at him.  "Is that it?" asked Petra gently as she ran 
her thumb along his jawline.  "Is that where that flash of bitterness I 
saw in Cornaro comes from?  The harshness that entered your voice when 
Mother asked you about family?  She told me.  She said it made her sad 
that you had no one to depend on."

Her fingertips traced the path previously made by her thumb as it caressed 
his cheek.  "You do now."

"The antidote to bitterness is sweetness, I have heard." Vikund
smiled. "If you're both a cure and a muse, you're not doing so bad,
hmm?"


He raised a hand and pressed her palm to his lips, before reluctantly
releasing it.


"Let's see how Grace is getting on. I want to try out my glasses," he
said, and gave Petra a wink as he led her out of the room.

Petra leaned back to reclaim the crystal glass from where she had left it 
on the windowsill before she turned back to him. "Can't forget this one," 
she smiled as she took his arm.  

"How long did you live here, in this house?" she asked as they started 
downstairs.  Her eyes trailed appraisingly over the carved woodwork of the 
banisters of the stairs a moment before finding him again. 

The banisters were silky smooth from years of use - no amount of
sanding could make them so.


"Until I was old enough to be apprenticed," Vikund replied. "Nine years."

"GRACE!" He cried suddenly, looking into the dimly lit hallway beyond.

"...Coming, Master!" She called distantly. "There's no hurrying these
ol' bones o' mine!"

Vikund moved into the kitchen and began unwrapping the contents of the
box. It contained a pair of curiously shaped red glasses, seemingly
joined at the neck.


"Kashfan love goblets," he explained, taking out a handkerchief and
wiping them off. "Possibly the most impractical piece of glassware
ever invented, but I've been wanting to try them out longer than I can
remember."

 

Petra leaned over to watch the unveiling.  "I've never seen anything quite 
like that.  Why haven't you used them before?"  She smiled again and it 
turned into a good natured smirk.  "Not that I'm not terribly flattered to 
be your first."

"I was always afraid I would spill the wine over my date's dress,"
Vikund confessed. "I don't think you're likely to let that happen."

"I think the idea is that you have to be cheek-to-cheek to be able to
drink out of them," he said. "Note the way the lip of the glass is
more exaggerated here and here. They magically toughen the stem of the
glasses so they will pivot around the knotted glass rather than break,
or so the merchant said. He probably laughed his socks off when my
back was turned."

 

"Merchants will do that," Petra chuckled and looked back to what he was 
doing.  "Even if there is nothing wrong with the merchandise."  She 
frowned thoughtfully.  "I don't see why this wouldn't work."


Vikund looked at the glasses with a frown, considering the best way to
tackle the problem, when Grace came in with a bottle.


"Would you like me to uncork it, Sir?" She said, between heavy breaths.

"That's alright, leave it there. Go see to the fires. Leave me the
corkscrew, though, if you please," he said.

Grace dutifully nodded, placed the items on the pine bench and
shuffled back into the shadows.

Petra eyed the retreating Grace with no little concern.  "Vikund," she 
whispered.  "Is she all right?  Should she be running around like this?  
She sounds like she is going to have a stroke."

 

Vikund cocked his head to look at Petra.


"You're really not like the rest of our family at all, are you? Most
people wouldn't give her a second glance. But don't worry about Grace;
she's as tough as old boots. I daresay one of the other girls will be
along shortly to give her a hand. If I offered to help her she'd only
get grumpy."

 

Petra's expression wasn't one that spoke of how convinced she was but she 
had to think Vikund knew Grace better then she did.

"If you say so."


He took the bottle then and with a few quick twists extracted the cork.
"Are you ready?" He asked.

She gave him a bright smile.  "For you, cara mio?  Always.”

"Very well," Vikund said, and set the glasses down. He then filled
them three-quarters full, perhaps a little ambitiously. He wrapped his
arm around Petra's waist and pulled her close.


"As one..."

Her free arm wrapped around him and she snugged up and rose up on the 
balls of her feet enough to make up the few inches difference theree was 
between them.  

She took the opportunity to steal a quick kiss on his cheek.  

"I'm ready."


"1...2...3...Go!"


And they began to drink from the glasses, cheek to cheek. The problem
was, it soon became evident this was an all-or-nothing endeavor. To
stop part-way was to invite ruined vestments, and that wouldn't do at
all. There was no option - the glass was drained.

It was good wine, but that was not all. As the last few drops left the
lip of the glass, there was a suspicion of glitter, a vague twinkling
and sparkle of bells like the dance of a fairy. A warm sensation
traveled from the heart to the brain, spread down the spine and
outward, to settle burning in the loins. It took the breath in more
ways than a simple ingestion of alcohol.


"Phew!" Vikund announced. "Looks like I owe that merchant an apology!"

Beside him, Petra wasn't moving at all, and despite what she may have been 
feeling, her expression was focused on a spot on the far wall. 

 

Vikund prised the glass from her fingers and set it down.


"Are you ok?" He asked, with a little concern.

 

For a moment there was no response, then she blinked slowly and turned to 
look at him.  Her eyes were the color of warm amber without a fleck of 
green.

"What was that?" she whispered. 

Vikund looked pensive for a moment.


"I think that was what they call the Serpent's Kiss. It's an
enchantment of some sort used in the Courts of Kashfa, known only by
the elite magi. I had thought it just a tale, but it seems to have
been based in truth."

"Is M'Lady displeased?" He asks, almost penitently.

 

"No," she said and then smiled reassuringly.  "No.  I was just surprised."  

Petra paused with a look of concentration on her face. 

"That's...  interesting.  Will it do that everytime, do you think?  Not that you need 
anything extra to make me feel that way," she added with another smile.

 

"I can't be sure," Vikund replied, "not having used them before. We
can always try it out again later," he smiled mischievously. He kissed
her again and gave her a squeeze, just as the door opened.

A young girl in a maid's outfit tumbled through into the room and
stopped wide-eyed, putting her hand to her mouth.


