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Chapter One

 


Nevia leaned forward and idly dragged her
fingers through the water of the open-air courtyard pool. The
temperature was unusually warm for late spring; it felt like a
fully summer’s day. Nevia’s fingers left delicate tracings of frost
on the surface of the water, tracings which the heat melted
instantly. Before she heard his voice, she heard the sounds of
flowing water, and she knew her former tutor approached.

“What is the matter, little pupil?” Garalach
stood at the edge of the peristyle.

Nevia looked up to see him, and the sight of
his watery ever-flowing hair pleased her. “I am not your pupil any
longer.” She rose to her feet and straightened her loose gown. “As
of today, I am a full Lorin in my own right.”

“You have been that for quite some time,
really.” Garalach looked Nevia up and down, and she laughed in her
fire.

“You would never have told me that before
today.” Nevia’s laughter faded as quickly as it had come. “Today I
am eighteen, Garalach.”

“That is not so old.” Garalach sat, and
Nevia resumed her place at the side of the pool.

“Yes, it is.” Nevia did not look at her
former tutor. She kept her gaze fastened on the surface of the
pool. The water of it seemed to soothe some longing in her, and she
dragged her fingers over it once more. “I could have been –
should have been – married well before this.”

“Domina?” The sounds of the bare feet of her
nurse drew Nevia’s attention. “The Dominus your father requires
your presence in his study.”

“I go.” Nevia sighed in her airs, and
Garalach smiled in his in response. As she followed Ginovae into
the house, Nevia amused herself by trying to read her nurse’s
expressions. As nearly as Nevia could judge, the upturned corners
of Ginovae’s mouth represented pleasure. The eyes seemed a bit
brighter than usual, as well. Nevia concluded, just as the door to
her father’s study opened, that her nurse was happy and that
therefore the news her father was going to share was likely to be
good.

“Welcome, daughter.” Nevius Akar Judal was
seated at his desk, attended by two slaves, one of whom Nevia
recognized for the family scribe.

“Father.” Nevia bobbed her head and bent her
knees as a daughter should, but she knew perfectly well that her
father would not see the appropriate humility on her face. She
sighed in her airs again. Nor would he see the resentment that was
actually present. Her elements were invisible to him, and she knew
that he saw her as an unfeeling statue.

“I have good news for you.” Judal turned up
the corners of his mouth, but Nevia saw no additional light in his
eyes. “You are to be married.”

Shock rippled through Nevia’s water. “When?
And to whom?”

“Tomorrow,” said Judal. He began shuffling
through tablets and scrolls on his desk. “To Melenius Lozabet
Firin.”

All four of Nevia’s elements raged about her
in her increasing astonishment and dawning fury. “Tomorrow? With no
betrothal feast?”

“We will leave before dawn for our villa in
Talor province.” Judal was no longer looking at Nevia. His stylus
scratched across the wax of the tablet before him.

Nevia’s wrath burst from her flames, but her
voice was, she knew, flat and uninflected in her father’s ears. “So
we will arrive at the villa by noon, and I am to be wedded there?
In the country? Why not at the temple of Jehiel in the Forum?”

“Yes.” Judal handed the tablet to the
scribe. “Take that to the temple of Galadrin. Read the contract the
priest will give you in return. If it matches exactly, then leave
the tablet there. If it does not, return to me at once, bringing
this back again.”

Nevia was accustomed to her father ignoring
her, but she did not intend to leave his chamber without an answer.
She waited, studying her father as she had studied her nurse. The
gold of her father’s hair was rich, only tinting with a glint of
silver at the temples. His face was unlined, save for two grooves
at the corners of his mouth, grooves that grew deeper when his
mouth turned downward, as it did now.

“Why are you still here, daughter? Have you
not gowns to pack?” Judal’s voice altered its pitch, and Nevia
recognized the sound for annoyance.

“I await your answer to my queries, Father.”
Nevia did not bother to hide her invisible irritation. “I asked you
‘why’, and you responded ‘yes’.”

“I have obtained a fine husband for you.”
Judal paused in his writing to look up at Nevia. “I admit that he
is a foreigner, but surely you are pleased at the idea of marrying
the only noble Lorin in Nirrion besides yourself?”

Nevia decided not to probe her father any
further. She knew that he would tell her nothing of his ulterior
motive; that he had an ulterior motive, she knew without doubt. She
satisfied herself with goading him instead. “But Lord Firin is not
a foreigner, Father. He was born in Nirrion, just as I was. His
blood may originate in the Faror lands, but he is a Senator, just
as my brother is.”

