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		It was strange to stand up and wear clothing.

		It had only been a few days since Andera had been forbidden clothing, and not allowed to stand up. Before then, she hadn't even imagined anything like that. Or, more accurately, she had imagined something like that, but she'd imagined it happening to someone else. Even more accurately, she'd heard of the institution of a secondary wife shortly after she'd moved to Ralaath with her husband, Farren, and had enjoyed a few fantasies about that since. Just recently, she'd decided that she wanted Paathi Rais as her secondary wife, and those fantasies had become sharper and more . . . more intriguing.

		Only it turned out that while she was aware of secondary wives, she hadn't understood all of the subtleties of that relationship. Paathi had explained that while she liked both Andera and Farren, it would've been deeply inappropriate for her to join their marriage as a secondary wife. Instead, she offered to take the position of primary wife, for a trial period—to help Andera understand how the institution worked, if nothing else.

		Those few days had taught Andera that the institution worked pretty well, and that it wasn't nothing else. During the period of breaking-in, Andera had learned to serve sexually in ways that she'd never imagined, and to obey Paathi, as well as Eanah, a maid who Paathi had given the responsibility of taking care of the secondary wife.

		Farren had been a bit dubious about the changes, until Paathi showed him how much more responsive Andera was as a secondary wife. And the fact was, Farren liked Paathi. More than liked Paathi—Andera remembered Farren falling in love with her, back in Berecca, before the war, and she could see the same signs as he fell in love with Paathi, without falling in the least bit out of love with Andera.

		It was only a few days, but they had been very busy days. Humiliating days, frustrating days, and deeply arousing days. And now, after showing all her friends just how good a secondary wife Andera was, Paathi had decided that Andera had learned enough to wear clothing again, rather than the combination of jewelry and nothing which she'd been wearing during her domestication.

		Except it wasn't exactly the same sort of clothing that she had worn before agreeing to being a secondary wife to Paathi and Farren. Those remained locked in her wardrobes and dressers. During her period of breaking-in, Andera was only allowed to eat what Paathi fed her, and drink what Paathi gave her. And now, she had to wear what Paathi dressed her in.

		It was more revealing than what either of them had worn before.

		It was strange—she had been crawling through her house naked, with nothing more than a metal cage over her pussy, which concealed nothing, but showed that Andera wasn't allowed to touch herself. Now, she was feeling a little awkward because the tunic that Paathi had chosen ended further up the thigh than the clothing she'd worn before her secondary marriage. And because while Paathi was wearing elegant peacock-green shoes, Andera was barefoot.

		Part of that was because they were headed to the market, which was basically the first time she'd be leaving her house as a secondary wife. And part of it was that she simply wasn't sure how to wear clothing any more.

		"You look fine," said Paathi.

		Andera dipped her head, and nodded. "Yes, lady," she said.

		Paathi laughed. "Oh, Andera; there's no need to be so formal at this point! You still must obey, when I give you instructions, but you are now allowed to express yourself much more freely."

		Andera looked down, feeling foolish. When Paathi had been domesticating her, Andera was only allowed to speak when spoken to, and had to agree with whatever Paathi told her, more or less.

		"Sorry," she said. "It's just . . . it's a little strange?"

		"There, there," said Paathi. "Now, come along. You are to be barefoot in the house at all times, but you may wear shoes out in the streets; it is necessary, so that your feet will not become tough, and used to ill-treatment."

		Paathi gave Andera a devastating smile, her dimple showing. "I do intend to ill-treat you, and it is important that it always a bit of a surprise. Now, come along."

		Andera was more than a head taller than Paathi, and always felt a little awkward next to her—Paathi was elegant under any circumstances. And the idea of Paathi ill-treating her left her strangely weak in the knees.

		"Wait for just a moment, please?" said Andera, as they left, and she tried to get shoes on. Again, not a pair that she had ever owned—just simple reed sandals. They were a little uncomfortable, both because they were scratchy, and because she hadn't worn shoes since she had gone from being Farren's wife to being Paathi and Farren's secondary wife.

		Paathi waited until Andera was almost into those sandals, and then headed for the carriage, just fast enough that Andera had to half-run to catch up. Which was clearly intentional—Paathi was giggling when Andera jumped in after her.

		"See?" said Paathi, "you look fine. All flushed and breathing hard."

		Andera gave her a sort of smile, and Paathi reached out and ran her hand across Andera's breast. And then she was breathing hard, and not because of having run to the carriage.

		Paathi tweaked Andera's nipple, and then settled into her seat as the carriage headed off toward the market.

		"What are we shopping for?" asked Andera.

		"Some fabrics for you, of course," said Paathi. "And it is always wise to see what is being bought and being sold—it gives the pulse of the province, in a way."

		Andera winced at that. Before she had married Paathi, she had thought she was doing reasonably well at managing her estate. Farren had been remarkably successful in the manufacturing world—he was the Rowe in Rowe and Dail, one of the foremost manufacturing firms in Ralaath, so there was a lot of estate to manage. But then Paathi moved in, and demonstrated that not only had Andera failed to fulfill some of the things that were expected in Ralaath for heads of households, she'd neglected simple caution—the cook had been embezzling large sums from Andera and Farren, by pretending that she had been spending more in her purchases than she had.

		Andera gave an irritated huff, and Paathi laughed. "There, you see? If you are given even a few moments of freedom, you lapse into disrespect and folly."

		"Oh," said Andera. "I'm sorry; it's just—"

		Paathi laughed again. "I did not say that it was anything less than charming. Oh, it is good to talk to you again, Andera, for all that you were lovely when you were not permitted to talk."

		Andera hadn't at all been sure how things would be, once her period of breaking-in was over. She'd spent a great deal of time being drawn to Paathi—it had taken her a while to even admit that, and after she had, it had taken a while to act on it.

		But then . . . well, it had been like nothing else that had come before, and Andera hadn't known what lay on the other side.

		It seemed that at least a little mild teasing lay on the other side, and that was very nice. Andera knew that she was smiling like an idiot, and Paathi was giving her a cheerful smile in return.

		It was a large enough carriage that Andera was able to fit down on the floor between the benches, and put Paathi's foot on top of her head.

		It was the way that secondary wives—and others, possibly?—showed devoted submission in Ralaath, and which provoked a deep reaction in Paathi every time that Andera did it.

		This was no exception. Andera couldn't see Paathi, not from the floor of the carriage, but she could hear her little gasp, that hitch in her breath.

		"Oh, Andera," she said. "You are so lovely. . . but come. Back to your seat, please! We are to act like adults, not like young women lost in our first passions!"

		So Andera returned to her seat, and they chatted a bit, about nothing in particular—the season, the weather, the quality of the horses. And then they were at the market.

		There were chickens and quail and pigeons sold in baskets, and ten types of flour and a thousand different types of spices, and rugs and fruit and everything else, all for sale, and an endless stream of people pushing past in front of every shop and stall.

		At first, it did seem like Paathi was walking at random, going where her eyes were drawn—first to a butcher, then to a cloth merchant, and so on.

		The market was too different from the shops in Berecca for Andera ever to feel entirely comfortable. There was no distinction between the different types of shops, and there was too much noise and color and smell. The fabric that Paathi had chosen—a pale golden silk—looked lovely, but Andera wasn't sure how it would look in the light, or whether there weren't better choices, or cheaper choices in the next stall over. But she followed Paathi's lead, and carried her packages, until they were out of the market proper, and in the row of little shops behind the market, where Andera had never gone.

		"Oh, come," said Paathi, spotting something. "How interesting!"

		It was an iron-monger's shop—that didn't seem that interesting? But Andera followed. To find Paathi staring with rapt attention at a distressingly small looking cage.

		"Oh dear," said Andera, softly, but she couldn't deny the way the heat rose up in her lower belly.

		"Just so," said Paathi. "Put down the packages, please, and then get in."

		Andera put down the packages, and hesitated. It was one thing when it was in their house, where Paathi could call the servants if anything went wrong, but this was . . . they were in a shop, and there wasn't anything that anyone could do, if things went differently than Paathi had planned it.

		Paathi's back was to her, and she was talking to the shopkeeper. Andera breathed in, deeply, then crawled into the cage.

		It was small, and tight, and Paathi had to take off Andera's sandals and prod her feet to get them in tightly enough that she could lock the cage behind her.

		"This is a punishment enclosure, yes?" asked Paathi.

		"Yes, lady," said the shopkeeper. "It will be more of a punishment for a girl so tall as yours, certainly, but it is long enough to accommodate her."

		"Yes," said Paathi. "And as it is too long for most girls, I am certain it will be a bargain."

		The whistling-in of breath that meant that a negotiation was in progress.

		"It is a classical piece, lady," the shopkeeper started, and Andera tried to fidget, tried to find some way to squeeze into that cage that wasn't impossible. It was a very tight fit, overall.

		"Perhaps if you will consider some kenneling cages, lady?" asked the shopkeeper. "It would be easier to come to an accommodation if a larger piece is being purchased as well."

		"Perhaps," said Paathi, as Andera did her best to keep from complaining. The negotiations were interrupted for a cup of tea, and while drinking her cup, Paathi found herself a perch on top of Andera's cage, and started fondling her butt between the bars.

		She couldn't move away, and couldn't strain toward her. Andera could take what Paathi was giving her, no more, no less, and that was . . . well, when they finally arrived at a deal, Andera had become resigned to the idea of a punishment cage. It was extremely uncomfortable, and it made her hurt in every joint, but, well, there were advantages.

		"There," said Paathi, after she had opened up the cage, and Andera had managed to find her way out. "Come along, please."

		Andera came along. "You see," said Paathi. "He would have gone much higher for that kennel, had I started by expressing interest in that—this way, we have gotten what was needful, and at a very respectable price."

		"So we're not getting that punishment cage?"

		Andera had been mostly concentrating on how uncomfortable she was, and had missed the conclusion of the negotiation.

		"Enjoyed it, then?"

		Andera looked away, and Paathi moved Andera's chin back, so that she was looking at her. "Enjoyed it?" she repeated, clearly expecting an answer.

		"A little," said Andera. "It wasn't very comfortable, but."

		Paathi smiled, the dimple showing again. "And if I had not included that in my deal, I should have to go back and buy it now, regardless of the price at which he insisted. But no—it is already purchased, and it, along with the two kennels, shall be delivered to our home, possibly before we arrive there ourselves. Along with my other purchases, which will save you having to carry them back to the carriage."

		Andera hadn't thought much about that—she'd put them down to get into the cage, and then had sort of forgot about them, but Paathi had included that as well, so she hadn't made another mistake.

		Andera felt her shoulders relaxing.

		"It was a little frightening, though," she said. "I mean, it is just the two of us—if something had . . ." Paathi looked like she didn't understand, so Andera tried again. "It's just—I mean, it's not like I could've done anything, if someone had tried to take advantage, and you're by yourself."

		Paathi gave a short nod. "I see. And I fear that I have forgotten my pedagogical responsibilities. Get undressed please, Andera."

		Andera's shoulders weren't relaxed anymore. "But, I—"

		"But you are a secondary wife. It is only perhaps a tenth of the population that indulges in relationships of this sort, but the relationship is respected by all. And while we are equals in many ways, you are to obey me when I give you instructions. Please do not require me to repeat myself."

		Andera closed her eyes, breathed in, and then pulled her tunic up over her head, and gave it to Paathi, still with her eyes closed.

		"Very good," said Paathi. "And the sandals as well."

		It was a little awkward, taking them off while standing, but she passed them over, and stood naked in the street, trembling.

		"Lovely," said Paathi, and her hand traced Andera's side. It was like a jolt from one of Farren's machines; Andera went cold and hot all over. She could feel her nipples growing hard, and her breath coming faster. Anywhere, everywhere, Paathi could do that to her with a touch.

		"It is well that I thought to bring these along," said Paathi. "Not that they are required, but they are very decorative."

		Andera's eyes were still closed, but they opened in shock when she felt the metal against her cheek, as Paathi put her muzzle in place.

		That wasn't something that all secondary wives got—Paathi had commissioned the muzzle and the butterfly cage after Andera had tried to touch herself, early in her domestication.

		It was embarrassing, that people would see that she had those. Maybe not more embarrassing than being naked in the street, but differently embarrassing than being naked in the street—one was her being obedient, even when it was difficult, but the other showed people that there had been times when she hadn't been obedient.

		"And kneel, please," said Paathi, in her same amused and friendly tone of voice. "Yes, hands and knees."

		Andera expected the butterfly cage. Instead, it was Paathi's hand between her legs, with that same electric jolt, this time on Andera's pussy.

		She jumped forward a little, with a little gasp.

		"You see," said Paathi, not letting her go, "you are mine, and this is recognized. Yes, perhaps someone could attempt to take you by force, and I would not be able to resist this. But while violence is far from unheard of, this is not a district in which theft and violence of that sort would be tolerated, not in open daylight! You might as well wonder why the shopkeepers do not hesitate to put their ceramics out where anyone might grab them, or how it is that the people in the marketplace are trusted to take the fruit themselves, before paying."

		There were people watching them. The man who had sold them the cages was standing in front of the shop, a noticeable bulge in his trousers, and the women playing taki in front of the tavern across the way had stopped in their play, one of them giving Paathi a gap-toothed smile. Paathi's fingers hadn't stopped moving. Andera could feel herself flushing, but at the same time, her hips had started to move, entirely against her will.

		"If I feel you are insufficiently responsive," said Paathi, "I might well have to restrict your pleasure—it is important that you lose yourself when required, both for my pleasure, and for yours, and for Farren's."

		Andera bit her lip, and pushed back harder into Paathi's fingers. She moaned again, tried to lose herself in Paathi's touch. That had been one of the rules that she had learned during that period of domestication. She would have sex with people according to Paathi's wishes—Paathi and Farren's wishes. But she was only allowed to come when it was Paathi who was making her come, and she was not allowed to hold anything back, ever.

		But she was on a street, not at home, and she was . . . well, the women had gone back to their game, but at least one of them seemed distracted, and there were one or two other shopmen who had come out to observe. A apprentice, with a tray of bread balanced atop his head had paused in making his way down the street, and . . . and Andera bit back a moan. She could feel the way her breasts were moving in time with Paathi's fingers, still smell the marketplace in the distance, hear the sounds of buying and selling. Here, in front of everyone?