"Letitia, when will you learn to knock?" Vikund chided gently. She
coloured, bobbed a curtsey and scuttled around giving the pair a wide
berth.


"Begging your pardon, Sir...M'dm." She mumbled.

"Time we were on our way, I think," he said, and offered Petra his hand.

Petra wanted to laugh, but chose not to embarrass the girl anymore then 
she already was.  Placing her hand in Vikund's, she stood and entwined her 
fingers with his.  

"What's next?"

"The place of my apprenticeship," Vikund replied, picking up the
glasses and placing deftly them back in the box. "Hopefully they will
be taking it easy on the night shift. I should hate to have to wear
ear protection."


He tucked the box under one arm and guided Petra out of the door and
towards the waiting carriage. The men in dark suits mounted up, and
the boy in front waved his red flag enthusiastically as he took his
place in front of the horses. They were moving again as soon as
settled within.


"We'll go via Sweet Air to avoid the worst of the pollution, you'll be
pleased to know," Vikund smiled.

"Don't you worry about me," said Petra as she settled in close to him.  "I
want to see everything, as I told you.  I don't suppose you'll tell me what
you apprenticed in before we get there?"

Vikund smiled as he let her snuggle in.


"I thought I'd mentioned. A smithy. I carried charcoal and iron until
I was strong enough to lift a hammer then pounded metal until the
Guildmaster died. At which point I brought my other skills to bear and
began to climb up the greasy pole to stardom."

She looked up at him appraisingly.  "Hot, sweaty Vikund working a forge?" 
Petra fanned herself with her hand and playfully fluttered her 
eyelashes.  "I may not make it to the end of the night."

"I haven't picked up a hammer in years and I don't intend to tonight,"
Vikund replied lightly. "Though I might be persuaded."


He kissed her again with passion, perhaps trying to re-create the
sensation of the Serpent's Kiss. He was still trying when the carriage
slowed to a halt, while his hands fumbled wildly in the folds of her
dress. The carriage door opened, accompanied by the smell of smoke and
ash. Vikund seemed disinclined to remove himself from his comfortable
position.

 

Petra wasn't in any real hurry either, come to that, and she was giving 
the recreation her best effort as well.  She was making quite the mess of 
his hair.

She finally pulled away when the ash in the air became too difficult for 
her to ignore.  Petra ended a searing kiss breathlessly, her lips swollen 
and her eyes a touch unfocused.

"Vikund," she breathed.  "We're here." 

 

"Mm? Ah, so we are." Vikund said, and peeled himself from the cushions
to step out into the night air. "Dammit, I was relying on the wind
blowing the other way," he said, before stepping back to help Petra
disembark.

Outside, the high wall that separated the lower tier from the richer
areas above stretched into the darkness, while the portcullis loomed
through the lingering smoke like the gaping maw of a sleeping dragon.
The cobbles had given way to clay, and the neat tightly packed houses
to lean-tos and brick-built furnaces. The security men hovered
restlessly, but didn't move when a red-faced man emerged from a nearby
building and headed straight for the carriage.


"So it is you," the man said gruffly through a wiry mass of gray
beard. "Well you better shift. I'm firing up again at the strike of
the hour, whether you like it or no."


He turned without waiting for a reply and stomped off back the way he came.

Vikund, unfazed, offered Petra his arm.

 

With her arm through his, Petra watched the gruff man stomp off then 
looked up at Vikund.  "Shift?"

"Avanti," Vikund translated. "I think the smith believes our visit is
interfering with his work. Come, then. Let us peruse his demesne, my
legacy."

 

A smile flitted across her face.  She oddly recognized the sentiment.


He guided Petra across the short expanse of road, suppressing the
desire to spin her round right there under the stars. Not yet!

The smithy was as one might expect, under lit, filled with the smells
of industry and an oddment of tools. The room was dominated by the
forge itself, still emanating heat though its fire was out. The man
who had greeted them stood with powerful arms folded, returning
Vikund's look evenly. Behind him, methodically polishing and cleaning,
a few skinny boys in little more than rags worked, never looking up.

Petra's eyes scanned the room.  She bit her tongue at the sight of the 
boys.  It wasn't her place to interfere.

But she did look from the smith to Vikund curiously.  "Is he still put out 
with you for leaving, cara mio?" she whispered.

 

"No. My forgemeister is long dead," Vikund replied, reminding her how
much time has passed. The mortals of Amber lived long, but that was
less true here where life was hard, and disease still a problem.

"Ah," she nodded.  She had forgotten.

"Master Smith, indulge me," he said. "Send a boy atop the forge. Near
the front, see if he can find me a knight's helm."

Petra moved a bit closer to watch the boy scramble up into what had to be
the hottest, and likely dirtiest place in the room they were in.  She was
certain that, were she inclined to high blood pressure, she would surely
have a stroke before this night ended.

The smith looked confused, but nodded to the boys, who helped the
smallest of their number to grope around at the apex of the forge.
"There'll only be scrap up there," the smith grumbled, but almost as
he said it, the boy called out and threw something down, which Vikund
quickly stepped forward and caught. It wouldn't be much use as a helm
now, with one side stoved in, but Vikund seemed to find it interesting
nonetheless. He turned it in his hand, and wiped away the grime above
the face visor to reveal a simple etching. A crude, but quite
distinctive spider motif.

Petra looked back up from watching him and smiled.  "Using the web so young,
cara mio?"  She reached out a finger and traced the design lightly with the
flat of her fingertip.

"From the beginning," Vikund replied.

He tossed the broken helmet at the smith, who caught it and cast a
critical eye over the workmanship. He did not seem especially
impressed, and threw it back to the lad aloft, who put it back where
it came from and hopped down. The wiped the sweat from his brow
leaving a sooty streak across his forehead. Vikund pressed a silver
coin into the lad's palm with a smile and mussed his hair.

"I thank you," Vikund said to the assembly, "I will not keep you from
your work."

He paused and looked at Petra enquiringly to see if there was anything
else that she wanted to ask before he whisked her away.