“And your brother Nevius will not be able to
attend your wedding. He is still at the front lines, of course. His
leave will be in a fortnight, so you ought to be back in Nirrion to
greet him by then.” Judal waved her out. “Go prepare yourself. We
leave before the sun.”

Nevia again dropped her knees and left,
Ginovae following hard after.

“Domina, are you not pleased?”

Nevia smiled in her airs as kindly as she
could. “Of course, Ginovae. At last the shame of my spinsterhood
will be erased. For the foremost maid in Nirrion to be unwed at
eighteen – it burns my earth to think of it.”

“Yes, Domina.” Ginovae then launched into a
catalog of Nevia’s gowns, sandals, and slippers, asking which to
take and which to leave.

Nevia did not listen. “You choose.” Ginovae
ran off to obey, and Nevia slipped into her father’s record
chamber. As high priest of Nirrion, he had more records in his
house than did some temples, and Nevia sighed as she surveyed the
shelves. Tablet upon tablet, scroll upon scroll, and she had only a
few minutes before she would be missed.

Nevia clasped her hands and pulled up the
fire within herself. She was a Lorin of Fire, after all, and as she
bathed herself in the burning, she stoked her own inspiration. When
the flames disappeared with her next breath, she knew precisely
where to look. Without hesitation, she pulled an ornate scroll-case
from the fifth shelf on the west wall, seven cases in. She unhooked
the case and unrolled the scroll. There she saw the object of her
divination, the marriage contract between herself and Melenius
Lozabet Firin. She skimmed over it, reading the various clauses and
stipulations. For the most part, it was a standard contract of
marriage, a making over of her father’s ownership of her to
Melenius’s possession. All goods she owned would be transferred to
Melenius, all property, all debts receivable. So far there was
nothing that could explain her father’s strange behavior. Why would
he not give her a betrothal feast? Why was her wedding to be so
private? Nevia did not flatter herself that her father might care
what she thought of the matter, but that he would forgo the
opportunity to gather favors by giving or withholding invitations
to the bridal feast of his only daughter – that Nevia would never
believe. She was the highest noble lady in Nirrion, excepting only
her own mother, and there was no maid whose marriage would be of
more importance. Nevia’s airs sank into her earth in her
perplexity. Why should her father give up the chance for so many
bribes? He could, as chief priest and head of the Akar clan, even
have a public holiday declared for her nuptials. How many merchants
could he have gotten money from just for the holiday alone? As for
those merchants known to have catered the affair, their custom
would doubtless have doubled from being hired for such an event.
Why would her father, who though admittedly rich beyond need of
such things, have given this up in exchange for a hurried ceremony
witnessed by no one save himself?

Nevia continued to examine the contract, but
though she was familiar with Nirrion legal terms and
technicalities, there was nothing that drew her eye as unusual,
aside from the exorbitant brideprice her father had demanded. Of
course, that was to be expected. Melenius Lozabet Firin was not of
high enough blood even to have thought of marrying her. Of the
thirty High Houses of Nirrion, the Lozabet clan was ranked twelfth.
The Akar was first. Nevia would not have been surprised to learn
that half the Lozabet fortune had gone to her brideprice, and even
then the nobles would consider Lord Firin to have been as fortunate
as Aeirakai Moon-goddess herself could make him.

Nevia was about to roll up the scroll when
one thing caught her attention. The date. The contract was ten
years old. She had been betrothed to Melenius since she was eight
years old. Confusion warred with wrath in Nevia’s elements as she
closed the scroll-case and returned it to its place. Here were no
answers, only deeper mysteries. Why should Melenius not have taken
her to wife five years before? Why had she been forced to live with
the growing shame of spinsterhood? Was it her father’s doing? Or
Melenius’s?

She considered. Why should her father wait?
The payment that Melenius owed had, according to the scrolls, only
just been completed the previous Waterday, but had Melenius wedded
her before the brideprice had been paid, he would have been in her
father’s debt. That would have been much preferable, Nevia knew, to
her father. Nevius Akar Judal had no need of money; he owned more
property than any man in Nirrion. He would have been willing to let
Melenius have her early in order to have influence over Melenius’s
votes in the Senate. Therefore it must have been Melenius’s
decision. But why should Melenius have done this? To what end? Why
should he have waited? His name was not linked in gossip with that
of anyone, so it was doubtful that Melenius tarried for reasons of
sentiment. Nevia could find no explanation for why Melenius should
have left her to live in shame for five years, and fury spiked
through her elements.

“Domina?”

At the sound of Ginovae’s voice in the
passage, Nevia darted out of the record chamber. By the time her
nurse rounded the corner, Nevia was halfway down the hall.