		"There is no need for you to be so silent," said Paathi. "You are lovely, and that can be seen—you have certainly no cause to be so shy."

		"Yes, lady?" Andera choked out.

		"Then let us hear your enjoyment, please," said Paathi.

		Andera knew that she was blushing, and that she was supposed to be loud. When they had sex at home, it was . . . maybe she was loud? It wasn't something that she gave much thought to, but it was hard to do it when she was paying attention to doing it.

		She attempted a moan, and Paathi laughed and laughed, but even though her hand wasn't moving, she hadn't taken it away, and Andera ground against it. Another moan, and that one was, perhaps, a little more natural.

		"There, you see?" said Paathi. "You require a good deal of instruction and education. But it is so well rewarded—you respond so naturally."

		"Thank you, lady," said Andera, and she sounded a little shy, maybe, even to herself.

		"Yes," said Paathi. And then her hands paused, just as Andera was working herself close. Andera groaned, bit her lip again, pushed back, but the pressure was gone.

		There was a slap on her pussy, hard enough to make Andera jump a little, and wince. And then Paathi put the butterfly cage on over Andera's pussy.

		It was a matching piece to her muzzle, and it made it impossible for her to touch her pussy, while at the same time, making it clearly visible.

		"Now, do you wish to stand and walk, or . . ."

		"Please?" Andera said, not sure what she was asking for.

		Paathi was silent, standing in front of her, arms crossed and mischief in her eyes. "This is necessary, you understand. If I make too much of a habit of this, I will gain a reputation as a libertine, and you will be seen as difficult, so you will have to make the best of this."

		"Oh," said Andera. But she still didn't have an answer to Paathi's question.

		"Well, you look so natural like this," said Paathi. "And you must see how a woman as charming as you, on her hands and knees, is treated by the passerby in a Ralaathi market. So, follow, please."

		During those few days when she hadn't been allowed to stand at all, Andera had learned that Paathi had a particular pace that she went at, when she wanted Andera to crawl after her. Just slow enough that Andera could keep up, and fast enough that she was constantly struggling. And there was a sway to her hips that wasn't necessarily always there.

		This time, though, the sway wasn't quite as distracting as usual. Paathi was taking the shortest route back to the carriage, but that meant going down a market street, and there were people there.

		They looked at her. Some of them. Most of them? They looked, and smiled at her, or smiled at Paathi. Some of the men were visibly aroused, and those whose trousers were less revealing, well, their eyes said much the same thing.

		There were one or two questions to Paathi, and more than one or two offers; if she had taken them up, Paathi probably would've been able to pay for those cages by selling Andera's sexual services. But the requests were all . . . well, not polite, but at least restrained, and all those making the offers accepted 'no' as an answer. Which was horrible. But it was also . . . Andera wasn't at all sure how she felt about it. Not at all.

		Then Paathi stopped and bought a glass of coconut tea, and sat down by the stand to drink it. On the one hand, Andera needed a break—she'd been crawling as fast as she could, and people had kept bumping into her, and she was tired. But on the other hand. On the other hand, Paathi took the butterfly cage off, and put it on the counter, so that the other people there could see how wet she was, and then started kicking Andera's pussy.

		Lightly. It didn't hurt, exactly. Or it did hurt, but it was light enough that it more than hurt, and Andera was lying in the dirt of the marketplace, pushing her ass as high up in the air as it would go, making little half-satisfied noises, as Paathi's toes pushed at her pussy.

		It was the sort of thing that meant that she was never going to be able to pretend that she had dignity, not ever again. Even if she ended the marriage after the trial was over, and never talked to Paathi again, she'd remember that, remember how the market smelled, the noise of other people's conversation.

		She would particularly remember it when she touched herself. It was impossible, it was wonderful and by the time Paathi finished her tea, Andera was barely aware that there were other people in the market with them.

		Of course, there were, and when Paathi put Andera's butterfly cage back on, and headed back out through the marketplace, Andera could see them, and their smirks, and the knowing looks that Paathi got.

		Well, fine.

		She was crawling naked through a market, but Andera held her head up, and watched Paathi's hips and butt and hoped that maybe she'd be allowed to finish? Whether in the market or the carriage or anywhere, that'd be . . . Andera was done hesitating, and was ready to be exactly as loud as Paathi wanted.

		When they got back to the carriage, Derei, the coachman, gave Paathi a bow. "Was the Lady Andera less than . . ."

		"No, Derei," said Paathi. "She was lovely, as usual, but there was a certain measure of education that was required."

		"Of course, Lady," said Derei; he opened the door for them, and then resumed his seat atop the carriage.

		"He is such a gentleman," said Paathi. "And like most of the servants, he is very fond of you. While there was a great deal that you did not know about life in Ralaath, you are charming enough that all possible flaws were overlooked."

		Andera was still naked, except for her butterfly cage and muzzle, and she was still aching with need.

		Paathi cupped Andera's chin, just below the muzzle, and looked deeply at her. "This is not a matter of training, or education, at this point. You are naked solely for my amusement, and your most interesting parts are locked away so as not to spoil the fun for later. Now, you may sit next to me, as we make our way back home."

		It would've been easier if Andera was smaller, to find a way to fit in next to Paathi. But she managed, her legs curled up on the seat, her head on Paathi's shoulder, Paathi's arm around her, toying with her breast.

		"I had considered bringing you to climax in the midst of the street," said Paathi. "But I think that I shall leave that for next time. Besides—I fear that Farren has grown accustomed to you in your new state, and I wish to reassure him that while you are currently wearing clothing, and acting in a more independant fashion, your enthusiasm remains unimpaired."

		Andera's pussy ached, and her hips started moving at that. There was nothing for her to push against, but they pumped, just a little. If it weren't for the cage, if she could just grind against Paathi's smooth and shapely leg, she'd . . . "Thank you," she said.

		"You are welcome," Paathi replied. "Now, as far as those cages go. The punishment cage is, as you may have gathered from its title, designed to discourage improper behavior. It is not wise to use it too extensively, as it may leave a girl unsuitable for use for a time afterwards, if the pain in her joints grows too severe. But as with many other things, it is possible to train a certain measure of compliance—if I find myself enjoying your appearance and behavior within that cage, I may keep you there for increasingly extended periods. It would blunt its effectiveness as a tool of correction, but there is a charm to that."

		Andera swallowed, gave a little nod against Paathi's shoulder.

		"It is also the case that while you entered the cage backward, you naturally assumed the correct position within it; crouching on your hands and knees."

		Andera wasn't sure how else she'd be able to fit into that cage, but was glad she'd done something correctly, at least.

		"It allows for access to the mouth, you see, but not the anus. Should Farren give me permission to use you as a bridge between the family and the staff, you might be kenneled in such a fashion when they are making use of you—it would be your mouth that they are allowed to fuck, you see, and it would remove the temptation for them to extend their usage beyond what is permitted. Though in the case of the servants we currently employ, I do not think that would be necessary. With one or two exceptions, they are all most trustworthy and respectful, and I intend to reduce the exceptions as soon as it can be arranged."

		Andera nodded again. Paathi had said that secondary wives were occasionally used to form a more personal bond between employers and employees. But that seemed . . . well, probably Farren wouldn't allow it; he was Bereccan, not Ralaathi, after all, and allowing the servants to fuck his wife? But she couldn't deny that her hips were still moving, and that she was moaning a little, and not entirely because of Paathi's touch.

		"I see," said Paathi. "Well, perhaps the two of us can convince him; he is not inclined to deny you anything. Moving on to the more important purchases, it is often the case that the master of the house and the primary wife will wish to travel without the secondary wife. Either for an extended period, or merely for an evening. Usually, under those circumstances, the management of the house is left in the care of the secondary wife. However, in circumstances such as ours, where the staff of the house is excellent and fully trusted, the secondary wife may be kept kenneled."

		Andera waited for Paathi to explain, but she seemed to think that was sufficient.

		"Kenneled?" she asked.

		"Oh, dear. You take so well to our customs, it can be hard for me to remember how much instruction you need. You will be kept locked in a cage, under the care of your lady's attendant. If it is for an evening, your constraint will be deliberately uncomfortable, but if it is for an extended period, the fact of the constraint is usually sufficient. A kenneled wife will be taken out and exercised, and perhaps used for the amusement of her attendant. But it is . . . the idea is to keep her uncomfortable, so that she will be more affectionate when she can again see her lord and lady."

		Andera's hips had slowed, and she could feel herself curling up a little tighter. "But I don't want to be left home."

		"I know," said Paathi. "And we will not be leaving you behind on every trip. But it is. . . first of all, it is occasionally necessary to remind you that you are the secondary wife, and that I am the primary. Or, that is, it is necessary to remind secondary wives of their status. And it is also the case that if you appear with us at every occasion, people will remark upon it; yes, occasionally a secondary wife may be taken along for a visit, even on a business outing. But it is not the done thing, and it is best to observe the proprieties. Besides. Consider how lonely you will be, locked in your cage without us, not certain how long it has been, or how long it will be before our return. And consider then how delighted you shall be to see us, when at last we return."

		Andera considered, but still didn't want to be left alone.

		Paathi laughed. "Here, let us exchange your jewelry for decorations that will allow for easier access. It would not do for the staff to believe that you misbehaved when you have not. Or for them to see me as consumed by lust for you as I undoubtedly am."

		Andera gave a pleased little shrug. Not about getting her clothing back, though that was at least a little bit comforting, but about Paathi being consumed with lust for her. Which would mean losing her clothing again pretty soon, but it seemed worth it.

		The butterfly cage and muzzle came off, and the tunic and sandals went back on, at least for the walk from carriage to the entrance hall. And then the sandals went back off, to wait beside the door.

		"Is it usual for secondary wives not to be allowed shoes?" she asked, once she caught back up with Paathi, on her way up to Farren's office.

		"It is universally the case that secondary wives do not wear shoes in their home; the same applies to secondary husbands as well. Even in the meanest hovel—a secondary spouse goes unshod, and is subservient to the primary spouse."

		"But guests will also take off their shoes?" asked Andera, trying to understand.

		"Sometimes. When they are particularly at home when visiting, and wish to show that they are . . . at the mercy of their hosts? I hope that you have not been too profligate in making that gesture, Andera."

		Andera flushed; she had just seen guests doing that, and copied them.

		"Well, it is no matter. You will certainly never be shod when I am barefoot, and beyond that, you will wear shoes when I tell you to, and take them off when I choose. For the duration of the trial period, of course."

		It was a frightening thought, in a way. Not being barefoot in her house—the floors were always clean, and had been even before they could afford a staff to keep them that way. But not being allowed to wear shoes in her home, ever. To always be subordinate to Paathi. But then, the end of the trial marriage was also a frightening thought; not being able to go on trips to the market with Paathi, or not being able to just be with her. . . well. It was a problem for another day; they were at Farren's office.

		Farren looked up, gave them a smile as they came in, but there was a crease around his eyes that told Andera that he had been having a difficult time of it.

		"What is it?" she asked.

		"Hm? Oh, it's the railroad project."

		"Again," said Paathi.

		"Always," said Farren. "Until the last spike is driven, and the trains are running on schedule, and we can turn this whole thing over to someone who is interested in running a railroad, rather than in building things."

		The first spike hadn't been driven yet.

		Building a railroad line between Ralaath and the countries to its north was a project that the Dail, Farren's partner, had been obsessed with even before he'd met Farren. And it was doable. Maybe. Possibly. Paathi knew a great deal about the transmontane countries, and had been more or less responsible for convincing Farren to give the Dail's idea a try, and Andera had helped come up with a way to raise some of the initial funds—including the Fevin, one of the wealthiest men in the district as a backer. But it was still a monumental project.

		If it started to go wrong, once they'd put in as much work as they'd already had, it would be hard to back away from it. If it went too badly wrong, they could lose everything they had, in the hills and mountains north of Ralaath. But if it went well, and that last spike was driven, Rowe and Dail would be one of the wealthiest firms in Ralaath.

		"You have sent your letters asking potential candidates if they wish to take charge of this project. What is there left for you to do?" asked Paathi.

		"What? Everything. Dail and Rowe are going to have to devote most of our spare production for the enterprise, which means coming up with a system so that the laborers will not be sitting in the mountains waiting for tracks to lay, and our established customers will not be so inconvenienced they turn to our competitors. If the funding issue was resolved, which it isn't, there's the question of suppliers. There are going to be thousands of men working on the railway, and they are going to need food, and water, and medicine. It's not just that those things have to be paid for—we have to decide who to buy them from. There are transmontane suppliers, and Ralaathi suppliers, and there are differences of cost and quality that have to be considered. And what about the gauge of the track? We're trying to link the Ralaathi Lower Basin Network to the Hei-Aren Imperial Railway, and the Hei-Aren uses a wider track. I'd prefer the Hei-Aren system, but if we don't follow Ralaathi standards, there are going to be—"

		"And this all has to be solved now?" asked Paathi.

		"No," said Farren. "But sooner or later there are going to be replies to my letters, and if those engineers are any good, they're going to want answers to those questions, and a hundred more."

		"Those answers could be, 'We are considering our options, and would like to hear your thoughts before making a final decision,'" said Paathi.

		Farren sighed.

		It wasn't how he liked doing things. Andera knew that—the reason that Dail and Rowe had succeeded was at least in part because of Farren's desire to make sure every detail was worked out before he began anything. But it looked like this was too big a project to manage that way. It would all have to be done, sooner or later, but he couldn't put it all down on paper before the picks and shovels started their work.

		"Perhaps you're right," said Farren. "But I need an answer to at least some of those questions before we set out for the south to meet candidates."

		"Of course," said Paathi. "But you have been at this all morning. Perhaps some lunch, and a game or two of taki, and you will be able to approach what remains with a clearer head?"

		Farren hesitated, then smiled. "Well, I suppose I could use lunch. And maybe something to clear my head wouldn't be a bad idea—it's true that I can't answer all the questions, so I should probably figure out which are essential, and work on those."

		"Good!" said Paathi, ringing the bell for lunch. "Andera, you may bring the taki board over, and set it up."

		Taki was a board and tile game that just about everyone in northern Ralaath enjoyed. Andera wasn't very good at it. Farren and Paathi, though, were both good, and just about evenly matched.