She turned her eyes back to him when she felt his regard and smiled.  "Shall
we?" she asked and took his arm.

"Let's." Vikund replied, and soon they were off again. He took care to
 attempt the same level of comfort that he had recently been removed
 from.

"Only one more stop, then we'll return to the palace. Have you ever
 been to BlackHall before?"
 
"Once," Petra replied thickly near his ear before she nibbled on his 
neck.  "I usually send one of the others when I need something."

"Well now you need only ask me," Vikund whispered. "What the lady
wants, the lady gets."

 

She pulled back enough that he can see her once more hazel eyes, even 
while the rest of her was pressed against him.  

"Oh, I can't tell you how glad I am to hear that," she replied huskily.

Vikund cupped her chin in his palm, staring deeply into her eyes, as
if they were suddenly a source of great fascination. He kissed her
again as the cobbles began to send vibrations through the seat once
more. It was quiet but for the occasional cry of a street-vendor, and
the journey passed pleasantly enough. Here and there the gradient
could be detected, and the movement was every upward away from the
smoke and smells of the lower tier. Soon enough the road levelled out,
and the carriage drew to a halt.

This time when the carriage door was opened, he was ready. He hopped
out and offered his hand, and Petra was confronted by a red carpet and
the grand facade of the edifice of BlackHall. It similarities to the
temple they had recently seen looking down on Roma were quite
striking.

She stepped out regally with her hand resting lightly on his.  She gave 
the building a slightly amused smile, as one does to the familiar in an 
odd setting.  

When she was on her feet again, she gave Vikund a mild look.  "Do you 
actually work here?"

"Yes, I do," Vikund replied. "When I'm not working somewhere else," he smirked.


As they approached the steps, they were greeted by a page, who bowed serenely.


"Good evening, Sir; M'Lady," he said. "Will you be dining this evening?"


Vikund glanced at Petra quizzically.

She raised an eyebrow at him.  "I was not aware that was a service offered 
at the Guild Hall.  But as long as you feed me sometime tonight, I am 
flexible on where."

"Later, then." Vikund replied, and the page nodded, stepping back and
following them as they ascended. At the top of the stairs, two heralds
in pale blue lifted bugles to their lips to sound a short fanfare,
causing Vikund to wince.


"Lord Vikund Anansi and Lady Petra Rossi!" He called, sending echoes
into the hall.

The great wooden doors were already wide, spilling light onto the
carpet, almost blinding the visitor in its contrast to the velvet
night. Beyond, the hubbub of voices subsided, to be replaced by polite
applause from the gathering within. Some twenty couples, all in dark
elegant clothes, moved forward to see the new arrivals like life-sized
chess pieces on the checkboard floor. Their smiles seemed warm enough,
but their eyes told nothing, hidden as they were behind black cat-like
masks.

Petra obviously wasn't sure what was going on as she turned to Vikund for an
explanation.  "I don't recall this the time I was here.."
 
"Having a large hall like this has its advantages," Vikund smiled,
guiding Petra to the centre of the floor. The crowd parted before
them.


"It can be turned to a multitude of uses. May I have the pleasure of
this dance?" He asked.

She stepped back and executed a deep and flawless curtsy.  "It would be my
honor, Lord Vikund," Petra responded.

It then became apparent they were standing atop that same symbol they
had seen in the Sky Room in Amber Palace. They were in the debating
chamber, though the usual racks of seats were nowhere in evidence,
having been removed to create this open space. The first strains of a
waltz began to drift down from the gallery above.

Petra stepped into his arms and smiled brilliantly up at him.  "And we just
happened along the night of a masked ball, did we?" she teased. "I knew
there would be dancing involved tonight."

"It would be a sad waste of that stunning dress if it did not get
twirled around a dance floor at least once," Vikund responded with a
broad smile of his own.

Petra noticed that the other couples had begun dancing too, making
intricate patterns like the eddies and whirlpools of some mighty
river. She and Vikund remained in the centre, a glowing eye in a
swirling storm of skirts and rhythmic feet.

Petra didn't pay the others too much mind.  Her attentions were for her
partner and their own dance.  She moved with him and flowed from one
movement to the next.  Ballroom dancing may not have been her past time of
choice before, she was learning to enjoy it again.

"As long as you appreciate the dress, it would not be wasted," said Petra
with a soft laugh.  "It was chosen with you in mind."



"Most appropriate," Vikund replied. "I hope my desires are not
completely transparent. I wouldn't like all my mysteries to be so
plain. Not yet, at least."

"Somehow, I don't think you need worry about that," Petra smiled in return.

They continued to whirl around, and it was clear that he was enjoying
himself.


When the music reached the final bars, he executed a formal bow and grinned.

"Something a bit more pacey now, I think," he said and clapped his hands
twice.


He struck the pose, and it was clear what was going to happen next...

Petra's answering spin ended with the haughty answering pose and she winked.
"Alas.  Me without a rose..."

"No rose could match the blossom I see before me," Vikund smiled, and
began to move to the the latin beat that now pulsed down from the
gallery.


A heady mix of twirl, pose, clutch and release sent the pair backwards
and forwards across the floor with pace and precision. All too soon it
seemed the music died, but Vikund seemed sated for the moment.

He took Petra's hand and kissed it.  "There's someone I'd like you to meet," he said then.

"Then I'm quite sure there is someone I want to meet," answered Petra.  She
reached and smoothed back his hair with her free hand.

 

Vikund smiled at the gesture, and guided Petra back through the
swirling dancers, moving at a much more sedate pace.


As they reached the periphery, a smartly dressed rather rotund figure
approached; a man with a splendid grey handlebar moustache and a
finger in his waistcoat pocket, as if fishing for coinage. He bowed
stiffly, as one who is not accustomed to doing so, but beamed
pleasantly in greeting.

"Lady Petra, may I present Guildmaster Douglas, who I have to thank
for helping to organise this evening at short notice," he said.