“Domina, your tut – Garalach, I mean, is …
here.”

Nevia’s airs rippled in amusement, for
Garalach stood behind Ginovae. Though he was not much taller than
her nurse, Garalach was a head taller than Nevia, and she had a
clear view of the water of his ever-flowing hair.

“I heard from Ginovae that you are to be
married.” Garalach stepped around the nurse and stood beside Nevia.
“Is there any way that I can comfort you?”

“Comfort?” Nevia could not keep her elements
in check; the amusement that had earlier tinted them turned into
full-blown laughter. “Comfort now that the blot of my spinsterhood
is to be wiped away?”

Garalach hesitated. “Perhaps, Lady, we could
speak alone? Of Lorin matters?” His fires darted lightly toward
Ginovae.

Nevia understood at once. “Ginovae, there
are some jewels of my mother’s that I would like to take to my new
home. The sapphire bracelet in the silver setting and the emerald
combs. Do see if she will give them to me.”

“Yes, Domina.” And Ginovae was gone, leaving
Nevia and Garalach alone in the passage.

“Lady Nevia, I am sorry that you are to be
yoked to a human.” All his tones were gentle. “Truly, I am. But you
need not be concerned. I will not abandon you. You will not be
alone with them, with the beasts that they are.”

“Beasts.” Nevia repeated the word,
considering it. “They are as difficult to read as the hawks
my father keeps.”

“And they can no more decipher your
feelings, your emotions, your heart, than can your father’s hawks.”
Garalach took a step nearer. “But that very ignorance grants you
freedom to behave as you will.”

Nevia smiled. “You have always reminded me
to find the privacy a benefit rather than the loneliness a
burden.”

“But it is a burden, Lady Nevia
Akara, a terrible one. I have been a Lorin alone for far longer
than you have, and I know the ache of being misunderstood, of being
treated as an outcast.”

Nevia saw the traces of sorrow streak
through Garalach’s earth. “Come now, Garalach. You speak as though
you have been alone for far longer than you have. You have been my
tutor these past five years, and for one of those you also tutored
Melenius Lozabet Firin.”

“Yes, I was his teacher before I was yours,
and for a time I taught you both.” Garalach’s sorrow evaporated
from his earth. “You are correct that it has been several years
since I knew the bitterness of being a Lorin alone. You are about
to go into just such a situation, my Lady. You will know what it is
to dwell in a house where you alone are the only true person, where
all the others who would consider themselves your equals can no
more comprehend you or your elements than can the horses in the
stable.” Garalach laid his hand on her arm as he spoke.

“No.” Nevia disengaged her arm. “I am not to
live so. I am to marry Firin.”

“Melenius?” Nevia saw the shock dart through
all four of Garalach’s elements, and she felt his airs whispering
around her, almost as though he had more to say.

“What do you know of Firin?” she asked. “You
were his tutor, too. You dwelt in his house before you came to live
in mine. What is he like?”

“He is tall,” said Garalach. “Taller than
any man in the Senate. He is dark, of course, for his family have
never wedded outside the Faror clans … before this. His hair is
long, much longer than any proper Senator ought to wear it. He
wears a beard, too, but at least he dresses in Nirrion fashions, in
the proper toga of a Senator. Though, I admit, the colors are
wrong.”

Nevia sighed. “Garalach, though I have never
spoken with Firin, I have seen him. All this I knew already.
I wish to know what he is like, the man himself.”

“He is proud, my Lady, proud as the
Master-Smith himself.”

Nevia gave up. For some reason she could not
fathom, Garalach was being stubborn, stubborn and insulting,
really. “What are his elements at least? You must share at least
one element with him to have been able to teach him.” Nevia’s own
elements were Fire and Earth, and with Garalach she shared only
Earth. She hoped that Melenius would have both.

“I share Water with him,” said Garalach.
“His other element is Air.”

Nevia sighed. So she shared with her
betrothed no elements at all.

“If you do not mind, my Lady, I think I will
go. Surely you have preparations for your betrothal feast to make.”
Garalach bowed.

“No, I have not. I am to be wedded
tomorrow.” Nevia knew that Garalach would be able to read her
puzzlement in her elements, but she did not care. Perhaps he would
even try to find out more information for her. It would be like him
to try to please her in that way.

“May Chiel Queen of Air bless your nuptials,
my Lady.” Garalach did not stay further, and Nevia watched him go
with a mixture of relief and disappointment. When he had gone, she
was effectively alone.

“Domina?” Ginovae was once more at her side.
“The Domina your mother permitted that you have the sapphire
bracelet, but the emerald combs she does not wish to part
with.”