		"Two players?" Andera asked, laying the board into place on Farren's desk.

		"Three," said Paathi. "And we shall expect you to do well, or you shall have to pay a forfeit."

		Andera scowled and started laying out the pieces. She wasn't going to do well, and she was going to pay a forfeit. Which wasn't fair at all—Paathi never played Bereccan games like five card or walks, and Andera was great at five card.

		They'd had to fire the chef, because she'd been stealing, but the replacement that Paathi had found was better. Even with the threat of a forfeit, Andera had difficulty following the game, because there was venison and chestnuts and black rice. By the time they'd gotten to the lychee confit, most of Andera's pieces were gone or blocked. A few moves later Farren took her capital, almost as a mercy.

		"I would not call that doing well," said Paathi. "Come to the girl hooks; it is time for the forfeit."

		From the time that they had purchased their estate to the time that Paathi had moved in, the girl hooks had decorated the wall in Farren's office. Farren and Andera had assumed they were some sort of decorative accent. Then Paathi had shown them both what those hooks were for.

		She had Andera take her tunic off, and arranged her facing the wall—the hooks were designed to be used either facing the wall or away from it—and pushed the hook up into Andera's cunt. It was cold and broad, and when Paathi adjusted the shoulder fittings, they pushed Andera down so that she was impaled there, unable to move very far, nose to the wall.

		Then came another bit of brass. It wasn't quite as long as Farren's cock, or as broad, but it was just as cold as the girl hook had been, when she had first mounted it. And it did go into Andera's ass, which was something that Farren's cock had been doing a great deal of lately.

		Andera was moaning as Paathi pushed the lubricated bit of metal in, and there as a moment of Paathi's breath on her back, and Paathi's hand on Andera's ass. Then there was the click of her heels as she went back to finish the game.

		It was uncomfortable. The brass warmed up quickly enough, but the plug and the girl hook were almost bumping against each other inside Andera. The way that she was set up meant that she couldn't shift her weight very well, and each time she did, the hook inside her shifted. Also, it was a little boring. But not too boring, because a lot of times when Paathi put that plug in her, it meant that Farren would be fucking her soon, and while it had been a fun morning out, it had ended without a satisfactory conclusion. Also, she missed Farren, the slow pace that he'd start with, and then the way he'd drive into her, after he lost all control.

		When she'd left the game, Paathi had an advantage, but she had been extended a little far. If she lost control, Farren would. . . there was the click of tiles, and sips of cooling tea, light conversation that Andera couldn't quite hear.

		There were a few decisive clicks, and then Farren gave a low chuckle.

		"I suppose I had hoped you'd be distracted by Andera's forfeit," said Paathi. "But perhaps I should have chosen something that I find less distracting."

		"Perhaps," said Farren. "And now, for your forfeit."

		"Oh!" said Paathi. "Oh, I . . . well, it is not conventional to use a primary wife in that fashion, but . . . well, I suppose it. . . do you know how to adjust the hooks? I had the impression from Andera that you were not aware of their function, and I would not—"

		"We weren't," said Farren. "But once I saw them used, it was not hard to see how they worked."

		"I. . . very well," said Paathi. "I suppose I did lose the game. Oh, dear."

		"Come along then," said Farren. "And bring that stool, please—I would like to see my options at the same height."

		"Oh!" said Paathi. "I had thought. . . well, I. . . very well. Oh dear."

		It wasn't that much longer before Farren arranged Paathi next to Andera. There was a high flush in Paathi's cheeks, and her shirt was hiked up, the curve of her ass just visible from where Andera was impaled.

		Paathi didn't say anything, but she reached out, and grabbed hold of Andera's hand, clutching it tight. Andera squeezed back, as Farren worked the brass plug out of her ass, cleaned it off, and then inserted it into Paathi.

		Before her secondary marriage, Andera hadn't much enjoyed that sort of thing—it had only taken Paathi a few hours to convince her how enjoyable it could be. And it seemed that Paathi was a bit less relaxed than Andera—it took a bit more oil and time before that plug finally slipped into place.

		"Oh, dear," said Paathi, quietly. "Oh, this is. . ."

		Andera held on to Paathi, as Farren moved in behind her. "And you really should learn to pay more attention to your flanks, Andera," he said. "They are, too often, vulnerable."

		Andera whimpered, as Farren pushed into her ass, his hands hard against her, his breath on her neck. It was. . . the hook moved inside her as Farren moved inside her, and she couldn't push back too much against him, but she could feel the pulsing of the muscles in his hand, the way his breath grew short and ragged. She was not allowed to orgasm, not unless it was Paathi who was making her come, but it felt nice, and it hurt, and it was almost too nice.

		And then he pulled out, let her go, just like that. A pat on her bottom, a kiss on her shoulder. Paathi sucked breath in, her eyes scrunched closed, as Farren ran his hand up her side, to her neck, then kissed her there. There was the faintest shiver then, and another, more noticeable one as he eased the plug out. And then her eyes widened, and her mouth opened, almost in shock, as he pushed into her. She started gasping almost as soon as he was thrusting, and he was already very close. But there was a discipline to his rhythm—slow, and careful, and not that deep.

		Paathi's hand was squeezing Andera's so tightly it was like a vise, and Andera squeezed back, just enough to show that she was there, and there was the faintest nod from Paathi, a breath and then her eyes closed, as Farren's discipline cracked, and his breathing became irregular, and his thrusts got deeper.

		Impaled up on the girl hook, Andera couldn't really see Farren. But she could see him come by watching Paathi; those last, deep thrusts, the complete lack of control, the complete satisfaction.

		He pulled out, stepped back, and Paathi slipped down onto the hook, looking a little boneless.

		"Oh dear," she said, quietly. "Oh that was most . . . I don't know how you can bear this on a regular basis, Andera, I really don't."

		"It's not that bad," said Andera. "And you've—"

		"Well, yes," said Paathi. "It is not that it was bad, but it is. . . well. Perhaps as an occasional change of routine, but—"

		"But if you are going to be decorative," said Farren, "You should also be silent."

		Paathi sighed. "I would enjoy that," she said. "And if you wish, I shall stay here for a time. However, there is a great deal that I have to do, both in terms of management of the house, and by looking through your suppositions about the transmontane kingdoms, and discovering what it is that I need to learn."

		Farren sighed. "In a few minutes," he said. "For now, let me enjoy my view of what I have."

		A nod from Paathi, and she fell silent, facing the wall, but her hand did not let go of Andera's.

		There was a pause, when Farren went to wash up, and then his hand trailed along both of their butts, as he returned to his desk. Then a while later—maybe an hour, maybe a little less?—he came over, and let Paathi off of the hook, and the stool. There was a distinct hitch in her step, as she went to bathe, but when she came back, she was coolly competent as she went through Farren's notes, correcting assumptions here and there, and working with him to answer questions that neither of them could solve on their own.

		Andera stayed on the hook until it was time for dinner. It was a little uncomfortable, but she'd gotten used to that. And to being decorative, despite, or perhaps because of, being uncomfortable.

		For the first time since Paathi had joined their marriage, Andera ate her dinner sitting at the table, wearing clothing. However, she didn't take anything herself—Paathi was the one who scooped it out of the serving bowls, and it was Paathi who filled her cup and her wine bowl. "It is not required for a secondary wife, after the period of breaking-in is over," said Paathi, "for her to only take food from her owner's hand. However, it is a sign of. . . approval, perhaps? Or satisfaction in their appointed roles. It is very difficult for me to explain these gestures in words; I hope that you will be able to understand them through living them."

		Andera caught Paathi's hand, and kissed it. "A Bereccan gesture," said Andera. "It is . . . ."

		"It is transparent enough," said Paathi. "And perhaps a bit forward. But I suppose that has been earned."

		"Thank you," said Andera.

		"Moving on," said Farren. "There was a letter from the Dail in today's post; he is satisfied with all the steps we've taken, and eager to move forward. And I don't want him to move forward before I go through the details with him, because he'll promise the moon and the stars to the Fevin, which I will then have to fashion and deliver."

		"Oh," said Paathi. "I had been anticipating a trip to the south, and had begun making arrangements for kenneling Andera while we were gone; this is, perhaps, a bit sooner than anticipated; I will have to talk to Eanah about what is expected of her, and—"

		"Andera is coming with me," said Farren. "She may not have the technical expertise, but she has a very good sense of what's possible and what isn't; I'm not going to come up with a complete proposal without having Andera there to look it over."

		Paathi nodded. "If you wish, I could maintain the estate while the two of you are gone; it would be—"

		"If you would like to join us, I would greatly appreciate it," said Farren. "While Andera can provide the general good sense that we lack, you know about the transmontane politics, and we don't; if you're not available, we'll have to hire someone, which will be an expense, and will lead to considerably less trustworthy answers."

		"How lovely," said Paathi. "And it will be nice to spend time with the Dail and Tiirah; I have met them socially, but I barely know them."

		"Good," said Farren. "If you could arrange for tickets on the morning rail to Aranshar? I'll do my best to put my papers into order—"

		"And Eanah, if you can see to bathing the Lady Andera, and preparing her for bed? The Rowe is perhaps somewhat weary after his activities today, so it would be best if the Lady Andera was particularly enthusiastic this evening; that is the best cure for weariness of that sort."

		"Yes lady," said Eanah, with a short bow. She was Andera's personal maid, which meant that she was Paathi's agent in subjugating Andera. She was certainly not the sort of servant who Andera would give orders to. Quite the contrary.

		"In a moment, Eanah," said Farren. "If you will excuse us?"

		Another short bow from Eanah, and she stepped outside, to wait next to the door, as Paathi made her way out; there was still a slight hitch in the way she walked, and while Andera felt sorry for her and hoped that she felt better soon, that also did sort of turn her on a little.

		During her domestication, Farren had broken protocol every so often, to make sure that Andera hadn't found herself trapped in the laws and customs of being a secondary wife. It had been her idea to bring up the subject, and while she'd intended to be the primary wife while Paathi took the secondary role, she had been the one to propose marriage. If she had felt trapped, it would've been very hard to blame anyone else. But even though she hadn't, it had been a bit of a comfort that there was someone there who would take her side if she wanted out.

		"Yes?" she asked.

		"Everything is fine, right?" said Farren.

		"Yes," repeated Andera. "It is. . . I don't know. I mean, I've been domesticated; that's an odd thing to have been. But I have also never been quite so . . . well, I don't mean to disparage what we've done. But this is different."

		"It is," said Farren. "And, well, it does seem that you are thriving with a different sort of focus than that which you had before."

		That was it. That was it precisely, even if Andera hadn't really been able to put it into words until Farren had. "It is a bit selfish of me, I suppose, to be so focused on my own pleasure," said Andera.

		Farren laughed. "Well, you're the one who is going to spend the next few hours being tortured by a maid, while I drink wine and play with railway plans; I wouldn't paint myself as the long-suffering spouse under this particular arrangement."

		"That," said Andera, "will depend on how you define suffering." Then she turned and left, putting a little bit more sway into her hips than she usually did. Farren laughed, and she could hear the smile in his laugh, but she didn't turn back, because that would've ruined the effect.

		It turned out that Eanah defined suffering, at least for that evening, with a narrow cowhide strap, and a half-dozen or so lengths of rope, arranged with great skill and precision.

		When Paathi and Farren finally came to bed, Andera was twisting in her bonds, covered with a fine sheen of sweat, both dreading that strap and longing for it.

		"Well done, Eanah," said Paathi. "You may leave us now; the Lady Andera is to be ready for travel tomorrow morning early. If she is dressed and fed and ready to depart by half-seven, you may use her in the time remaining; you have done great work with the Lady Andera, and you are to be rewarded."

		"Yes, lady, thank you, lady!" said Eanah, and there was genuine delight in her voice. "She will be—"

		"She will not be awoken before six," said Paathi. "And you will not stint on her breakfast; the railway food is not to be spoken of."

		"Yes, lady, thank you, lady," Eanah repeated. She bowed and left, and Andera turned to her husband and wife, hungry for pain and pleasure and attention, and—

		"There, you see?" said Paathi. "She has such a charming look to her, when she has been properly enthused; who could possibly resist that?"

		Farren smiled as well, with a glint in his eye. "You are both quite charming. And—"

		Paathi gave a dignified little shriek as he grabbed at her butt. "Dear me, no," she said. "And I fear that it would be unwise to use the Lady Andera in that fashion, unless you wish to pause our activities for an additional bath."

		"Why haven't . . . I mean, during her breaking in, you were cleaning her out, so that—"

		"It is possible, yes," said Paathi. "However, if a girl has her anus flushed on a regular basis, the bowels forget how to force out the faeces without that assistance. It is a modification that is performed on secondary spouses, certainly—it makes them more useful and pleasant. But even if our arrangement was not a trial marriage, I do not think I would approve of it. It is . . . it shows a faith in future circumstances that is unwise. Perhaps in the future, we will not be able to insure regular cleanings for the Lady Andera, and I do not wish to cause her discomfort, not even in imagined futures."

		"But you do want to hit her with that strap."

		"Of course! Observe the curve of her buttocks and breast, the way she gasps and grows lubricated when she is hit. There are stones that would desire to hit her with that strap. That is a very different thing."

		"I see," said Farren. "Well, set to it, then—she can get started, as well."

		The ropes had been tied to keep Andera's hands near her face—she crawled across the bed to Farren on her elbows and knees, and eased his cock out of his sleeping trousers.

		It was lovely. Firm and clean, springing from a thatch of brown hair, velvet smooth to the touch, and warm. It wasn't enough to distract her from Paathi hitting her already pinkened ass, and the soles of her feet with that horrible little strap, but it was something to cling to while Paathi hurt her. And then it was Paathi's turn, and Andera licked at her while Farren's hands moved over her ass and her breasts and her pussy—she shied away from that, a little, fighting to keep control. He was allowed to use her in whatever way he wanted—he was her husband—but she wasn't supposed to come from anyone's touch but Paathi's.

		But his hands were strong and sure and careful, and she could feel the calluses on his fingers and the heels of his palms, the little bumps and scratches and scars that he had collected in his years of working with machines. She moaned as she pushed her tongue into Paathi, trying to hold back, but loving how it felt too well to hold back.