"Guildmaster," Petra greeted with a warm smile and a dip of the head to 
indicate respect for his station.  "Thank you for your efforts.  It's been 
a lovely evening thus far."

She smiled up at Vikund.  "I suspect I'll remember it for a long time to 
come."                 


"I do hope so," Vikund replied.

"I just wanted to say, Lady Rossi, that should you ever need finance
for expanding your enterprise, please come to me first," the
Guildmaster said earnestly. "I would consider it an honour to make any
necessary arrangements."

"At the appropriate rate," Vikund interjected.

Petra hid her amusement behind a light cough, but her eyes still sparkled.
"I shall keep that in mind."

The Guildmaster coloured slightly and coughed. "We would of course
waive our usual charges... I must apologise for some of our more
enthusiastic merchant houses, who may have been ungenerous on your
first arrival. At the time we had no idea..."

"I think Miss Rossi came as a pleasant surprise to us all," Vikund
said, completing the sentence for him.

"Gentlemen," Petra laughed lightly.  "Please explain to me just what you all
thought I was up to.  It's been twenty-five years since we opened, almost thirty
since this all started.  Not once did anyone ever approach me until my Lord
Vikund."

She smiled.  "I promise not to be offended."

 

"Well it's not really for me to say..." the Guildmaster said, studying
the floor.

Vikund cleared his throat. "I think what the Guildmaster means is that
such enterprises have oft in the past been fronts for criminal or
insurgent activity. To approach such an organisation directly would
have security repercussions that would be damaging for trade. Is that
not so?"

The Guildmaster spread his hands apologetically. "History has taught
us caution, my lady."

Petra, as promised, was not offended.  "I can certainly see how it could 
front criminal activity," she nodded.  "I have studied similar operations 
when I have had the opportunity in other shadows.  But what is it you mean 
by insurgent activity?" she asked curiously. 

"The beasts out of Arden and their agents," the Guildmaster said,
dropping his voice to a whisper.

"Not to mention that idiot Payne that keeps destroying parts of the
city to satisfy his ego," Vikund added with rare venom.

The Guildmaster shook his head ruefully, as if the mention of the name
alone invited bad luck.

"But enough of such unpleasantness," Vikund continued seamlessly. "I'm
sure with Vincenzo in charge you have little to worry about in terms
of malcontents."

"You do both understand that I don't care what a person's politics are, as 
long as they behave on my boat," Petra said slowly.  "I just want that 
perfectly understood.  I would treat Julian with the same courtesy I would 
Mandor."

She quirked a smile.  "And Vincenzo would toss either of them overboard 
for misbehaving with equal glee."

The Guildmaster smiled nervously, but Vikund dismissed his discomfort
with a clap on the shoulder.

"It's about time we had some neutral ground that's not 5000 fathoms
down," he smiled.

"Of course." The Guildmaster said. "Please, enjoy your evening."

"It was a pleasure to meet you, Guildmaster," Petra said in farewell.

He then withdrew.

"Did I upset him?" Petra asked Vikund when they were again alone.  "I didn't
mean to, but I thought he should know.  Especially if Dawn is going to work
for me."


"Don't worry about him," Vikund replied breezily. "all the
Guildmasters get nervous when one mentions politics. Mandor has ears
everywhere, and especially here."

"Hm," Petra responded, eyeing the direction the man had disappeared through.
"I can understand that."

She turned back to him and smiled.  "So what is it you do here, Master
Vikund?"

 

"I'm a consultant," Vikund replied. "I arbitrate disputes between
guilds and advise on strategic matters."


He pointed up into the gloom.


"My office is just up there. Nothing as luxurious as you have on the
'Queen, I'm afraid."

 

"Can I see it anyway?" she asked, her eyes tracing the path indicated by 
him. 

 

"Of course," Vikund said, and offered his arm. "Walk this way."
He led her off the floor and to the grey marble stairs, decorated with
busts of the founding fathers of Amber's trading empire. The designs
on the walls between the banners of the Golden Circle kingdoms were
rather more esoteric, suggestive of some forgotten mythic past.

At the top landing they came upon the players who provided the sonic
canopy for the dancers below. There Vikund paused for a moment to
admire the musicians and their artistry.

 

Petra looked on below and smiled.  "I am suddenly inspired."

She turned to him.  "Thank you, Vikund.  For
sharing."

"My pleasure," Vikund answered. "It's nice to have someone to share it with."
He gave her a kiss on the cheek and held her hand tightly, smiling
from ear to ear.

She chuckled softly and leaned her head against his shoulder as they 
watched the dancers below. Her thumb tracing small circles on the back of 
his hand.  

"Who are the dancers?"

 

"Guildspeople who would rather remain anonymous, or dancers who prefer
the veil," Vikund responded. "Were they unmasked you might recognize a
few from the Artists' Quarter."

 

"I'm very touched you went to all this trouble, cara mio."  She turned 
into his side and kissed just under his ear.  "Let's go see your
office."

 

"Ah yes," Vikund said, and did a quick two step to the left. Applying
pressure to a certain part of the wall caused the paneling to pop
open.


"Through here," he grinned. "Not everyone comes to my office this way,
but I thought I'd show you the most intriguing route."


A narrow corridor extended beyond, dimly lit by hooded sconces.  A row
of doors lay along the left, disappearing into darkness.

 

"You just want to get me alone in the dark," she tsked.  Then she smiled 
brightly.  "Good show."

She stepped in to the dimly lit corridor and blew him a kiss over her 
shoulder before moving deeper into the shadows a few
feet.

 

Vikund chuckled and followed quietly behind, pulling the door back
into position. He scampered to catch up, just as Petra got level with
the door with its brass nameplate reflecting flickering torchlight.
The words "V. Anansi, Bart." were inscribed upon it. A quick flick of
the wrist and the door was open.

 

She offered an amused eyebrow.  "Who's Bart?"

 

Vikund laughed. "Short for Baronet," he explained.