Nevia observed Ginovae’s face as closely as
she could. Human reactions were annoyingly difficult to read. There
was something in Ginovae’s tone, an emotion Nevia could not
determine. It might have been irritation, or possibly even
anger.

“Is my mother angry with me for the
request?” asked Nevia, resolved to decipher Ginovae’s expression.
It was never good to be at a disadvantage, and being unable to read
the expressions of those around her was a distinct
disadvantage.

“No, Domina.” Ginovae’s face smoothed, and
the corners of her mouth turned up. “She was too happy that you are
to be married to be upset with any request you might make. She is
not, however, able to join you. She has too much to do in
preparation for your brother’s return from the front.”

Nevia paused, considering. Her brother’s
return from the front lines would not be for a fortnight, and it
made no sense for her mother to remain behind. However, there was
no more to be learned here. Her mother, she was certain, would know
nothing. She decided. “If I am to leave before dawn, I will want to
be rested. Have Tam and Jora both sent to my chambers.”

“Yes, Domina. Will you have the new slaves
brought in as well?”

“No.” Nevia did not wish to have to instruct
anyone in her pleasure. “Tam and Jora will suffice me.”

****

Nevia lay back on her bed. She smelled of
the lavender salts from her bath, and she closed her eyes, enjoying
the scent. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, and the
evening’s coolness crept in through the curtains. Ginovae stood at
the foot of the bed, waving a feathered fan.

“Domina.” The door opened to admit Tam and
Jora. Tam was a mixed-blooded slave, a slim and beautiful youth
with dark hair and the largest cock Nevia had ever seen on a
pleasure slave. As for Jora, she was a pure-blooded Jarad, born in
the Akar household, and though she was not as lovely as some Jarad,
she possessed the most skillful tongue of Nevia’s experience.

“Jora.” Nevia lay back against the pillows
of her bed and opened her legs. She wore only a thin, white shift,
tied with four white satin bows across her breasts; the rest of the
shift was open, with a slit up the center giving easy access to
every portion of Nevia’s body.

Jora nodded without speaking and slid up the
bed to position herself between Nevia’s open legs. Nevia’s airs
trembled with anticipation as Jora, long accustomed to her
mistress’s desires, slipped the tip of her thumb inside Nevia’s
waiting cunt. Jora did not leave her thumb inside for longer than
it took to dampen it. Nevia’s hymen was too important to run even
the slightest risk of rupture. Instead, Jora stroked the nub of
Nevia’s clitoris with soft, deft strokes.

“Tam.” Nevia knew that her voice did not
betray, so far as her slaves could tell, either her arousal or her
pleasure, but that did not matter. Tam and Jora both knew their
duties.

Tam came forward, his head bowed. He stood
at the side of Nevia’s bed and pulled his short slave’s tunic over
his head. It fell to the floor, revealing his thick cock, already
half-hard. Nevia took hold of it, enjoying its heft in her hands.
She knew that the frost of her touch was pleasant to Tam, and his
cock swelled. She did not waste time, for she enjoyed seeing the
expression on Tam’s face as his cock grew in her mouth. That, at
least, was one look she understood. The salty wetness that already
dampened the tip of Tam’s cock she greedily swallowed. It did not
take long for the thick shaft to brush the back of her throat. With
an ease born of long practice, Nevia closed her eyes and allowed
Tam’s cock to penetrate her throat.

The smallest moan escaped Tam, and Nevia
smiled to herself. She had not called for Tam for a week, and it
seemed he had forgotten how very skilled she was.

At that moment, Jora, obviously recognizing
the increasing wetness of her mistress, ceased to rub Nevia’s clit
with her thumb, instead switching to her tongue.

Nevia responded immediately by pressing her
pelvis downward and arching her back. She wanted to give Jora’s
tongue deeper access, to feel as much penetration as she could.
Ginovae had told her once, in response to a query of her own, that
to be fingered while being eaten brought a quicker, stronger
climax, but to be penetrated even by a finger was not something
Nevia could risk. She was forced, therefore, to make do with Jora’s
alternate licking of her clit and penetration of her cunt with her
tongue.

Nevia’s nipples ached from her need for
penetration, her need for climax, and she looked at Tam, her mouth
still wrapped around his cock.

Tam, trained to respond to that glance,
obeyed by reaching out to touch her breasts through the fabric of
her shift. His hands, the soft hands of a pleasure slave, cupped
her breasts with the slow, gentle movements she had instructed him
to use. Each stroke brought Nevia to a higher pitch, but her climax
was still far off. She took her mouth from Tam’s cock.