		Suddenly, Paathi pulled Andera's head back, held her face in both her hands, looking for something in Andera's eyes. She seemed to find it. There was a long, satisfied nod of her head, and then she let her go.

		"I believe that is sufficient," she said, with an edge of a growl in her voice. "You may guide him in, Andera."

		It wasn't that easy, the way she was tied, to get out of the way, and then to open Paathi's cunt with her hand, and to guide Farren in. But there was that moment, when they were together, and she was beside them, pressed in against their legs and thighs, Paathi's hand tight in her hair. Paathi came, tense and then open, then Farren gave a deep groan from his core, and thrust four times, five, collapsing down atop Paathi when he was done.

		It was true that she was giving herself over to pleasure to a greater extent than Farren—while Andera was spending hours and hours on sex that she hadn't before, Farren was working just as hard as he always had. But before they had married Paathi, Andera and Farren would make love three, maybe four times a week. Now it was every day, usually twice, and Farren seemed to have a greater enthusiasm for it than he had before.

		There wasn't any way that Andera could fault him for it. Andera hadn't wanted . . . well, she hadn't known that she'd wanted any of this. But she wanted it, and she enjoyed it, and Farren had always enjoyed Andera's enthusiasm more than anything else.

		During domestication, It had been Andera's duty to clean Paathi up after Farren finished. It seemed that remained the case; Paathi's legs were apart, and she gave Andera a look that indicated that she expected her to get to work. So she did; it was fine, tasting Farren like that, and it was also fine to lick at Paathi's pussy, without trying to work her to orgasm; gentler, shorter strokes, light touches.

		When she was done, Paathi beckoned to Andera, and Andera crawled up the bed to lie next to her, between her and Farren. Paathi untied her, then started circling her finger around Andera's breast, and then pinching at her nipple, and while Andera's hips were moving, pushing her pussy against Paathi's leg, she also winced. Eanah had worked over that breast quite thoroughly, and it still hurt. Particularly the nipple.

		Paathi giggled, tweaked it a little harder.

		It hurt, but it was also making Paathi happy, and Andera wanted her to stop and also to do it harder.

		"You may continue what you are doing," said Paathi. "It is lovely, like this. Don't you think, Farren?"

		Farren had moved further to his side of the bed. Now he moved closer, so that Andera's back and her butt were rubbing against him. He slipped his hand under Paathi's head, and the top of Andera's head just came up to it.

		Paathi had made her wear clothing again, but it had been lighter clothing that the weather demanded. And she hadn't been wearing anything for a while, so she'd been cold. But now she was warm, between Paathi and Farren, and there was a blanket over her, and she just melted as Paathi played with her.

		"Go ahead," said Paathi, after a bit. "You may finish in that manner. Entirely appropriate."

		Farren was asleep behind her, and Paathi was drifting off as Andera rutted against her leg. It wasn't the most intense orgasm that she'd ever had—those had been given to her by Paathi, somewhat more forcefully. But it was one of the most comfortable orgasms that she'd ever had; everything felt as though it was in the right place, and that she was getting precisely what she needed. It was wonderful, and Andera fell asleep almost immediately afterward, Paathi's hand warm on her chest, Farren's side at her back.

		The next morning, Andera was woken by a sudden sharp pull on her big toe. She looked up to see Eanah gesturing for her to come along, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

		It wasn't easy, disentangling herself from Farren and Paathi without waking them up, and not just because there were arms and legs to escape. It was just difficult not to kiss those arms and legs and feet, as she left. They were both so lovely.

		But she didn't want to get in trouble, and Eanah always took it personally when Andera did something wrong, so she restrained herself, and followed Eanah out of the bedroom.

		"Oh, very well," said Eanah, once they crossed the threshold. "You may crawl, Lady Andera, though it will slow us down, and I do not wish to insult the Lady Paathi by failing to make the most of her gift to me."

		Andera hesitated, and then dropped to her hands and knees. Paathi had . . . well, she'd always loved Paathi, really. Eanah was just . . . she wasn't even that pretty! She was a plump, merry-faced girl, and she was friendly and happy, but it wasn't that Andera wanted to serve her. It was that Andera wanted to serve, and Eanah knew that, and used it.

		So she crawled through the halls of her house, following Eanah. Once they reached the bathroom, Eanah tied Andera's wrists together, and her ankles, and then bathed her, and brushed her teeth. Her wrists and ankles weren't pressed up against each other—there was a rope cuff around each, and there was enough space between them that Eanah didn't have any trouble getting the inside of Andera's arms or legs clean. And she did, quickly and efficiently. It would've been quicker if Andera had been allowed to brush her own teeth, honestly, but part of what they had been doing to her was to let her know that her body wasn't entirely hers. Someone else would keep it ready for use, and other people would use it; Andera didn't have a say in any of that.

		When Eanah was done cleaning her, shaving her, and plucking any remaining hairs from her pussy, it was time for Andera to be used. Hands untied, and then tied behind her, and to her ankles, so that when she knelt, she was held in place by those ropes.

		Eanah flipped her skirt out of the way, and Andera leaned forward to lick, as best as she could. Eanah wasn't as pretty as Paathi, or as nice, and it wasn't quite so easy for Andera to ignore the hairs between her teeth, and the crick in her neck, and the strain in her back and shoulders and legs.

		After a little bit, Eanah tsked. "This will not do, Lady Andera," she said. "It will not be long before the Lady Paathi will wish to demonstrate your skills and abilities. If this is the best you can do after some practice, how will you perform with strangers?"

		Andera blushed, looked away. Eanah slapped her, lightly. "You must not do that, either! Oh, there is a great deal of work to be done, and I must make the Lady Paathi aware of these difficulties. However, I do not see that it is worth risking my pleasure this morning in trying to correct this on my own. Remain in position, please, Lady Andera."

		Andera waited on her knees, as Eanah went to one of the cabinets in the bathroom, and selected a short length of braided twine. "It is true that you are extremely responsive to the whip," she said, "but you must learn not to rely on crutches of this sort—you are a secondary wife, and should be enthusiastic to serve under all circumstances."

		That was . . . well, it wasn't just a humiliating thought. It was two separate humiliating thoughts, and Andera didn't want to face either of them. Eanah went around behind her, and untied her hands with a twist of the rope that had been holding them together. "hold your breasts up, please, Lady Andera. They are to be punished."

		Andera did as she was told, and tried to ignore the way it made her belly twist, heat rising up, and shut her eyes to avoid seeing the rope come down.

		It hurt. It hurt a lot, particularly when the twine caught her nipples at the end of a stroke. But it was undeniable that when Eanah was done, Andera was panting, and entirely ready to serve.

		"There," said Eanah, after allowing Andera to start licking again. "You see? You are a pleasant little animal, when you have been stimulated."

		A long pause, where she said nothing. Then a drawn-out groan, as Eanah came, and then her merry smile as she looked down at Andera. "Come; let us get you dressed for travel, and perhaps I shall have a bit more fun with you before you go. We shall all miss you here."

		The first thing she did was to reach down to Andera's crotch, to take two fingers of her juices from her thighs, and use them to draw a smile on Andera's face. That wasn't visible at all, but Andera felt it there, felt it cooling and drying in place, even as Eanah dressed her in a light and long skirt, a tight pale shirt, and a vividly green jacket.

		It seemed that so long as she was married to Paathi, Andera wasn't going to be allowed to dress herself, but she couldn't fault the choices that Eanah made; even if it wasn't the sort of thing that she had worn in the past, it looked fine. As did the light layer of makeup, though Andera could still feel that smile that Eanah had painted on before anything else.

		When they went downstairs, it was earlier than the time that Paathi had set for them to leave. Eanah stationed Andera on her knees in the hallway, and then went off to the kitchens to fetch breakfast.

		She could have stood up, or sat down on one of the benches at the entryway. Eanah had given no instructions to the contrary, and besides, it was her house, and her chairs. All the same, Andera remained on her knees, looking straight ahead, trying not to see the servants or the coachmen going on with their everyday business. It was difficult, but at the same time, it was . . . there was still that heat in her lower belly. Andera knew that if Eanah checked underneath that light long skirt, she would find the material to administer another glistening smile, as lewd as the first one she had given Andera.

		It wasn't something that she had wanted before.

		Or perhaps it was. It might not have been something that she had known that she had wanted before; it wasn't something that she had let herself want before. But there were times with Farren—he was a gentle man, usually, but occasionally he was so lost in his passion that it hurt, and Andera had never regretted it when that had happened. And when she'd heard of the institution of secondary wives in Ralaath, she had imagined being the primary wife. But that was what she thought her station demanded; when she'd fantasized about it, there was a confusion of images, where she imagined doing things to someone else, but from the point of view of the women who was having those things done to her.

		That woman, though, was almost always Paathi. Andera had only fallen in love once before, so she didn't have that much to compare it to. It wasn't the same with Paathi as it had been with Farren, but it was undeniably love. Each time she heard a step behind her, Andera tensed and shivered, hoping that it was Farren or Paathi, hoping that they would be pleased with her, hoping they'd have sex with her.

		So it was a bit of a disappointment when it was Eanah, rather than them, but at the same time, Eanah had a breakfast for her—quail eggs and small slivers of char-blackened fish, with some white vegetable that she didn't recognize. And Andera was hungry, and Eanah had her eat on all fours, her skirt hiked up around her waist. Every bite was given by hand, with lingering touches on her cheek and her neck while she ate. It wasn't Paathi or Farren, but it was enough to leave her aching.

		"Oh, Lady Andera," said Eanah, after the food was gone. "I suppose you are almost as responsive to affection as to pain. But that too is a crutch, as is humiliation or the excitement of trying something new. As a secondary wife, you must not be so demanding a lover! It is not the responsibility of those who use you to excite you—you must be excited simply to be used."

		Andera was excited to be used, and humiliated by that excitation. But apparently that wasn't sufficient.

		"Still, I suppose there is a little time before you must go. Do you wish to be beaten upon your bottom, or your breasts, please?"

		Andera hung her head down. It was unfair to make her complicit like that, it was unfair to make her choose. And yet, at the same time, "My bottom, please," she said. It was just because she had been beaten on her breasts before, really, and this way they wouldn't be beaten again. That, and she liked being hit on her ass.

		That was something which was true, and which Andera wasn't entirely ready to face. It hurt, and she didn't like being hurt, but at the same time, it was a bit . . . well, if she was supposed to be in a constant state of sexual excitement, it seemed as though one way to achieve that was with the wooden rod that Eanah had fetched from a closet near the entrance of the house.

		There were holes cut through it, so it made a peculiar whistling sound as it moved through the air; it also hit harder than a solid rod might. Andera leaned forward, looking at the tile of the floor and her hands, which were held close together, make small frightened little movements, entirely separate from anything that she wanted or didn't want to do.

		The first hit jolted her forward, and brought tears to the corners of her eyes. But at the same time, her hips were moving upward, and her thighs were pressing in against each other, which added a little bit of pressure to her pussy, and it felt. . . well, nice wasn't exactly the word. Andera wanted it to stop, and she wanted Eanah to hit her again. If she'd been given the choice, she probably would've asked Eanah to stop. She hadn't been, and was grateful for that; Eanah hit her again, and she was a bit less grateful. But she kept her position, just wriggling a little bit, her feet making little patterns on the title, her gasps of pain mixed with other sorts of gasps.

		"I see," said Paathi, after a while. "And this is after you've been serviced, Eanah?"

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah. "I hope I did not misunderstand your instructions. And she takes so well to a beating—it is hard for me not to hit her at all times!"

		"Eanah," said Paathi, severely. "You must not let yourself get carried away like that. If I am to entrust the Lady Andera to your care, I must be certain that you will not be distracted by the loveliness of her writhing."

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah.

		"And yet, nonetheless, I can argue with neither your observations nor your conclusions. You had been given license to entertain yourself with the Lady Andera, and if this is how you find your entertainment, I have no grounds for complaint. She is fed, then?"

		"Yes, lady."

		"Very well—you may continue this until the Rowe is ready to depart."

		Andera made a helpless little noise as Paathi squatted gracefully in front of her, showing off the shimmering colors of her trousers and the smooth brown length of her legs.

		Paathi smiled at Andera, who tried to smile back, but who lurched forward again, as Eanah continued what she had been doing.

		"Yes," said Paathi, her smile growing deeper. "Both observation and conclusion are entirely justified."

		It didn't go on that much longer, before Farren cleared his throat behind them.

		"I had thought we were in something of a rush, lest the train leave without us?"

		Paathi rose, a slight blush in her cheeks. "We were both ready before you, lord. If you are ready to proceed, then?"

		Andera scrambled to her feet as Farren and Paathi made for the door, pulling on her sandals and hurrying after them to the carriage.

		They weren't likely to be late—the streets in Northern Ralaath were seldom crowded early in the morning, and while the railways were often running behind schedule, they never ran trains ahead of their scheduled departure.

		They arrived at the Penansi North Station almost a half hour before their train was scheduled to depart, which puffed into the platform precisely on time, for once. It was a direct line to Aranshar, which was a comfort—if there was a delay, they wouldn't have to worry about missing their connection.

		After having their tickets checked and counter-checked, they found their seats, and then the train started off. As in Berreca, the trains were noisy, shuffling affairs, and everything smelt faintly of coal no matter how tightly the windows had been shut. But it was marvelous to see the countryside rattling by, as the hills gave way to plains and forests.

		"The problem is," said Farren, "that there are four different railways competing for the region. If it was the Lower Basin Network, well. . . the LBN has its problems. But with this—"

		"Are you planning an expansion into Ralaathi transit as well?" asked Paathi, with a sparkle in her eyes.

		"Good heavens, no," said Farren. "No; it's just that once I started looking into railways, problems seem to spring up from every possible direction."

		"I see," said Paathi. "But at least your route will be a single railway."

		"At first," said Farren. "Certainly, at first. But it seems to me that while the rewards of a second transmontane route aren't as convincing as those of the first, it would mean that a single derailment will not put us out of business until it can be repaired."

		"Or for that matter," said Paathi. "A single flock of sheep would not delay the transit between nations for quite so long."

		"Flock of. . ." The train was slowing down. "Good heavens."