"Now I have you all to myself," he said, and kissed her passionately.
Though the light was dim, Petra could make out a chaise longe along
the wall that she was being edged towards.

She growled lowly and slide her hands under his jacket.  Petra could 
certainly match him, and did as she returned his kiss with equal passion 
and hunger.  

 

He swept her onto the lounger and proceeded to tackle the layers of
her dress. His frustration with its buttons and clasps only seemed to
fire his passion further, and his kisses were frenzied and driven.
With her assistance he cast off his jacket, as if once more performing
the Paso Doble.  No twirling this time, just intensity and passion
that any Latin would be proud of.

 

If Petra was surprised that he seemed intent on taking her right there, she 
certainly didn't show it, nor did she argue.  She stilled the hand that 
was having an unsuccessful battle with the low back fastenings of her gown 
and deftly opened them herself with one hand.  It was only a half dozen 
carefully engineered hooks and eyes that held the entire gown snug to her 
frame.  Free, it was a simple matter of freeing her completely from the 
layers of silk.

But that was Vikund's problem.  Hers was divesting him of his shirt.  She 
desperately wanted nothing between them.

With an effort he calmed himself and went about the careful unwrapping
of his delicate present with a slow hand. With determination he held
back his metamorphosis into a hormone-charged teenager and proceeded
in stately fashion until they were divested of their garments.


Thereupon the storm broke; he could contain himself no longer, and let
loose his passion upon her. If she was in any doubt before as to the
urgency of his need, now there could be none.

Vikund was assured that Petra's own passion for him was in no danger of
dwindling anytime soon, and she very obviously had missed him.  She latched
on like a woman starved and had no intention of letting go until her hunger
was sated.  At least for the moment.

The hunger proved a deep and ravenous thing that was unwilling to let
go lightly. Just when it seemed the embers of passion were dying down,
it would only take a sigh or touch to arouse them again. It was
probably as well the orchestra was still playing, lest the sounds of
uninhibited ecstasy fill the hall and the street beyond. By the time
Vikund pried his sweat-wreathed body from hers, he could barely stand, and
the hand that reached for the bottle on his desk was shaking from the
exertion.


"Drink?" He asked weakly between panting breaths.

 

Petra flopped back onto the chaise bonelessly, her body covered in a fine 
sheen of sweat and her heart pounding.  

"Si," she breathed shakily.

Vikund pulled a pair of glasses from his bottom drawer and filled them
with exaggerated care. He passed one to Petra before reaching towards
the table lamp. He reached too far and slumped ignominiously on the
rug.


"Ouch." He declared, before putting a little light on the subject. He
drained his glass and crawled back to the safety of the chaise,
curling up beside Petra, listening intently to the beat of her heart.

 

Her own glass emptied and dropped the rug, Petra absently carded her 
fingers through Vikund's hair despite how worn out she was.  

When her heartbeat returned to normal, and she had a chance to catch her 
breath, she leaned down and kissed the top of his head.  "That was 
amazing," she murmured. 

 

"Just for you, my Lady Rossi," Vikund breathed, kissing her shoulder
and hugging her tightly. "Please tell me this is not 'For One Night
Only'. I don't want this to end."

Petra appeared startled, but then she smiled against him.  "It has already 
been more then one night, cara mio, and I certainly have no intention of 
letting you go any time soon."


Vikund gave her a squeeze and kissed her about the neck before
relaxing once more. It seemed for a while he would doze off there and
then, but the evening was not quite done. He pulled a quilted blanket
from beneath the chaise and carefully unwrapped it, before draping it
across his lady.

She was grumbling about being left until he did that, and then she smiled at
his thoughtfulness.  She snuggled down into the quilted softness.

"Back in a mo', " said he, and put his hand behind a curtain to force
open a stiff adjoining door. A few seconds later there was the sound
of running water and a gasp.

"Damn that's cold!"

She chuckled softly, but didn't go investigate, despite her curiosity.
Instead she propped herself up on one elbow and looked at her surroundings
now that there was light for her to see by.



As Vikund had indicated, it was hardly luxurious. The hardwood floor
was covered by rugs, their design suggestive of Persa, while the walls
were plain whitewash broken only by a small portrait of the king. The
only other furniture in the room aside from the chaise was a Queen
Anne chair, sat in front of the broad desk Vikund had recently raided.
There was a small fireplace, and it was to this he returned when he
bustled back into the room. As he stooped and attempted to light the
fire with a taper, Petra noted the small portrait on the mantlepiece
with its attendant flower, mirror to the one they left behind at the
house in Broken Smile.

She leaned over and righted her glass from where it had fallen on the rug
and moved it out of the way.  Her fingers ran over the fibers of the rug to
feel the threads and the weave.  She smiled at the familiar feel.

Her attention returned to the portrait over the fireplace.  She had her
suspicions and sought to confirm them.

"Vikund, is that your mother?"

Vikund got up too fast, and there was a loud bump as his head struck
the edge of the mantlepiece. He rubbed the spot as he turned to look
at the portrait as if noticing it for the first time. When he stared
at it, there was no tenderness there.

"Yes," he said simply. "Sometimes we need a reminder of what we were,
and where we came from."

Petra winced when his head made contact with the mantle and was swiftly
behind him.  She wrapped her arms around his chest with the blanket over
both of them.   She peered over his shoulder at the picture.

"Is that why there was one at the house too?"

Involuntarily, he shivered and held her close. "I don't know. When I
ask them, the servants all deny they put them out. This one is the
original. It's almost as if it follows me about."

He stared at the picture, and the smiling young dark-haired woman
stared back. As the fire began to flare into life, it seemed like she
winked.

Her embrace tightened around him and she narrowed her eyes at the picture.
She had seen a lot of odd things since she came to Amber and started hanging
around with the likes of Merlin, but that would be something new.

Petra's attention went back to Vikund and kissed his shoulder.  "Well, as
long as one doesn't show up in my house or ship.." she murmured between the
trail of kisses she was marching up his neck.  "I think we can forget about
her."