“Kneel,” she said. This was a favorite
position of hers, and Tam obeyed at once. He moved to kneel beside
her on the bed, even as she slid to the bottom of the bed. Nevia
dangled her legs off the edge, her glistening pussy wide open. Jora
knelt on the floor before Nevia’s open cunt and resumed her
skillful tonguing. Tam licked two fingers and placed them on
Nevia’s aching clit. By this time, Nevia had undone her laces, and
she knew that Tam would recognize the symbol of her command. He
bent his head to her breasts and suckled at them. Each gentle pull
of his lips brought Nevia closer. His fingers busily rubbed her
clit, and still Jora thrust forward with her tongue.

But Nevia’s climax eluded her, and,
frustrated, she pushed Tam off her breasts. She was irritated with
herself for her distraction. Her mind was still chasing her
father’s trail, trying to determine his motives for her quiet
marriage. “Lie back.” Tam obeyed, and she noted the glitter of his
eyes. She did not usually permit him to climax, but tonight she
needed to see his release to have hers.

Tam lay flat on his back, his head propped
on Nevia’s pillows, and she knelt on all fours over him. Jora
shifted position as well, moving to sit behind Nevia’s exposed
cunt.

Nevia sighed in all four of her elements as
Jora’s tongue slipped inside her once more. Nevia bent her head
over Tam’s cock, flicking the tip of it with her tongue. His hands,
laid flat beside him on the bed, jerked at her motion. Nevia opened
her mouth and slipped Tam’s cock inside. His hardness hit the back
of her throat, and she wriggled forward slightly, forcing his cock
yet deeper. Her lips brushed against his shaven pubis, and she saw
his hands clutching at the bed-sheets, moving stiffly, as though he
wanted to do something else with them. Nevia knew that, of course,
he would never dare to touch her, but it pleased her to see her
skills so great that she could bring a pleasure slave to climax.
She slid upward, pulling her mouth off his cock, then gave it a
swift lick from base to tip. At Tam’s slight shudder, she slid his
entire length back into her mouth and throat. She continued to suck
and lick, matching her rhythm to that of Jora’s tongue, and then it
happened.

Tam brushed her shoulder, tapping her ever
so slightly. She recognized the signal of his unavoidable climax,
and she pulled off him. Just as his cock cleared her lips, he shot
thick strips of cum, which trailed from his chest to his belly. At
the sight of it, at the recognition of her own power over his body,
Nevia finally achieved her own climax, which Jora swallowed,
licking Nevia’s pussy until no trace remained.

As Ginovae dismissed the pleasure slaves,
Nevia fastened the white silk bows of her gown. She lay back then,
basking in the afterglow of her climax. Ginovae, having closed the
door behind Tam and Jora, brought a cup of honey-water to
Nevia.

Nevia drank deeply before speaking. “Why
would my father not wait at least the fortnight until my brother’s
return for my wedding? He has waited five years, ever since I
became nubile. What is another two weeks?” She rolled onto her side
and propped her head on her hand. She had little hope that her
nurse would be able to answer the question, but any information
that Ginovae might have could be useful.

“Doubtless, Domina, it is because the moons
are right. Your womb grows ripe.” Ginovae settled into a chair
across from Nevia. “The Dominus came to me last night, in fact, and
inquired after your menses.”

“Of course.” Nevia sighed in her earth and
rolled onto her back. “He would want to secure his line, even on
the female side, as quickly as may be. Perhaps tomorrow, even,
Firin will seed me.” Her mind whirled with the potential
implications of her new marriage alliance. “Oh, you may wash my
vagina now, Ginovae.”

Her nurse rose and fetched a basin and
cloths. As Ginovae scrubbed, she said, “Tomorrow, Domina, when you
bathe before Lord Firin takes you to his bed, I will have to shave
you.”

“Yes, yes.” Nevia did not spare a thought to
the formality. Her hymen was intact, and she had no fear of
Melenius’s eyes failing to see her virginal blood. It was the
potential ramifications of her marriage which filled her
thoughts.


Chapter Two

 


Melenius stood near the low garden wall and
watched Judal’s train approach. Slaves and lictors flanked Judal on
his white horse. Behind the chief priest six slaves carried a
covered litter, and it was the contents of that litter that held
Melenius’s imagination. He knew that within lounged a woman of
white hair and eyes like the clear, winter sky, a woman whom he had
waited over a decade to possess.

Above him hung a ripe peach. He plucked it
and sank his teeth into it. Melenius painted a portrait of the Akar
maid in his mind, and he amused himself at guessing how much she
had changed, how much of a woman she had become since the last time
he had seen her.

“They’ve arrived at last.” Garalach was at
his elbow, breaking his reverie.