		"If you say they are, I suppose I must believe you," said Paathi. "I have not made a study. However, judging by the numbers of sheep, and the seeming lack of urgency on the shepherds' part, I do not believe this will be sorted out with any great speed."

		"Can't they just let the train pass?" asked Andera.

		"No," said Paathi. "It's a traditional route, and before the railways were allowed to build, they had to promise not to interfere with the traditional routes of shepherds."

		"And the Upper Ralaath Railways will pay those shepherds to bollix up the ARA lines as often as they can," said Farren. He shook his head. "Damned if I'm going to spread out my papers on these benches, though, and I didn't think to bring along a taki board."

		"In that," said Paathi, "I believe that Andera shall supply."

		Andera felt a brief panic. "A taki board?"

		"Indeed," said Paathi. "On your hands and knees, between the benches, please?"

		They were in the first class carriage, which wasn't exactly luxurious—two benches facing each other, with sufficient room for two people on each bench, three if they were small. It was a little awkward to fit in between those benches, without rubbing against Paathi and Farren's legs. Paathi reached over, unfastened Andera's jacket, pulling it back over her head, and then did the same with her shirt.

		"Paathi," said Farren, sounding mildly shocked.

		"It is one of the many duties of a secondary wife," said Paathi. "You needn't worry—nobody here will be shocked."

		The benches across from them, on the other side of the train car were filled with a well-off looking family; the father in glasses, with a neat little beard, the mother busy with a bit of embroidery. The daughter looked at Andera, and looked away, giggling. The son looked deeply uncomfortable, but then, he was of an age when boys tended to look deeply uncomfortable at all times; they both looked about the age at which they would be starting university, and Andera could remember the awkward shufflings of the students in her class.

		Paathi eased the skirt off of Andera's hips, and then she put something cold on Andera's shoulder. An inkwell?

		"You must remain still, now," said Paathi. "Until our game is concluded."

		It was an inkwell; there was the scratch of the nib of a pen on Andera's back, as Paathi began drawing the lines and whorls of a taki board on Andera's back.

		"I suppose I should have been more precise," said Farren. "In addition to not having brought along a taki board, I neglected to pack pieces as well."

		The thing was, it was just scratches, but it was in places that made Andera want to twitch to avoid them—the back of her rib cage, her lower spine, and so on. It tickled and she had to stay still, or she'd spoil the board, and spill the ink, and Paathi would look bad in front of the whole railway car.

		Paathi laughed. "The one is certainly implied by the other, but I believe that we have coins in sufficient denominations to serve. I will take copper, if you will take silver?"

		There was a rustling of clothing and then the clink of coins as Farren counted out what they had.

		It seemed it was sufficient; there were more little patches of cold, as they put their coins into position—some wider than others, some stacks of two, or three coins.

		"I take it that this is not a unique alternative to a proper board and pieces," said Farren.

		Paathi laughed. "No," she said. "It is a thing that is often done in schools and by those taking excursions out to the wilderness. And while there are some who choose to serve as the board in order to improve their play, it is more usually a sign that they will mature into taking a more secondary role when they marry. It is a bit of harmless flirting, no more than that."

		"If you say so," said Farren. "But it seems a bit rough on poor Andera—she—"

		Andera gasped, fought to stay still, as Paathi dipped her fingers into Andera's cunt.

		"There," she said. "As you can see, a sufficiency of dew that it will join two fingers, even when I pull them apart. She is enjoying our activities as greatly as I am."

		"Now," said Farren. "But that's a long time to have to hold a position."

		"Yes," said Paathi. "It will pain her before too long. But pain is one of her duties, and the function of a trial marriage is so that all parties can understand their duties and their roles, and decide if that is how they wish to live. Now, I believe that it is my move, since I definitely recall you taking the last game."

		Farren chuckled, and for a little bit, there were just the coins on Andera's back, the light touches of Paathi and Farren's fingers as they made their opening moves.

		"I'm still not entirely sure how serving as the board will improve someone's taki," said Farren.

		"It would be entirely out of keeping with your station for me to demonstrate," said Paathi. "But it is a relatively simple process. At the moment, Andera cannot entirely see anything except the floor in front of her. It reduces the distractions. She can feel each move as it is made."

		"Yes?" said Farren. "But she can't see the pieces."

		"No," said Paathi. "But she can feel them. And . . . well, if I triumph, I believe I shall give her an orgasm. Which will increase her interest in the play."

		"An orgasm here?" asked Farren.

		"Yes," said Paathi. "As I said, this is one of the roles that a secondary wife must play, and it is necessary for Andera to experience it, before she can make an educated decision as to whether this is how she wishes her marriage to be."

		"If you say so," said Farren, uncertainly.

		"I do," said Paathi. "And should it be so important for you to preserve her dignity in this manner, I would then suggest that you play more carefully."

		Farren laughed, but he did take longer on his moves after that.

		Whether or not Andera could see much beyond the floor in front of her—she could, if she lifted her head, see the amusement of the man across the aisle from her, the vague disapproval of the woman, the giggling girl and the blushing boy—there were certainly no shortage of distractions. There were Paathi and Farren's legs against her sides, for one thing. And since Farren was taking longer on his moves, Paathi had the leisure to play with Andera's pussy while she waited for her turn.

		After a while, Farren noticed. "If you make our board knock the game over," said Farren, "I am going to call that a forfeit."

		"Andera would never!" said Paathi indignantly. "And I do not believe that we are playing for forfeits."

		"No," said Farren. "But if you are not careful, you are going to have to take her place."

		"Farren!" said Paathi quietly. "That is a most inappropriate suggestion. A little eccentricity may be charming within the confines of our own house, but you must not say such things in public. And even within the confines of our house, at no time will I consent to taking a position inferior to Andera. That would confuse both of our roles, and cause disharmony in what has been a most beautiful relationship."

		"I see," said Farren. "All the same, don't kick over our board, please."

		"Yes, lord," said Paathi.

		There was nothing but the play for a little while. Andera had absolutely no idea which pieces were whose, and where the lines of the board were drawn. And it was starting to hurt to remain still—like Paathi had said, in her shoulders and knees, but also in every other joint. She had to stay still, which meant keeping all of her joints motionless, which wasn't easy. Particularly not with Paathi's fingers on her pussy, pushing now and then into her cunt, curling inside of her, or circling around her asshole.

		"So," said Farren. "When you were younger, did you ever serve as the taki board?"

		"Naturally," said Paathi. "Youth is a time to experiment; to try on different roles and positions, and to see which fit most comfortably."

		"Ah," said Farren. "And during your terms as a taki board, were you. . ."

		"Yes," said Paathi. "Particularly during three player contests. It can be difficult to maintain interest in the game, particularly for the young. A board of this sort can provide a relief from boredom of that sort, and will increase the players' attachment to the game."

		"I see. And yet, you will not—"

		"No," said Paathi. "As I said, it was a time of trying on different positions; that one fit most awkwardly, while my current role suits me quite well, don't you think?"

		There was a long pause. "It does," said Farren. "It really does."

		"Thank you," said Paathi.

		"And I also cannot help but notice that you're much better at taki when you're playing for something that you want."

		"Perhaps. Either that, or your play has been hindered by your desire to see what would happen were you to lose."

		Farren humpfed irritably, but didn't move any of his coins. There was a long pause, as Paathi's fingers worked on Andera, leaving her gasping, doing her best to keep still. A quick look up showed that the woman across the way had gone back to her embroidery, and the man to the paper. But both the boy and the girl were watching, fascinated—the girl amused, and the boy clearly fighting back the urge to stare and drool.

		Paathi trying on different roles, when she was younger? Andera didn't have permission to come, and she didn't necessarily want to orgasm in the middle of a first-class railway car, but thinking about that made it hard not to.

		"Do you concede, then?" asked Paathi.

		"I suppose," said Farren, after a while. "All the same, I'm not sure—"

		"If you do not wish for Andera to have this pleasure," said Paathi, "it will be withheld, of course. But I would urge you to allow it; she has done very well as our taki board."

		"You're sure?"

		"Indeed," said Paathi. "But let us gather up the pieces, first—I do not wish to send our change flying through the train, when my wife convulses in pleasure."

		Farren laughed, and started picking up the coins from Andera's back. They had warmed up, during the course of the play, so Andera almost hadn't noticed them any more—just their weight, when she thought about it. But it was a relief when they were gone, and she was at last able to start rocking her hips to Paathi's touch.

		Briefly.

		"Be still," said Paathi. "As long as you can. I had been enjoying your control, and I wish to see how far it might extend."

		Andera bit her lip, did her best not to move. But it had felt so good, when she could.

		"That is another aspect to the game, of course," said Paathi. "When one is losing, it becomes . . . well, there is always the possibility of ending the game through the fault of the board."

		"This doesn't sound like very good taki play," said Farren.

		Paathi laughed. "Perhaps not," she said. "But it is great fun. There was a young man in our circle who could be brought to full satisfaction without jostling the pieces—that was a talent that brought him to the eye of a most suitable match, I can tell you."

		It was possible that Andera had been brought to the eye of a most suitable match. But she wouldn't have been able to achieve full satisfaction without jostling taki pieces lined up on her back. Just staying still as Paathi stroked her was becoming impossible.

		"Please?" she said, quietly, almost to herself.

		"Hm?"

		"Please, may. . ." she blushed, not quite able to say it.

		"You must speak up," said Paathi. "If I cannot hear you, I shall not be able to respond appropriately to your requests."

		"Please may I move?" asked Andera. "I can't . . . oh, please?"

		"Not yet," said Paathi.

		Andera groaned, and Paathi laughed. "She is very good, isn't she?" said Paathi. "She cannot stay still, but she will not buck her hips without permission."

		"And you're being cruel," said Farren.

		"Yes," said Paathi. "That is my role. But not too cruel. You see, the longer she holds herself, the prouder she shall be when she is granted the permission she seeks. And the more extended the period is before she receives that permission, the more intense her eventual orgasm shall be."

		"I suppose," said Farren. "All the same, she is—"

		"Oh, dear," said Paathi. "I suppose I am being a bit cruel to you as well, and that was never my intention. But it would be highly inappropriate for you to make use of her at the present—it is well for secondary spouses to be taken in public in this fashion, now and again. But as the head of a household, you must wait. Dear me."

		"It's fine," said Farren.

		Maybe Farren was fine, but Andera wasn't.

		It felt like every breath was a struggle—there was a little shudder, just when she finished exhaling, that could almost become an orgasm, if she could just move a little; just a little.

		There was nothing in her mouth, but there was a spot of moisture on the floorboards of the railway car in front of her. It seemed that she'd gotten so lost in arousal that she was simply drooling. At least while she looked down, she couldn't see the people watching her, and maybe they wouldn't be able to see that she was. . . Paathi pushed three fingers inside Andera's cunt at one time, curled them up inside of her, and Andera gasped again, feeling her shoulders starting to shake, like she was about to collapse to the floor.

		"Please?" she said, again.

		"When the train starts again," said Paathi. "Until then you shall continue to amuse us in this fashion."

		Andera had no idea how long that would be. The game had lasted . . . some time? And then afterwards, again, she had no idea how long that might have been. Probably less than a few hours, but—

		Farren and Paathi were talking, and Andera didn't care what they were talking about. If she held very still, Paathi's fingers would drift up to her clit, but if she moved, even a little, even if she breathed out a little too hard, they'd move back down. It was impossible.

		There was a shudder, and for a moment, Andera thought that she'd had her orgasm, even without moving. But no; it was the train—it was moving, and that meant that she was allowed—"Please?" she said, small, hoping that Paathi would say yes, hoping that Paathi would keep her like this for the rest of their trip down to Aranshar.

		"Very well," said Paathi. "Go ahead."

		Three pumps of her hips, and Andera was over the edge. She was on a train, and it was public, and she tried not to shout as she came, but she did anyway—little yelps of pleasure that felt like they were ripped from her throat as they came out. And Paathi was right, like she always was—Andera had held that orgasm back for so long, it felt so good that it hurt.

		By the time the last convulsion had finally ripped through her, Andera was lying on the floor between the benches of the railway cabin. "Yes," said Paathi. "That was most lovely. Now, you may repair the disordered state of your clothing, and join me here." She patted the bench next to her.

		Andera managed to get the shirt down, and the jacket, and then crawled up next to Paathi; there was just enough space for her to remain lying there, with her head in Paathi's lap, if she curled up tightly, her feet up against the side of the railway car.

		"How lovely," said Paathi, running her fingers through Andera's hair. "Now to turn our attention back to the proposed route. I am certain that there are engineering concerns that will dictate where the tracks must go. But when there are options, there are certainly principalities which would be more welcoming to this enterprise than others. And there are also potentates who it would be unwise to antagonize by not offering a connection, whether or not they will actually accept the presence of your enterprise."

		That did seem . . . well, it seemed like something that Paathi knew, and something that Farren needed to know, and something that Andera could safely sleep through. So she did; it was peaceful, being rocked by the movement of the train, and Paathi's fingers in her hair.

		When she woke up, the conversation had shifted.

		"It is true that Tiirah and Andera are friends, I'm sure," she said. "Who would not wish to be friends with Andera? All the same, I do not feel that it would be appropriate to conceal the nature of our relationship from her—it would be impossible for her to avoid learning that Andera is now a secondary wife, and she would see this sort of coyness as nothing but being rude."

		Farren sighed. "All the same, I don't want either the Dail or Tiirah to think less of Andera—they were our first friends, when we moved here, and Andera—"

		"Think less of her! Goodness. What a most peculiar idea! No; they will be pleased for Andera, and they will be delighted by how well she has ripened into her new role."

		"And if she decides against maintaining her current role?" asked Farren. "What then?"

		"Then I shall be sad," said Paathi. "But they will respect her choices, either way, so long as they are made with integrity, and are not an attempt to deny herself. No; if you wish for them to respect her, either as she is now, or as an only, or a primary wife, you must let her serve fully in her current capacity."

		Farren was silent, and Andera could recognize that silence. He was thinking, and would not be rushed. Paathi seemed to recognize it as well, not trying to fill the silence; simply stroking Andera's hair, and waiting.

		"Andera is sufficiently addled that she'd agree to anything you say," said Farren.

		"That is scarcely the term that I would choose."