"Yes, let's." Vikund replied, and their lips met. He cuddled her and
let the fire's warmth seep into the room. It would be a while before
the water was a comfortable temperature, so he was in no hurry to
move. The music was once more audible in the silence, and he began to
sway gently to its steady rhythm.

She chuckled softly and swayed with him.  She closed her eyes and laid her
head on his shoulder, holding him close.  "You know," she said quietly.
"I'm glad I didn't have you tossed overboard.  But it was a close thing for
awhile."

"Another thing I have to thank you for," Vikund replied. "I must admit
I would not have relished getting wet, especially with most of your
staff standing applauding. I wouldn't have been surprised if Antonia
tried strapping a ball and chain to my leg as well," he chuckled.

"They're very protective," Petra offered by way of an explanation.  "And I
can't say they're happy with you right now.  They'll get used to you, though
I imagine some of them will never like you.  But not everyone likes me
either."

"Life would be less interesting if everyone liked me," Vikund replied.
"Besides, while people hate me, Mandor still thinks I'm useful. A
daresay I can survive a few brickbats from Vincenzo and his like."

"Don't be silly," scoffed the woman in his arms.  "They aren't going to beat
you.  Where do you get these ideas?"

"It's an expression," Vikund replied, "referring to criticism rather
than physical punishment. Excuse my metaphors, I'm becoming more
poetic now I think you might abstain from hanging me by my thumbs for
putting a few lines together," he chuckled.

With a put upon sigh, she replied.  "I shall try."

She tilted her head and kissed his chin.  "What is it you do for the Prime
Minister?  Since I'm going to be competing with him for your time and all."

"I am his ear in the city," Vikund replied. "I have to make regular
reports of what goes on, and implement certain plans. In truth,
anything he believes will not be handled competently by anyone else
lands on my desk. Thankfully, I have had few complaints."

Petra pulled back enough to look up into his face.  "And is this something
you want to do, or something you need to do?  Would you die for him,
Vikund?"

"I do what I have to," Vikund replied, "but I would not give my life
for him or any of his ilk."

He looked deep into her eyes then, and spoke with intensity.
"I would for you."

Petra's breath caught in her throat at the depth of feeling her senses told
her mind were there.   "I...  I would never ask that of you," she whispered.


"You don't need to ask, so don't mention it," Vikund said. "Let's just
hope it never comes to that. We both know how dangerous Amber can be.
I like to think I have a healthy survival instinct, and I shall do my
utmost to keep you from harm."

He kissed her again, tasting of wine.

Petra thought she might cry.  How do you thank someone for something like
that?  Instead she kissed him fiercely and held him all that much tighter.
When words failed her, actions always came through.

They held each other just like that, and for a long while, that was
enough. The spell was broken by a clock chiming, the echoing of
distant applause and silence.

"Would you like to spend the night at the Palace?" Vikund suddenly asked.

"It matters not to me," Petra smiled.  "I'm spending it with you.  Location
is secondary."

"I don't suppose you have a trump of the Palace... it would make
things a lot easier," Vikund said, with a sly smile. "Failing that, I
do have some materials here you might use."

"Then it is lucky for you that I have one to the courtyard," Petra snorted
with humor.  "Otherwise we would be here all night.  I think I've used it
once, but I like to be prepared for emergencies."  She smiled.  "You may
keep it if you like.  I can do another."

"I can think of other circumstances where it might be useful," Vikund
commented. "Though the courtyard is outside, so I think some clothing
other than a blanket may be a prerequisite."

"If you insist," she responded with a cheeky smile.  After giving him a
quick kiss, Petra sauntered back to where her dress had ended up in a
crumpled heap of silk.  "Weren't you running a bath?"


"It's a little small for a bath," Vikund smirked. "I could probably
rustle up a tin-tub from somewhere; I'm just not sure I can be
bothered to look when there are such things provided in the Palace. I
had more in mind a quick wash to wake myself up. I got rather more of
a sharp wake-up than I imagined."

He got to his feet and wandered back through the door, blanket draped
over his shoulders. He hummed contentedly an approximation of the Blue
Danube Waltz that had played sometime earlier.

"Don't bother on my account," she called after him.  Petra chuckled as he
exited.  She riffled through her clothes for her fan and trump case and set
them aside before dressing herself.  Her hair was a disaster but she finger
combed the worst of it and twisted it it up into a loose knot at the base of
her neck that she only hoped the wing and a prayer she sent would hold it
until they were again in private.

She wandered back over to the mantle and studied the image of Vikund's
mother again while she waited on him.

While sounds of contented splashing came from the adjoining room, she
studied the picture.

It was a simple portrait executed in classical style, but in truth it
could have been painted by anyone in the Artists' Quarter. She seemed
to be sitting on a beach, with the sun setting at her back, sending
streaks of orange and crimson through the cloud. Her hair was raven
black, long and straight, her eyes dark like Vikund's. There was
something about her smile that suggested mischief. The more Petra
looked the more she felt…something? Something.

Petra's eyes narrowed at the picture.

"Vikund!" she called through to the other room.  "Where exactly did this
picture of your mother come from?"

 

"It was some of the things she left behind," Vikund replied between
splashes. "What makes you ask?"

Petra's didn't raise her voice at all, as if she were speaking to someone 
over her shoulder instead of the other room.  

"Because it's a Trump."

She plucked it off the mantle and flipped it over to open the frame and 
remove the card.

There was a long silence before Vikund appeared framed in the doorway,
a towel draped around his shoulders, hair slick and wet. He frowned
slightly.


"Intriguing," he said. "I know she traveled, but I didn't know that
she ever met anyone with the true art."


"I felt something, but I wanted a closer look at it before I tried 
anything," she said and then stopped what she was doing and turned to face 
him.

"Unless you would rather I did not."

"Doesn't it hurt those not of the blood if you try to trump them?"
Vikund asked. "She's bad enough sober and lucid. I'd rather not
contact her after giving her a migraine."