Melenius banished his thoughts of a
half-dressed Nevia. He took another bite of his peach, and juice
dribbled into his black beard.

“Let me get that,” Garalach said. He clapped
his hands once, summoning a slave. “We wouldn’t want you to soil
your new toga.”

Melenius smiled weakly but said nothing. He
indulged his friend and former teacher, letting him fuss over him.
Turning back to watch the approaching group, he kept one eye on
Garalach. Why had Nevia invited him to what was turning out to be a
rather private affair? Perhaps it was their mutual connection to
their tutor.

“It is a fine country villa.” Garalach
walked around the peach tree and turned his gaze upon the high
walls of the house.

Melenius was familiar with his friend’s need
to fill any silence, but Melenius would have been content just to
listen to Garalach’s cascading hair, the way he had when at his
studies.

“This is one of Judal’s many villas,”
Melenius said, though he did not turn to take in the glory of the
grounds as Garalach did. “I'm sure they’re all equally splendid,
what with him being the Chief Priest and all. The man is rich as
the sun, and I’ve contributed to that wealth with his daughter’s
exorbitant brideprice.”

“But she’s worth it.” Garalach’s vehemence
surprised Melenius. “There is no more perfect woman in all the
republic.”

Melenius tossed the peach pit aside. “The
proprietary pride of a teacher.”

Garalach’s rising earth fell flat, and the
agitation that flowed through his waters grew still. Garalach, at a
loss for words? There was a first for everything.

His speechlessness lasted only a moment,
however. “You need to know something about Lady Nevia Akara. She is
mistress of both Fire and Earth, but she has so bathed her elements
in flame that her fires have turned inward. To see her is to look
upon pale, bloodless beauty. To touch her is to touch frost.”

Melenius’s airs stirred in anticipation.
“The sign of true elemental mastery.”

“A rare feat.”

Judal stopped his horse and dismounted.

“Let’s go meet the man of the house,”
Melenius said, offering Garalach his arm. To walk arm in arm was a
Faror custom, and Melenius, though he had grown up among the
blond-haired Skenje, had not abandoned his people’s ways.

Garalach chattered as they trekked through
the house. “A grand house, indeed. As fine a place as any for the
union of two Lorin.”

“Not as fine a place as some.” Garalach’s
overly-cheerful tone annoyed Melenius. “The lady is the first
daughter of Nirrion, only daughter of the Akar House. She should be
married in the great temple of Jehiel. All of Nirrion should have
turned out for her wedding. The Senate should have proclaimed her
wedding day a holiday. Gladiators should have been eager to spill
their blood for her; chariot races should have been won in her
honor. Where is her parade? Where her adulation, her flower-strewn
streets?” Melenius passed into the atrium, and though he was still
in the cool shadows of the house, Judal stood with the bright sun
bathing him. “I can only assume that Judal is not willing to part
with the coin it would take to do his daughter’s wedding day
justice.”

Garalach shook his head. “Whatever his
reasons, that’s not it. I’ve never known Judal to do things on the
cheap. Why would he?”

Garalach’s rhetorical question niggled
Melenius as he watched Judal reach past the curtains of the
ostentatious litter and take a delicate, feminine hand. Judal had
not removed his riding gloves as was fitting for a man escorting a
lady. Melenius smiled; he would not hesitate to press Nevia’s icy
flesh to himself.

Nevia emerged veiled as a bride, her
countenance cloaked in shimmering purple. She walked daintily
beside her father, but her light steps were not borne of a
practiced noble gait. As a Lorin, Melenius could see that the
ground almost imperceptibly rose up to meet her feet, as if to
comfort them. The earth spoke to Nevia and cradled her with the
protection of a mother for her child.

A large procession of lictors and slaves
commenced, but Melenius kept his eyes on Nevia. He squinted, trying
to get some glimpse of her face, but her veil was impenetrable. The
Akar family entered the villa, and Melenius bowed to them.

Judal did not return the bow but turned to
the shrine that stood near the door. He removed his gloves, wafted
incense over his head, and muttered prayers. Melenius noted that a
small, wax-splattered statue of Jehiel sat nestled among fat, long,
scented candles. Once public piety was satisfied, Judal addressed
Melenius.

“I trust your stay here has been
comfortable, Senator Firin.”

“Your Radiance.” Melenius bowed again. “I
have only just arrived, but I can say that I have never seen a home
more perfectly situated.”

Judal nodded. “This is my daughter.” He took
Nevia’s frosty hand again, and Melenius caught the flicker of
displeasure cross Judal’s face. “Nevia Akara Judal.”