		"And yet, not an inaccurate one. And she's also just as much at sea in these matters as I am—it is easy enough to see what people do, but it's very hard to see what they mean. Still; I trust you. You say that this is the right thing to do?"

		"Yes," said Paathi.

		"Fine," said Farren. "But regardless of the term you choose, make sure that Andera is as close as possible to being in her right mind when she consents—addled or not, this is not something that should be decided for her, rather than by her."

		"Such scruples!" said Paathi. "But I shall do my best to honor them. Oh, I am sure she will serve well; you have seen the way people look at me, when I am with her?"

		"She is lovely," said Farren.

		"She is the loveliest," said Paathi. "Thank you."

		"Of course," said Farren. "Now, returning to the hill tribes—if it is possible to negotiate over the Black-Coffin Pass, that would save us—"

		The loveliest? Well, no, she wasn't—but it was fine that Paathi thought she was. Andera drifted back off to sleep, Paathi's hand in her hair, wrung out and happy, and somewhere between thrilled and frightened of their upcoming visit with the Dail and Tiirah.

		When she woke, the train was just pulling into the station. She had slept with her weight on her left leg, so it hurt a good deal when they stood up. She swore and hopped, earning a sympathetic pat from Paathi, and a short laugh from Farren. Well. Beyond that, though, she was utterly refreshed; normally, she needed a long rest after taking the train down to Aranshar, but now. . . well, even if she had needed a long rest, it seemed unlikely that she was going to get one; it was for the best that she didn't.

		The Dail's carriage met them at the station, and it whisked them off to his estate on the edges of Aranshar.

		Tall walls and a guarded gate, and then gardens beyond. Farren and the Dail were equal partners in Dail and Rowe, but the Dail enjoyed living a bit more lavishly than the Rowe, and a bit closer to the heart of things; Aranshar was a major city, while Penansi was barely more than a string of villages and a marketplace. And while Andera often thought that their house in Penansi was more than they needed, she had to admit that she did envy the Dail's gardens.

		Paathi had never seen them, and she was amazed by the luxuriance of the flowers, and the fountains. That had been the Dail's work before the founding of Dail and Rowe, and they were as finicky as any engine or factory; water spun and rose and fell in intricate patterns, out of the mouths of beasts and the tails of dolphins.

		Tiirah met them at the door of the mansion, smiling hugely as first Farren, then Paathi and Andera as they removed their shoes and stepped inside. "Paathi?" she said. "Paathi Rowe—yes?"

		"It is Paathi Rais for the time being," said Paathi. "It is a trial arrangement. In truth, I only convinced Andera to attempt it by pointing out that if she wished to take a secondary wife, there is a great deal she did not understand about the institution, which could only be learned by direct experience."

		"Oh, but she is so suited for the role!" said Tiirah. "I had . . . but come—the Dail is very eager for us to begin coordinating our planning, and I do not wish to keep him."

		She gave Paathi a quick kiss on the cheek, and then the same for Andera. "You are very lovely," she said. "Oh, this is most suitable for you. You must not allow yourself to be fooled into putting your dignity above that which is best for you."

		"I. . . you are looking well yourself?" said Andera.

		Tiirah laughed. "Thank you. The Dail has, perhaps, been overly full of energy these last few days, now that it looks as though we are going to be pursuing one of his oldest dreams in good earnest. Filled with energy, and constantly distracted by idea after idea. But come—I am one to talk about distractibility, chattering at the door like this!"

		They followed her to the Dail's study, where he had brought in a large table, and completely covered it with a detailed map, showing the entirety of the proposed route. He grinned up at them, but wasn't even slightly distracted by the introduction; he wanted to show Farren his plans, and Farren wanted to see them.

		When Farren and Andera had arrived in Ralaath, Farren had sought work as an engineer, and had talked to the heads of three different industrial concerns. Each one of them had come to the conclusion that while they would be happy to employ Farren, he really ought to seek out the Dail. They had all been right. The two were like brothers that had never met, and who looked completely different—Farren tall and pale, the Dail short and round and dark. But within an hour of their first meeting, they had agreed to found a firm together, and both had their sleeves rolled up, arguing about a hundred projects at the same time.

		As usual, they both dove in at once, looking at the proposed route, each suggesting and correcting and arguing, finishing each other's sentences. Paathi was taken aback at first, and then did her best to join in; Tiirah excused herself—something about a gift—and Andera stood at the side, and watched, and listened, and thought.

		It was a very long route, and there were a number of places that they were either going to have to come up with either never-before-attempted feats of engineering—tunnels and bridges and routes that went alongside impossibly steep gorges—or they were going to have to convince local rulers to allow things that they were not likely to allow.

		As usual, the Dail was far more optimistic about their abilities to engineer around impossibilities than Farren; Paathi universally took Farren's side, but that wasn't right. If they had only listened to Farren, they would have a small factory in lower Ralaath, making precision springs for clocks and watches, and nothing else.

		There was one bridge, where Farren wanted to avoid with an extra sixty miles of track. Paathi was in agreement, and the Dail was looking as though he might wind up going along with them.

		

	
		"If there was no other option," said Andera. "Would we be able to build this bridge?"

		"There is another option," said Farren.

		"But if there was not?"

		Farren bit his knuckle, looked at the detail of the map. It was, in all honesty, an extremely detailed map. The Dail had been wanting to build that railway for a very long time.

		"Yes," he said, finally. "Cost three times as much as not building it, though."

		"And it will save two hours of transit, on a route that is already quite long," said Andera.

		"However," said Farren. "I will not be supervising, and I will—"

		"You will have to hire people you can trust," said Andera. "You've sent those letters out. Do you think that those people could build that bridge?"

		Another pause. "Yes," said Farren, finally. "But it'd be safer—"

		"It would be safer not to build this railway at all," said Andera. "If we are going to do this, we will have to take the occasional risk."

		Farren scowled at the map, then nodded. "Perhaps you're right," he said. "It's not going to be a simple bridge, though. And I am deeply concerned about the tunnel through the Ailadir ridge; that's going to require a hell of a lot of man-power."

		"We could start a crew in Hei Aren as well," said the Dail. "We already have an import factor there—we could—"

		"No," said Farren. "Absolutely not; perhaps when we get closer to the end of the project, we can start work from the other end as well. But I am barely convinced that we can manage this affair at all. I am not going to attempt to build a railroad from two ends at once, not at the start."

		That was quite reasonable. When they couldn't find an appropriate candidate to head the project, Andera had suggested two engineers—one older and more established, and one younger and more capable of standing up to the rigors of work in the field. By the time the line got near to Hei Aren, they would hopefully trust each other well enough that one could manage affairs in the mountains, while the other contracted labor for that final tunnel.

		It went on like that—the Dail's route was brilliant, but Farren made certain of the practicalities of every curve in the line, every bridge, every cut. From time to time, the Dail would concede a point, or Farren would agree to try something risky. More often, they would compromise.

		Once they had revised the entire route, the Dail brought out another stack of papers.

		"Steel suppliers," he said. "There are local steel mills and foundries in the transmontaine countries, and I have made something of a hobby of collecting samples; these are the metallurgy reports."

		Farren was delighted. Paathi and Andera, somewhat less so. There were numbers. Countless numbers, concerning the purity of the steel, the capacities of the various mills, the distances from the main route. It wasn't something that either of them could help much with, and soon they both fell silent, at the side of the room.

		Tiirah poked her head in, and grinned at them.

		"Would I be able to borrow Paathi and Andera?" asked Tiirah. "There is a meal waiting, and there was the Arj's gift to us?"

		"Of course," said the Dail. "My apologies; this is . . . there is a great deal which we must do, and we have reached a very boring section of that work."

		Farren waved, not lifting his head from the pages of numbers.

		So they left, following behind Tiirah.

		"That was a wise thing you said," said Paathi. "Farren was right to bring you along."

		Andera blushed. "Thank you."

		"And there are other reasons to enjoy your presence on this trip. There are going to be. . . well, I intend to make full use of my prerogatives, if you have no objections?"

		"Yes, lady, thank you, lady," said Andera.

		Paathi dimpled, then reached up and kissed her hard. "Addled indeed. The both of us."

		Tiirah led them to a long balcony, overlooking the gardens. "Oh, come then," she said. "I have been curious for years. If you do not mind, Paathi?"

		"Disrobe, please, Andera," said Paathi. "It appears that Tiirah's curiosity is at long last to be satisfied."

		Andera was blushing as she took off the jacket and shirt and skirt, to stand naked on the balcony. Tiirah made a little gesture, and Andera turned around, slowly. Then another gesture, beckoning her closer, and then Tiirah pointed at the floor in front of her, and Andera knelt, her hands at her sides.

		"May I?" asked Tiirah.

		"Of course," said Paathi, sitting down next to Tiirah, looking out at the gardens.

		Tiirah ran her hand along Andera's breast. Andera gasped, tried to breathe as Tiirah's nails scraped along her nipple. "Oh, she is lovely; I always thought she was, but her clothing was—"

		"It was very formal and correct," said Paathi.

		"Of course," said Tiirah. "I meant no insult. If only I had known that she would accept this role—it suits her so well, and you suit the Rowe so well. I am so happy for all three of you."

		"It's a trial arrangement," said Paathi.

		Tiirah made a brushing away sort of movement. "Tell her to confirm it as permanent, and she shall. It would take a fool to miss that look in her eye."

		"Andera will make her choice at the end of the term of the trial agreement," said Paathi. "And it shall not be compelled. Now, tell me please about this gift that the Arj has sent you."

		Tiirah threw back her head and laughed. "Oh, you caught that, did you? It was not, strictly speaking, from the Arj. It is from his son, you see? But his son is not yet married, and while I cannot approve of these modern alliances, I have to admit that the Arj's son's boy is an extremely charming lad. And the Dail has been cruelly neglectful of his gift, with this railway business, so most of the duties of a hostess have fallen on me. Would you like to see him?"

		"Please," said Paathi. "Has he a name?"

		"Possibly," said Tiirah. "I do not choose to use it, if there is one to use. 'Boy' will suffice."

		Tiirah rang a bell. Andera wasn't sure what she was supposed to be doing, so she stayed in position. A quick look at Paathi showed that she had gotten a cup of tea, and was looking out over the gardens. And Tiirah was looking at Andera. Not hungrily, or anything like that. But evaluating.

		"You've done very good work with her," she said.

		"Thank you," said Andera.

		And then a household servant came out to the balcony, with a boy on a lead.

		The boy wasn't that young—maybe just post-university? But he was very handsome, with slim hips and strong shoulders. And there was a metal device fastened over his cock, which would prevent it from becoming fully erect. However, it did seem to be darkened, and faintly swollen within its cage.

		The servant bowed, and Tiirah pressed her thumb in the center of his forehead; he left, leaving the boy with the women on the balcony.

		"The Arj's son has excellent taste," said Paathi.

		"He does," said Tiirah. "And despite his distinctly modern manners—to set up a household with a young man, before marriage?—I cannot fault his training. The boy is extremely well prepared to serve as a secondary husband. Would you like to indulge? He is most skilled with tongue and lips."

		"I am a newlywed, Tiirah!" said Paathi. "Dear me, no—I need all the energy I have to keep the Rowe satisfied."

		Tiirah laughed. "He is a very . . . forceful-seeming man."

		"Not merely seeming," said Paathi. "And he has a very curious mix of careful scruples and the most appalling imagination."

		"Oh, dear me," said Tiirah, with another laugh. "How I wished to have this conversation with Andera, before, but I could not bear to challenge her reserve. If you are not going to use the boy, do you mind if I take a few moments?"

		"By all means," said Paathi. "Andera, I would like for you to stimulate him while he serves, as best as you can. But you must not provoke him to orgasm—that would be highly inappropriate."

		Andera gave Paathi a puzzled look, as she moved back to let the boy kneel between Tiirah's legs.

		"If a gentleman has been denied release for a sufficient time, it is possible for him to achieve orgasm despite considerable discomfort, including the sort of discomfort provided by a falcon hood," explained Paathi

		"While the Dail has been wrapped up in this railway business," said Tiirah, "he has scarcely been that neglectful."

		"Nonetheless," said Paathi. "Be cautious, Andera."

		It was a fascinating bit of jewelry. White gold, and with a line of opals around the base of his cock. The hood seemed to cover the top of his penis and the sides with a delicate filigree, forcing it to remain bent and relatively small, but it left a finger's width of space the bottom of his penis uncovered, and the entire scrotum free. Andera ran a finger along that strip at the bottom of his penis, and she could see the shudder of his thighs and a curling of his toes in response. He was shaved as completely as she was, and it was interesting to see the skin of his scrotum, and inner thighs, to feel how smooth they were, and he reacted to every touch.

		It did seem that the falcon hood had left him quite sensitive. Well, the falcon hood and the rest of how he was being treated. If she had to serve Paathi while being fondled by a stranger, that would. . . well. It was entirely possible that would happen soon enough.

		Andera had never had sex with a man other than Farren. It seemed that this was what Farren and Paathi had been talking about, when it came to Paathi exercising the full privileges of her position, and all that, and it also. . . Andera leaned forward, and as the boy licked at Tiirah, she let her tongue trailed along the length of his cock. There was the neutral flavor of the gold, and then there was his skin and his sweat, and a little bead of clear moisture at the tip of his cock that tasted very slightly salty.

		He gave a full body shudder at that, and again, when she took the whole thing in her mouth, her fingers drifting along his scrotum. It was . . . it was interesting, was what it was. She could almost taste the tension there, and there was the difference between the unyielding metal and the velvety skin of his cock.

		The boy—the young man, really, he must have been at least twenty—whimpered a little as she started moving her head back and forth. And then again, when she stopped.

		The falcon hood was interesting, but that wasn't the only thing interesting about him. He wore manacles on his wrists and ankles. White gold, again, decorated with opals, which stood out against his skin. And while his crotch was completely shaven, there was a tuft of hair on his chest, as well as the normal fine hair on his forearms and shins. But it was all . . . it was sculpted, in a way; the hairs that were there, were retained because they looked nice; anything out of place had been shaved or plucked.

		There were more whimpers as Andera's hands drifted across his chest and thighs, and then down to his ass, which was muscular, and smooth, and strong.

		Before Andera had completed her exploration, Tiirah gave a contented sigh.