 

"It's not like I can't hang up on her," Petra pointed out absently as she 
studied the design on the back. 

"Huh.  Does this mean anything to you?"

Vikund studied it intently for a second, then shook his head. He
stooped to pluck his clothes from the floor.


"Can't say that it does. Do you think it has some meaning?"

 

"Of course it does," Petra said firmly.  "Trump artists always use 
something that means something to them as their card backs.  Like a 
maker's mark."

She looked over at Vikund.  "Aren't you in the least bit curious about 
where she is?"

 

"Why should I be? She left. She's not coming back," Vikund replied,
pulling on his shirt and putting a comb through his hair. "That was
her decision, not mine."

Petra flinched but didn't say anything more about it.  She took a last 
look at the back of the card and slipped it back in its frame. 

Vikund slipped his arms around Petra's waist and kissed her neck.
"Sorry, I don't mean to speak harshly," he said. "I do keep in touch
from time to time, but Antonia does not have a monopoly on breaking
crockery, I assure you."

"She looks a fiery woman," Petra responded.  She reached behind her and
caressed the back of his neck.  "I probably shouldn't be worried about
anyone's mother but my own."

She turned within his embrace to face him.  "Besides, mothers are the last
thing I want right now."

Vikund smiled and lay the portrait flat before kissing Petra
passionately. He held her closely for a moment, then stepped back.


"Just a few minutes," he said, "then I'm all yours!"


He stepped into his trousers and pulled them up before dancing backing
into the next door room. He must have put a spurt on, because he
wasn't there long.

He returned with a smile.


"If you have the card, let's get going. You can keep the blanket, if
you like," he grinned. "Not an entirely cunning disguise, but it might
serve as a shawl."


She had already folded the blanket on the lounger and was waiting with her 
own fringed shawl over her head in a Spanish manner reminiscent of a 
mantilla and tapping the card in question with her fan.  

Petra's smile brightened at his return and she offered him the card then 
took his arm.  "Why would I need a disguise?"


Vikund took the card and stared at it, so that the rainbow portal began to
open.


"It's a tradition - sneaking about a castle in disguise and frightening servants runs in the blood," he smirked. "We need to give them something to gossip about."

He took a step through, and holding Petra's arm they stepped through.
He stood there as the rainbow faded, a breeze ruffling his hair.


"You know, I could never tire of doing that," he said, before looking about.

"If you really wanted to give the servants something to gossip out, I could
jump you in the hall," Petra helpfully offered.  "Or perhaps leave a trail
of my clothes to your door?"

"I don't know about you, but I'm rather looking forward to a soft bed
and silk sheets, but if you'd like to disrobe en route I'm not going to try to stop
you," Vikund replied, before guiding Petra across the open courtyard towards a solid- looking oak door.

"You have silk sheets?" she laughed.  "I suppose that should be a surprise.
How do you keep your pillows and covers from slithering off in the night?"

"Oh it's easy enough," Vikund grinned, giving the door handle a sharp
twist and pushing it open. "Once you've had enough practice."

Inside was a tack room, filled with the smell of oiled leather.

She stepped in a took a deep breath.  "I love that smell."  But then she 
turned a sly smile on him as she let a leather strap run over her hand.

"But darling," she cooed and batted her lashes playfully.  "You didn't 
tell me we were going to your playroom."

 

Vikund laughed, and kept going.


"We're not stopping," he said, and proved it by darting down a narrow
corridor with flagstone floor. Suddenly the rooms were coming hard and
fast, some whose use was obscure, others more obvious. True to his
word, he stumbled into a laundry room and frightened a maid, who
suddenly found the stacked sheets at her elbow of infinite
fascination.


She pouted but let herself be led along.  Upon entry to the laundry room, 
she gave him a wicked smile and threw herself dramatically into his arms.

"Hurry darling..," she said with breathless desperation.   "Before my husband realizes I have slipped away."

"Damn him - damn them all, I must have you!" Vikund cried dramatically, and launched them both into a pile of (thankfully) clean washing. A clatter of heels announced a sudden departure and he dissolved into laughter.

 

Petra's laughter mingled with his, and for just a moment, she hadn't a 
care in the world.  The fall into someone's laundry freed her hair and it 
tumbled around her.  

"That poor woman is going to think she has to rewash all this.  But you 
were right.  That was fun."


"What's a few rumpled sheets between friends?" Vikund asked, smoothing
her hair back carefully, letting it run through his fingers. He kissed
her impulsively, before hauling himself to his feet. He held his hands
out to help her up.

"Come on, we're not there yet!"

She took his hand and laughed as he pulled her to her feet.  "More
chambermaids to startle?" inquired a bright eyed Petra, and she wrapped her
hand around his.  "Or shall we scandalize a page?"

"I don't mind, I'm not prejudiced," Vikund replied, emerging into a
more decorated hall, hung with portraits. He stopped suddenly and
gazed upward. They were standing at the foot of a wide staircase
leading upward. Though the rosewood banister was highly burnished,
there was something about the hall that suggested it served a
functional rather than ceremonial purpose.

"Oi!" Called a voice, accompanied by striding steps. "Back to the
servant's section, please, there's no..."


A tall man, broad chested and crimson uniformed, moved into view. He
was mid-sentence when his eyes went wide.


"Oh, I do apologise!"


Vikund made a dismissive gesture and smiled cheekily at Petra.

Petra hands covered her face and she gave a dramatic sob.

"Why?  Why must the Fates conspire against us so?" she cried.  "Surely my
husband will discover my absence in moments?"  She threw her arms around
Vikund.

"Take me!  Take me now, and damn the consequences!  I can wait no longer!"

The guard's face coloured to match his uniform, and he discretely
stepped back behind a Doric column. Vikund hoisted Petra aloft by the
thighs and for one heart-stopping moment it seemed he might attempt as
she had bid. Instead he laughed and began pounding up the stairs past
shining suits of armour, his voice echoing upwards.