Nevia dropped her knees in a quick bow. What
she was thinking Melenius could only guess. He longed to see her
face, but he knew he could not lift the veil until after they had
spoken their vows.

House slaves brought honey water for their
master while Nevia was taken away by her body slaves. Melenius
watched her fleeting form disappear down the hall.

“Shouldn’t she sit with us, eat and relax?”
Melenius was tantalized by Nevia’s brief presence.

Judal gulped the contents of his glass.
“Come with me.” Judal led the way through his villa until he came
to a couple of chairs facing the peristyle. “Sit.”

Melenius obeyed, though he chafed at Judal’s
high-handedness.

“My daughter will be ready for you shortly.”
Judal snapped his fingers at a nearby slave. “Sero, bring the
document.”

“At once, Dominus.” And the slave
vanished.

Melenius leaned forward and stoked the small
fire in front of him with a brand.

“Why have you banked a fire in my atrium?”
Judal asked, his voice tinged with the impatience Melenius had
learned to detect from humans.

“It is my custom.” Melenius stared into the
dancing flames, and his inner elements leaped in delight and were
just as quickly soothed by the fire. “I do so in my own home,
too.”

Judal shifted in his chair. “The weather is
fine, a nice, warm spring day. You have no need for a fire.”

Melenius shot a glance at Judal. “How do you
know what I need?” His Lorin longing for fire had been with him
ever since his elements manifested themselves in his youth. He was
the master of Air and Water. He sought Earth and Fire.

Judal shrugged. “I see you have not shaved
for the wedding.”

Melenius ran his fingers across his short
beard. “I keep to Faror fashions, Radiance.”

Judal snorted. “Even though you were born
and bred in Nirrion?” He waved his hand, cutting short Melenius’s
ready reply. “So be it. I have business in the city, so I won’t be
staying past the ceremony.”

“Are we having the ceremony at once?”

“As soon as Nevia is ready, yes.”

That was why she already wore the veil.
Judal’s haste perplexed Melenius. “No traditional bridal feast? No
ritual purifications?” And Nevia’s mother was conspicuously
absent.

Judal’s eyes flashed. “My daughter has been
properly purified.”

Melenius held his tongue. He said nothing
about the half-day journey from Nirrion to the villa. As he looked
upon Judal’s imperious brow, he understood the Chief Priest’s
disdain. Judal was willing to give his daughter to Melenius; it
would greatly benefit the Akar if two Lorin mated. But Melenius was
of the Lozabet clan, twelfth in Nirrion. Though his clan was
highest among the Faror, saving only the Dukaluhk triumvirs, his
blood was not nearly high enough to aspire to the hand of an
Akara.

“I see,” Melenius said at last. “So we
dispense with the pomp to make this as painless as possible for
you.”

Judal curled his lip, another sign of
disgust that Melenius had learned humans made. “Listen, boy. I’m
doing you a favor by letting you crawl between my daughter’s legs.
You should be kissing my feet.”

Melenius checked his rage. “And I do.” For
Nevia’s sake, he stifled his anger. There was no profit in
quarreling with the Akar patriarch. Melenius turned the
conversation to political matters, hoping that they might find some
common ground. “I am hoping to persuade Enad to vote for the
raising of more legions. I have seen the reports. The war is not
going well, and we need to free up government funds in order to
funnel resources into the war effort.”

Judal smirked. “And Senator Enad blocks your
overtures?”

“He’s got his fingers in so many pies I’m
surprised he can even hold the baton when speaking on the Senate
floor. I get the impression that any funds used for the war would
cut into his personal profits.”

Judal straightened his shoulders, and his
tone was mocking. “Equity, truth, abundance, wealth: the civic
virtues of our glorious republic.”

Melenius shook his head. Judal spoke of the
inscriptions on the four coins of Nirrion, alluding to public
officials’ love of money over any adherence to natural virtues.
Melenius might as well spit against the wind for all the good it
was doing him. Judal held no respect for him, and trying to find
common ground with his soon-to-be father-in-law was an exercise in
futility. He set his mind to examining a nearby potted plant.

Sero returned with a tablet and handed it to
his master. Judal opened it and presented it to Melenius. “Here is
your marriage certificate. Affix your seal to it.”

How improper! Here they were sat in
chairs in a villa in the middle of nowhere. No guests, no
witnesses. Just Judal and Melenius lounging around, casually
signing certificates and insulting each other.

Melenius had his seal fetched, and he signed
the tablet in short order. As he read the script, his eyes hovered
over the name Nevia Akara Judal. For her sake he suffered her
father’s insufferable presence. Soon she would be Nevia Akara
Firin, the name of her father blotted out.