		"Very nice," she said. "I can scarcely complain about the Dail's choices; Dail and Rowe would not be a fraction of the success it currently is, were he not obsessed with mechanisms of that sort. However, it would be quite nice if he would consider adding a secondary husband. I have introduced him to some lovely young men, but—"

		"But the fact is, a secondary husband is for the husband, and he does not wish one."

		Tiirah sighed, and shook her head. "It would be the simplest thing to acquire a secondary wife—"

		"Not that simple, if you insist on having the correct woman," said Paathi, sharply.

		"Perhaps not. But sufficiently simple. How lucky you are to have found Andera!"

		"Yes," said Paathi. "But all the same. I am sure that you will be able to convince the Dail of the benefits of a secondary husband."

		"Perhaps," said Tiirah. "This boy has been most charming."

		"And speaking of dinner," said Paathi. "I am afraid that we have not eaten—the train—"

		"Oh! My apologies! I had quite forgotten."

		She rang the bell again, and when the servant arrived, she gave him a quick set of instructions.

		He left, and another pair of servants brought in a framework, of the sort that Paathi had used when readying Andera to greet Farren, during her period of domestication.

		"I would have a second one brought out, but—"

		"Farren is a private man, who is not yet entirely used to our customs in this regard," finished Paathi. "That is fine. Besides—while Andera has certainly experienced being prepared for her lord's return, it would be well for her to observe these rituals as something other than a participant. Come, kneel here beside me, Andera."

		Andera crawled over quickly, not thinking, then blushed—she could have stood. Perhaps she should have stood? But—

		But, frankly, nobody besides Paathi was paying attention to her. Tiirah led the boy over to the framework, and undid the falcon hood. She gave Paathi a significant look as his cock was finally able to fully stiffen, and Paathi did her best to look suitably impressed. He wasn't as big as Farren, though. Not nearly.

		It didn't take Tiirah long before she'd attached the chains of the framework to the boy's manacles, holding him in place, both his mouth and his ass at what would be waist height for the Dail.

		And then she got to work. Fingernails, mostly—on his cock, on his nipples, on the insides of his thighs, with only the occasional touch with the rest of her hand. It seemed to work. He still wasn't nearly as big as Farren, but he got a little stiffer, and a line of clear liquid dripped from the tip of his cock right down to the floor.

		Paathi was playing with Andera's hair—she liked playing with Andera's hair a lot—but she wasn't paying that much attention to her. Still, it felt nice, and it felt right, like it was where she was supposed to be.

		They watched the boy's eyes flutter closed, and the way Tiirah's fingertips brought him close, and then held him back, and then close again. He was completely gone by the time the Dail and Farren came in.

		A faint look of dismay crossed Farren's face, and was quickly gone; he declined graciously when the Dail offered him the boy on the rack. The Dail shrugged, still talking about the export duties on refined steel, and whether it would be worth funding a steel mill in one of the principalities just beyond the northern borders to avoid that tax. Farren wasn't convinced it was worth doing, but the Dail was arguing the benefits even as he unlaced his trousers, and let the boy suckle hungrily on his cock.

		Andera had been in the same place as that boy. Not exactly the same place, but Paathi had brought her to that level of excitation, where being allowed to suck anything put in front of her was the most wonderful thing in the world. It was different, watching it from the outside; there was the vein visible in his neck, the look of satisfaction when he finally had a cock in his mouth, the little noises of arousal he was making, the way his whole body gasped in breath when the Dail withdrew, like he had been running a marathon.

		Since she'd gotten undressed so Paathi could show her off to Tiirah, Andera had been naked, and if anyone stopped to look at her, they'd be able to see that she was nearly as turned on as the boy the Arj's son had lent them. He was lovely, and he was so close. Farren noticed. Just a look, and the faintest hint of a wink. But the rest of them were watching the Dail and the boy, and they were all enjoying.

		As the Dail pulled out of the boy's mouth, and moved around to his ass, Tiirah took a bowl from the side of the framework, and positioned it on a shelf just below the boy's cock.

		The plan was that they would approach the Fevin to join the venture as soon as they had decided on an engineer, or pair of engineers to lead the work. It could be that he wasn't going to be interested, and they were either going to take the risks themselves, or they would have to look for someone else to provide some of the funding. As the Dail pushed into the boy's ass, Farren made the point that they might well be able to get a reduction on the export duties, or even have them lifted entirely, if they had someone as well-connected as the Fevin as a partner in the enterprise.

		Which was true, and which was something else that the Fevin might well provide, but Andera wasn't that interested in that. It hadn't taken Paathi that long to teach Andera how enjoyable being taken that way could be, and it was . . . well, it did turn her on to see someone else experiencing that, but it was also interesting. It seemed that men were even more responsive than women to that sort of thing—there was another, longer droplet of clear liquid, and then, when the Dail lost interest in the conversation, and his breath went ragged, the boy started bucking and moaning as soon as Tiirah touched his cock.

		It was very well-timed. It seemed as though the boy had started his orgasm before the Dail, but when the Dail pulled out, finished, his semen dripping down the boy's leg, there were still one or two more spurts left in the boy, which Tiirah squeezed out, making sure that every drop landed in that bowl.

		The Dail and Farren headed into the dining room, as Tiirah brought the bowl over, patting the boy's head, talking quietly to him. After a little bit, he bowed his head down, and started lapping up his own come.

		"Most appropriate," said Paathi. "It is well for men in those circumstances not to . . . that is, there is a certain freedom implied in expulsions of that sort, and one that it is best to restrain. But enough of this—I am starving, and I am sure you are equally unsatisfied. Let us get you dressed again, and then let us join the men at dinner."

		She had been naked when the Dail had come in, and he had seen her. Andera was sure he had. But there wasn't any change in the way they talked to her; friendly conversation about the house and the gardens, about the plans for the railway, and the risks. It was just another visit with Tiirah and the Dail, and perhaps a more pleasant visit than most—the northern railroad was the most ambitious project they had ever considered, and they were all excited about it. It was the Dail's dream, and an interesting challenge to Farren, and as Tiirah put it, it was an exciting adventure. Whether or not it left them bankrupted, it was an exciting adventure.

		It was enough that Andera could almost forget about the young man that they'd been given. Almost. Shortly after they sat down, the servants brought him in, led him to a cage at the side of the dining room. He crawled weakly, tired, and was asleep almost as soon as Tiirah latched the door. Mostly, Andera paid attention to the conversation, but occasionally her eyes would drift over to the man asleep in the cage.

		He was a pretty boy, sculpted and smoothed into something even prettier than that. The falcon hood was back in place, and there were rings in his ears and his nipples, gold and opal. She had never had much interest in keeping a man like that, but he was pretty. And Andera could see the Dail appreciating that. Even though they were at long last trying to make his dream of a northern rail line into a reality, his eyes also drifted over to the young man.

		Andera would've prefered to focus on the food than on the conversation—she was famished—but when the plates were brought around, Paathi chose how much went on Andera's plate, and she didn't seem inclined to be generous. It wasn't as though she was starving Andera, or even keeping her from having treats. Andera got a bite or two of every dish, but not much more than that. And she was hungry! It had been a long time since breakfast, and they hadn't even offered her any of the food sold on the train.

		She gave Paathi a pleading look, and was rewarded with a mischievous smile. "There, there," said Paathi. "It would be wise for you not to over-indulge; I would not wish to see your performance impaired."

		Oh. Andera blushed, and ate her bit of palefish with lime—it was good, and not something that their chef made, and there wasn't much of it. But she didn't try to convince Paathi to give her any more than she had been given. She didn't want her performance impaired.

		The inspection by Tiirah, and watching the Dail use that boy. . . it had left Andera aroused, and unsatisfied, and just the idea that she might have to perform after the meal was done also left her more aroused. And that wasn't all. Paathi didn't do anything particularly inappropriate—just light touches, and smiles, and her hand on Andera's thigh when she was making a point. But added to the rest, it made it difficult to carry on a conversation. Andera hadn't been at all sure how she was going to deal with . . . well, she hadn't been sure how she would deal with what Tiirah had already done, and Tiirah hadn't done much. But by the time they brought out the dessert, Andera was ready to try.

		As was the young man in the cage. He'd woken up during the meal, and the Dail had been feeding him tidbits—little bites of fruit and meat, taken from the Dail's fingers.

		And it seemed that the boy appreciated that. The falcon hood had been sitting a little loosely—not very loosely, there wasn't much space inside of it to fill—but after a little while, it was as taut as it had been, and there was an unmistakable flush in his cheek, and an eagerness in his eyes.

		When the dessert was cleared, Tiirah looked over at Paathi and Farren. "And would you like to indulge in some service at this point?"

		"I could scarcely refuse," said Paathi. "But from whom?"

		Tiirah laughed. "Oh, the guest's choice, certainly."

		Paathi nodded thoughtfully, and looked over at Farren. Who gave an uncomfortable sort of shrug. Uncomfortable, but at the same time, not entirely uninterested.

		"Perhaps a competition?" asked Paathi.

		"Oh, but I would not wish to embarrass—"

		"Neither of them will be embarrassed, I'm sure," said Paathi. "They will both do their best, and we shall make use of the one who does better."

		Tiirah nodded, and went to the sideboard, to go get something. Andera looked at Paathi, hoping for some sort of instruction; Paathi gave a little motion, meaning for Andera to stay in her place; she relaxed, sat still, waiting. Whatever it was. . . well, she would be a bit embarrassed, contrary to what Paathi had said. At the same time, she was absolutely going to do her best.

		The Dail took the boy out of his cage, and led him up to the table, to face Andera, as Paathi found what she had been looking for. It was made of some sort of greenish stone, and was . . . well, it was a bit more than twice as long as Farren's cock, and more or less the same shape as two cocks attached at their base, with a little ridge in the middle.

		"It is a relatively straightforward contest," said Paathi. "The idea is to see which of you can take more, and hold it; the first of you to reach the center will be allowed to serve, while the other is examined, and to some degree enjoyed. So, you see—you are both rewarded. But I am certain that you will do your best to impress us."

		Andera nodded.

		Taking all of Farren in her mouth was never easy, and it was more difficult with the stone toy than with a human cock; it hurt, and it made her gag, and there wasn't any give in it, or the comfort of knowing that she was bringing someone pleasure. She was able to get most of her half, without a problem, as was the boy, but she had to keep dipping back to catch her breath, and to blink the tears from her eyes.

		The boy was having the same difficulties. He would push forward, hard as he could, hold it for an instant, but then he'd have to pull back, coughing, gagging.

		The others were talking about the railway, and then about the Dail's newest experiments in garden fountains. They weren't ignoring Andera and the naked young man, but they weren't exactly giving them their full attention, either. It was. . . Andera would keep trying.

		Paathi leaned over to her. "You should decide which you would prefer," she said. "Beneath the table, giving pleasure, or spread upon the table, for the examination and amusement of those who are receiving pleasure."

		Andera's ears burned, as she pushed against the stone toy. She would. . .

		Paathi's hand was on her hip. "I am sure that you will succeed at whichever you choose."

		Beneath the table, giving pleasure to the Dail and Tiirah? Sucking on Farren as he played with the boy facing her?

		The boy's eyes were closed. There was a little crease of concentration in his forehead, and he was close enough that Andera could see the faintest traces of hair returning to his cheeks—he had been closely shaved, so he must have normally been inclined towards a very full beard.

		It was. . .

		"Personally," said Paathi. "I would prefer it if you served."

		Andera pulled back, breathed in deeply, blinked a few times to clear her eyes. And then she relaxed and pushed forward, opening up as she did so. The toy pushed against the back of her throat, pushed deeper. There was that little ridge in the center brushing past her lips. And then they met the young man's lips—his eyes opened in shock as she pushed a little closer, her tongue darting out to touch his bottom lip.

		Tiirah applauded. "Oh, marvelous," she said. "Oh, I had not even suspected that she was so capable."

		The stone was slick with Andera's spit as she pulled back—the thicker stuff, from the back of her throat. But she felt a certain measure of pride as the whole length of the thing was again visible. It was really quite large, honestly.

		The boy wasn't nearly as happy.

		During their contest, the servants had cleared the table, with the exception of the wine bowls, and some bottles of the sweeter vintages. Tiirah led the boy past those bowls to the place in front of the Dail, and Paathi gave Andera a look; she sank below the table and followed, crawling between the legs of the table to where the Dail was sitting.

		He had used the young man pretty thoroughly before dinner, but it had been a long dinner, and it seemed that their performance during the contest had been stimulating. The Dail was stiff inside his trousers. Just like she had on that table, Andera breathed in deeply, blinked a few times to clear her eyes. Then she relaxed and moved forward, unlacing his trousers, taking him in her mouth, her fingers dipping in lower, to fondle his balls.

		It was the first penis she had ever touched aside from Farren's—and the young man's, of course, but that had been different, inside the falcon hood. The Dail's wasn't quite as large as either, but it was solid, and it was warm, and it tasted faintly of come.

		Andera was still dressed; nobody had said anything to her about taking her clothing off. And it wasn't the same as serving Farren. But it was at least a bit similar to serving Paathi. This was what Paathi wanted her to do, so. . . she was able to get his full length in her mouth, and her tongue came out at the end of each stroke, to lick at the base of his cock.

		Above her, on the table, the boy was making pained noises, and there was soft conversation between Tiirah and Paathi. If she'd lost, that would have been her being pinched and prodded and made to suffer, the center of attention. Now they weren't even paying attention to her—she was simply serving. Andera still didn't know which she would have prefered, but since this was Paathi's choice, it was her choice as well.

		It didn't take the Dail long before the boy on the table was yowling, with occasional thumps on the table above, as he strained against Tiirah's bonds. Not much longer after that, the Dail finished in Andera's mouth, those barely controlled final thrusts, and then the burst of acrid semen in her throat. Andera swallowed it all, and moved on to Tiirah.

		Above her, there were a few more thumps as they adjusted the boy to face the next of those who had been eating dinner.

		Tiirah had moved her skirt out of the way, so Andera was able to push in immediately. She was warm, and wet, her curls soft against Andera's lips. They had been friends for years—it was strange how quickly this had changed. Not changed; they were still friends. But there was also this, where Andera would serve, and Tiirah would enjoy. Enjoy both her, and the man on top of the table. There were fewer yowls, but there was now the occasional sob.