Petra's squeal of delighted surprise turned into a delighted laugh.  She held
on tightly with her arms around his neck and her legs locked around his
waist.  She gave the guard a cheeky grin over Vikund's shoulder and waved a
goodbye.

 


The guard blinked, but managed to prevent his mouth falling open in
surprise. Then, he was gone and they were up the stairs. Two, three,
four flights? Then another guard, who Vikund greeted with a simple:


" 'Evening Gerald!"


Poor Gerald didn't know what to do, and in the end merely saluted,
before Vikund dived through a doorway. He paused, breathing heavily,
glancing this way and that up long and similar corridors that went to
left, right and straight ahead.


"Ok, we have the... scenic route, the direct route or the...'I don't
know where I'm going' route," he proposed.

"You can put me down, you ridiculous man," said the still laughing Petra.
"and take the direct route. You're wearing yourself out, and it's just too
early in the evening for that.."

Vikund complied, dropping Petra lightly on her feet.


"Sorry, I was getting all primeval there for a moment," he smiled. He
took her hand and gestured down the left hand corridor.


"Please step this way."


"Oh, I certainly didn't mind.  I just was surprised I didn't get tossed 
over your shoulder," Petra grinned.  She squeezed his hand and looked 
about in mild interest as he led her along. 

The corridors here were notably wider than those they had encountered
so far, and the carpet quality was distinctly improved. Petra's feet
seemed to sink into the surface but was also springy like moss, and
the deep pile was richly patterned with subtle mystic designs. The
walls were mostly bare wood panels, but here and there broken by
tapestries of hunting scenes or depictions of Arthurian legend. What
was most noticeable was the light. There were few windows, yet every
corridor and hallway was illuminated along its length despite there
being no torches, sconces or lanterns, and none of the distinctive
smell of burning oil.

Vikund strode purposely down the corridor for some distance before
stopping suddenly beside a tapestry depicting a Serpent and Unicorn
locked in mortal combat. He studied it a while before grabbing the
edge and pushing it aside. The heavy material slid along the metal
rail from which it was suspended, revealing a narrow unlit corridor.
"It's a bit tight down here," he explained, "time to get cosy."

She raised an eyebrow and then smirked.  "You are just full of 
surprises."  She slipped by, kissing him briefly as she passed him, and 
stepped into the corridor.

 

Vikund slipped in beside her and pulled the tapestry behind them. It
suddenly went very dark.


"One moment," he said, his voice bouncing from the walls. "It's a
simple sideways two-step," he continued, sliding his arm around her
waist and pulling her close so she could feel his breath on her neck.
His fingers slid into hers and they were dance partners again. "Ten
paces, but don't stop."

He began to hum a well-known tune. There were many lyrics across
Shadow for the song, but by far the most popular was "There May Be
Trouble Ahead..."

 

Petra's soft laugh accompanied him as she was led on this new dance.  "You 
know, now that I think of it, you are a very hidden passage type of man.  
It was obvious even before tonight.  Perhaps I will have one installed on 
the boat next time we remodel.  Just for you."

"That would be delightful," Vikund laughed, as he led her through the
steps. There was a moments' resistance as their outstretched
intertwined hands touched the wall, then none at all. In the blink of
an eye, they were standing in a small study, illuminated only by
single candle on a desk heaped with papers. He chuckled, and span her
around, as if pleased with his success.

He didn't dally in the study, though, and led her next door. A larger
room had its broad dining table set as if expecting several visitors.
The only illumination was a series of small candles under large silver
covered platters along the spine of the table. Vikund spotted
something there, a small card, and he squinted to read it in the thin
light.


He smiled.


"Dear Marjorie. She has done well anticipating me tonight. Shall we
see what's on offer?"

Petra couldn't seem to shake the smile she was wearing as she watched 
him.  "That would be lovely, darling."

 



 

 


"Let's have a little light on the subject first," Vikund said, and
moved over to a large paraffin lamp in the corner. Reaching underneath
the broad amber dome of the lamp-shade, he turned up the wick,
creating a splash of light at that end of the room. He covered the
distance to the other lamp with the grace of one born to service, and
soon the shadows were dispersed.

The heavy iridescent green curtains were drawn, which no doubt
contributed to the warmth of the room. It had the atmosphere of
somewhere little used, but the polished surfaces were all immaculate
as if tended with loving care. A mantel clock in Viennese style marked
out the time with a steady purposeful tick.

Vikund raised the first silver dome to reveal a steaming dish of soup
smelling of vegetable and spices. The second contained Chicken
Chanhasse, that is, boneless breast of chicken stuffed with wild rice
dressing baked to a golden brown and topped with Hollandaise sauce.
The third contained a selection of vegetables: honey carrots, glazed
green beans, roasted potatoes with garlic and stuffed peppers.


"Hope you're hungry," he said.

"I didn't realize just how much until just now," Petra chuckled.  "That
looks and smells marvelous."

"Take a seat," Vikund bade, pulling back a chair for his guest "and
I'll see what wine we have."


After a short pause involving rattling of bottles and the odd "hmm"
and "ah!" he produced a bottle of white and proceeded to uncork it
with aplomb.


"If I'd really been organised I would have asked someone to remain to
wait on us, but I'd hate to have them hanging around."

"Besides," he smirked, as he poured a measure for her to taste. "I
rather like attending to Madame's needs."

"And Madame appreciates the personal attentions," Petra purred.  

"Excellent," Vikund commented, pouring himself a measure and placing
the bottle in a silver cooler the shape of a Grecian urn. He served a
helping of soup, then finally took his seat.


"Bon appetite," he said.

She smiled and took a sip of soup and hummed appreciatively.  Several times
she would look at him and smile.  After a time, she set her spoon down and
sipped her wine, watching him over the glass.

"I've had a wonderful time this evening."

"And I have enjoyed entertaining you, my lady Rossi," Vikund answered
and raised his glass with a smile. "To many happy reunions."

Dinner was lovely, and the evening ended as one would expect:  In a tangle of arms and legs in the middle of a large four poster bed.