The subject of his ruminations appeared
before him, clad in a simple gown of light blue and smelling of
lavender. Though Nevia was still veiled, Melenius traced her
profile in his imagination. He appreciated how the dress revealed
the curve of her hips and pressed against her soft breasts.

“My lady.” Melenius laid aside the tablet
and rose. “I have waited for this day for longer than you
know.”

Nevia folded her hands in front of her. “I
know precisely how long you have waited, sir.” Her tone was ice,
and she turned to Judal. “Father, my seal.”

Judal instructed Sero to assist her in
fixing her seal to the tablet. Melenius watched everything in
silence. It was so mechanical, unfeeling. He had always expected
his wedding would be a joyous occasion, not some clandestine
affair. Was Judal so shallow as to care about skin color? Truly,
Melenius was not a pale-skinned Skenje, but he was a man of Nirrion
like any other.

Judal rose. “It’s done. As Chief Priest of
Nirrion, I pronounce you married.”

Melenius opened his mouth to object, but
Nevia prevented him. “Father, we shall exchange our vows, as is
proper. Only then will we be married.”

This first insight into his bride’s
personality thrilled Melenius. Here was a girl willing to stand up
to her father, to speak her mind and make what demands she thought
appropriate.

“Yes, Daughter, of course.” Though Judal
rolled his eyes, he assumed the formal stance of a wedding
celebrant. He raised his arms wide, readying himself to speak.

Nevia extended her hand to Melenius, and he
took it. Indeed, she was cold to the touch, but her fingers clasped
his earnestly. Her veiled face was turned toward Melenius, but he
could not see what she was thinking at that moment.

Judal cleared his throat and began. “Here,
in the lights of Jehiel we are come to witness the wedding of
Melenius Lozabet Firin to Nevia Akara Judal. May the vows they
speak here be recorded in Jehiel’s own halls, to be held in his
memory for all time.” He nodded to Melenius.

“Where you are Chiel, then and there I am
Alaxton. To my eyes you are fair as Melara, and may you be as
fruitful as Elendrie.” Melenius whispered the words of his
oath.

Nevia spoke next. “Where you are Alaxton,
then and there I am Chiel. To my eyes you are as rich as Galadrin,
and may you be to me as just as Jehiel.”

“Thus it is written,” Judal said.

“So be it,” responded Melenius and Nevia in
unison.

It was done. The traditional vows exchanged,
Judal kissed his daughter’s cheek. To Melenius, he said, “Raise
your bride’s veil, and kiss your wife.”

Melenius took Nevia’s gossamer veil between
his forefingers and thumbs. He had avoided Nevia for the past five
years, not trusting himself to be near her, lest his resolve
abandon him and he take her before she was ready. He had loved her
when she had entered womanhood, but as a Lorin she had not yet
fully formed. Now she was ready. She was a woman, and his heart
pounded in anticipation of looking upon the woman she had grown
into.

He raised the veil, and Nevia’s wintry blue
eyes pierced him. The room fled away from him. All that remained
was Nevia. Her fires sprang up at his touch; her earth surrounded
them both. In turn, Melenius’s air sang her praises, his
unfathomable waters alone vast enough to hold his boundless love
for her. The gloss of Nevia’s pink lips reflected the glow of the
setting sun. Her white hair was piled up beautifully on her head,
and her ears were adorned with large hoop earrings of silver. She
arched one eyebrow as Melenius paused in his appreciation.

Reality rushed back in upon Melenius. The
wedding kiss. The seal upon their vows. Melenius leaned in and only
brushed Nevia’s lips with his own. A chaste kiss, nothing more.
Nevia moved as if she were seeking more from him, but the passion
that burned for her body was for her alone, not to be witnessed by
anyone, especially her father.

Nevia’s eyes searched Melenius’s face, but
Melenius hid his heart away. Nevia laughed in her airs, and only
Melenius could detect her merriment. Her confidence matched her
beauty. Clearly she knew she was beautiful; she knew Melenius
desired her, though he dissembled.

Melenius knew all this passed before Judal’s
eyes as nothing more than an inscrutable conference between
statues. The first thing Melenius had learned from Garalach was
that Lorin seemed emotionless to humans, nothing more than unmoving
masks. But between Melenius and Nevia, there were no masks. Their
elements called to one another. He wished Judal gone that
instant.

“I bid you good-night, dear,” Judal said,
kissing Nevia’s cheek again, and he departed.

“Back to Nirrion?” Melenius asked.

“Yes.” Nevia unpinned the veil from her
hair. “It was obvious my father did not want to be here.”

Movement nearby caught Melenius’s attention.
Garalach was still there, hanging around near
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