		That could have been her, and it could have been the boy underneath the table, serving, not being touched or . . . it probably would be her, sooner or later; even though they lived apart, Farren would visit with the Dail most months, and the Dail and Tiirah would visit them almost as often. That is, it would be her, sooner or later, if the marriage continued. And there could only ever be a single trial marriage between two people. Once the trial period was ended, it would either be a lifetime commitment, or it would end.

		Andera wasn't sure what she wanted, but Tiirah seemed to know exactly what she was looking for. When she had come, she grabbed Andera's head, held her in place, and finished again, just as hard. And then a third time, not quite as enthusiastically, but it was definitely a third orgasm. Then she pushed Andera away, as they moved the boy over in front of Paathi.

		Paathi's legs were lovely. Andera kissed Paathi's foot before moving up to settle between her thighs, and start lapping at her, as the young man on the table above her started crying.

		He'd been gasping and sobbing before, but this was crying—little hiccups between his sobs, and moans as Paathi did things to him. When Paathi wanted to punish Andera, she'd usually have Eanah do it. She enjoyed it, and sometimes she would get a glint in her eye, and start in on Andera on her own. But she was kind of . . . she would be satisfied before Andera reached that point, or, well. Maybe it was just because they were relatively new to being with each other, and she was still infatuated.

		Maybe this was what Paathi really wanted, and if Andera confirmed the trial marriage, this was what it would become. If so, maybe that would be okay; the young man was crying, but . . . well, at least for the moment, Andera was aroused enough that it felt like that would be acceptable. More than acceptable.

		She had been taught not to rush Paathi to orgasm when Paathi wasn't in a hurry, and even though she had started off pretty well aroused, Paathi didn't seem to be in a hurry.

		So Andera knelt and licked, listening to the boy crying on the table, and the light voices in conversation, the Dail sparkling, Tiirah laughing, and Paathi and Farren joining in here and there, telling jokes, enjoying the conversation. Andera couldn't quite follow what they were saying from where she was, but it was still lovely to hear them talking, to hear them enjoying.

		Then Paathi gave Andera a touch on her ear which meant that it was time to move towards orgasm, so Andera pushed in deeper with her tongue, her hands on Paathi's legs. Paathi gasped and shuddered, and they moved the boy along to Farren.

		Andera wasn't at all sure how interested Farren would be in that sort of thing. Raalath was a lot more encouraging of men being interested in male bodies than Berecca. It had certainly taken Andera a while to admit to herself that she was interested in female bodies, and while Farren had enjoyed that, he hadn't shown that much of a desire to experiment himself.

		He wasn't entirely erect when Andera eased him out of his trousers, and she could hear Paathi sort of cajoling him above them. And then the boy gave a yelp, not too different from the noises that he'd made when the Dail had been playing with him. And again.

		Farren wasn't that turned on by it; she could feel that in her mouth, how it took all of her attention and skill to work him up, and to keep him excited. But at least he wasn't embarrassing Paathi, or anything like that. And he was filling her mouth, all the way.

		Andera let herself get lost in the taste of him, in the feel of his skin, the way his hair felt against her hands, his pulse, and all. Then he exploded in her mouth, just as the boy gave a louder scream than usual. It was very nice indeed.

		Andera wasn't sure what she was supposed to do next. It had been long enough that they might have gone around the circle again? But the boy was being led back to the cage on the side of the dining room when Paathi poked her head down, to look at Andera. "Come on back up, dear," she said, and Andera came out from under the table. And then Paathi directed her up on top of the table.

		The boy was locked in his cage, breathing hard, with marks on his chest and thighs and feet, and little streaks from tears on his cheeks. So they weren't going to be using his mouth, and—

		Paathi laughed. "You've done very well all day," she said. "You've earned a reward."

		Oh.

		Andera was facing the Dail and Tiirah; Paathi was by her side, and Farren behind her. They both smiled at that, Tiirah looking a bit more interested than the Dail. And Paathi's fingers were in her cunt, and she was gasping, her eyes rolling back in her head.

		"I like how her feet twitch when you do that," said Farren.

		"Yes," said Paathi. "She is charming."

		It wasn't easy, staying focused with Farren and Paathi talking about her, and the Dail and Tiirah watching, but she had done very well all day, and it was. . . and the boy in the cage was watching her as well. If he had won the competition, he would be getting his reward, and Andera would probably be waiting in that cage. It was. . . well. Andera lost her train of thought as Paathi's fingers started moving on her clit. She moaned again, pushed back into them, and was rewarded by Paathi's other hand reaching out to stroke her breasts.

		They had all orgasmed in Andera's mouth. All of them. And yet, none of them were as undone as she was, when Paathi took her over the edge; it made her head swim, and left her lying on the table, gasping in air.

		"How lovely," said Tiirah, when she was done.

		"Indeed," said the Dail, with a smile. "You do seem to have found your niche, Andera."

		She had. More or less. Paathi helped Andera down from the table, and then Andera dropped further down, to the floor, and put Paathi's foot on top of her head.

		"Oh!" said Paathi. "Oh, dear. Oh! It is so. . . my."

		Tiirah laughed. "She is very demonstrative, isn't she?"

		"Impossibly!" said Paathi. "Oh, Andera. I had been planning on loaning you to the Dail and Tiirah for the evening, but—"

		"But that is certainly not necessary," said Tiirah. "We have been neglecting our gift, and I intend to correct that. Besides, after this performance, his falcon hood will be straining for release, and I intend to give him a chance to earn one."

		"Thank you," said Paathi, and then she led Andera and Farren to the room they had been given. The bed there was not quite as large as the one in Farren and Andera's estate, which meant that while there was room for Paathi and Farren, Andera couldn't fit on the bed without it being a bit tight.

		"Once again," said Farren, "I regret not bringing along a taki board; it would be nice to relax before bed with a friendly game."

		"And while I'm sure that the Dail would be happy for us to use one of his, I think that Andera will supply the lack. But I see no reason not to borrow the Dail's pieces for the game, provide that Andera can maintain her position, and not cause any of them to fall and break."

		Andera did her best to remain still, as Paathi's pen scratched out the lines and whorls of the board, and then she went on her hands and knees over their laps, one of Paathi's legs over Andera's calves, and Farren's legs directly below her breasts, the hair just grazing against her nipples.

		There wasn't any talk about forfeits, and they both seemed to be mainly concentrating on the game, Paathi's hand only occasionally pinching at Andera's labia, when Farren took longer than usual to decide on his move.

		It wasn't easy, holding her position on the bed, as they moved their pieces back and forth across her back. But it was sort of fun, and she was being useful, and while Paathi wasn't focused on teasing her, those fingers didn't really stop playing with her, as the game went on. By the time Farren won, Andera was gasping and enthusiastic, ready to get her husband and her wife ready for each other.

		Both Paathi and Farren had already indulged at dinner, so it took a little longer before she'd worked them both into a state of arousal. But not much longer than usual. Paathi first, this time, then Paathi's hands were on Andera's thighs and breasts as she sucked at Farren, until he moved her to the side, and took Paathi. Andera had to lick the base of Farren's cock, as he thrust into Paathi, and she had to carefully lick Paathi's pussy clean after he finished.

		It was lovely, and while it didn't exactly satisfy Andera, she had already been allowed to orgasm twice that day, and wasn't sure she could've handled more than that.

		There was a cage on the side of the room—it seemed that Tiirah had been preparing for Andera's visit, after she'd found out that Andera had become a secondary wife—but Paathi didn't choose to leave Andera there. Instead of locking her in the cage when they were done, Paathi tied Andera's ankle to the foot of the bed, and gave her one of the pillows.

		During her period of domestication, Andera had slept by the side of Farren and Paathi's bed. This wasn't as nice as sleeping with them, but at the same time, there was something familiar about that, and comfortable. And also, Paathi lay on the side of the bed, watching her for a bit, playing with her hair, and then letting Andera suckle on her thumb for a while, before she finally went to sleep.

		The next morning, they had to be on the road early, to make it to the train. Eanah wasn't there, and as a rule, secondary wives weren't supposed to bathe themselves, so Tiirah had one of her maids take care of Andera. A tall girl, with dark skin, who dyed the tips of her hair green. She wasn't quite as stringent as Eanah could be, but she was vastly amused by how pale Andera's skin was, and how she'd wriggle to avoid being tickled by the bath brush.

		Her clothing had been washed the night before, so it was that again, and then they had to rush to the train station to wait for the train, which was delayed, and in no particular hurry to make up for lost time.

		"Satisified with the meeting?" asked Paathi, once they were settled, and underway.

		Farren nodded. "There are still details to be worked out, but many of those are things we can leave to the head of the project. Who we are going to have to choose soon."

		"Oh?"

		Farren shrugged. "The fact is, while I was a bit elliptical in the letters that I sent out, it won't be long before our competitors hear that we're trying for a northern route."

		"But they lack the capacity for an enterprise of that scale," said Paathi.

		"Won't stop them from trying to cause us problems," said Farren. "Herds of sheep on the lines, and so on. Best to nail things down quickly, and not leave ourselves holes for them to push through. I'll have to go south to interview candidates in a few days; the Dail is going to be starting talks with the Fevin today."

		Andera was a bit surprised, but not very surprised—Farren was right that they had to move quickly, get the contracts signed, and the arrangements finalized. Once he started talking to engineers, there'd be no way for them to avoid letting them know what they wanted. Which would mean that the news would get out.

		"So soon?" asked Paathi. "Oh, dear. I had hoped. . ."

		"The trial period," said Farren.

		"Yes," said Paathi. "The difficulty is that it would be . . . well, if you need Andera along for these interviews, we can take her, but the proprieties—"

		Farren considered. "I had assumed she would be with us. But this is a decision about personnel, and I have always been the one to make those decisions. With the exception of the household staff, of course—"

		Andera winced at that; she had been the one to hire the cook who'd stolen from them.

		"Of course," said Paathi. "If you would like my assistance, I should be happy to provide it."

		"Thank you," said Farren. "That will be very helpful. Some of these family relationships can be a goddamn morass, if you'll excuse me for saying so, and having a bit of help untangling that wouldn't go amiss. But I don't want to keep you from—"

		"The trial arrangement is between the three of us," said Paathi. "And while choosing to spend that time with Andera rather than you would be a more voluptuous sort of pleasure, I am more needed by your side. I also would not wish for you to be distracted, having to make these decisions without the relief provided by a spouse. Besides; I have bought the kennels for the Lady Andera, and I intend for her to understand that aspect of a secondary wife's service."

		Farren gave a thoughtful sort of shake of his head. "It's most of the remaining time in the trial arrangement."

		"Yes," said Paathi. "And it is true that I am giving up one of my great pleasures to assist you, and I am not certain if I shall have another opportunity for those pleasures. But this too is an aspect of having me as your wife, in any role, and it is best if we all understood what that meant."

		"If you say so," said Farren. "It'll be necessary to bring along another Taki board, though."

		Paathi laughed. "If you'd like another game now, I could—"

		"No," said Farren. "I'm going to have to work through who I will approach, and in what order. There are dozens of possible combinations, and . . . well, it will be best to hire the more experienced hand first, as there is no shortage of young people with sterling qualifications and no experience. But depending on who I choose, there will be—"

		He trailed off, and started going through his papers, putting tick marks here and there.

		Paathi gave him a fond smile, and then turned to Andera.

		"I am sorry about this," she said. "It will be difficult. And I have no doubt that Eanah will take advantage of the situation; that is her nature. But it is required."

		Andera gave an uncomfortable shrug. It would've been fine if she'd gone with them, but in addition to the proprieties, Paathi had bought those cages, and clearly wanted to try them out.

		"There, there!" said Paathi. "Oh, you are so open, Andera, and so lovely. Come, lay your head upon my lap—you needn't be cross."

		So, once again, Andera lay down on the bench of the railway car, her head on Paathi's lap, Paathi playing with her hair, and her ear, and her neck.

		It was nice. While Andera had slept on the floor, she hadn't slept that well on the floor—it was a few hours asleep, then a few hours awake, tossing and turning, so she drifted off again, as the train made its leisurely way back up to Penansi North.

		The next few days, Paathi used just about every free moment she had to play with Andera. The problem was that she didn't have that many free moments. It seemed that there were times that a secondary wife might be left in charge of an estate, but this was not to be one of those occasions. That meant that Paathi had to give instructions to nearly all the servants, as to what she wanted done while she and the Rowe were gone.

		And then there was clothing to pack, and travel arrangements to make. In the past, Andera had handled all that, but she had taken three times as long to do it half as well.

		They were scheduled to take the afternoon train; that morning, Paathi took her breakfast on the verandah, with Andera naked and tied to the table, and Eanah whipping Andera's feet and breasts.

		"As the primary goal is for the Lady Andera to miss her lord and her lady when they are gone, I do not want you to spend too much time with her," said Paathi. "I am sure that both the cook and the head of the household will find a great many things to occupy your spare time."

		Eanah pouted, and brought the switch down on the sole of Andera's foot, a good deal harder than she had been. Andera jerked in her bonds and whimpered.

		"If you do not wish to serve," said Paathi, acidly, "I would suggest finding other employment."

		"Oh, lady," said Eanah. "I shall serve, of course, but that does not mean that I wish to serve. You see?"

		"There are some aspects of your service which you seem to enjoy," said Paathi.

		"Yes, that, certainly," said Eanah. "But it is very different than waxing the floor!"

		Paathi laughed, and Eanah hit Andera again.

		"As I was saying," Paathi continued. "You may give her exercises to keep her occupied. And during those hours you spend with the Lady Andera, I would like it if she were to be kept uncomfortable as well as stimulated; I wish for her to be delighted to see us upon our return, in every possible way."

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah.

		"You may set her punishment cage up in your room, but I do not want her kept there overnight. And you may indulge in using her, but not to excess—no more than twice a day, Eanah. Three times, if she has been particularly good."

		"Yes, lady, thank you, lady," said Eanah. She hit the underside of Andera's breast, hard, making her lurch forward in her bonds. "There is . . . may I entertain while you are gone, lady?"

		"With the Lady Andera, you mean?"

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah.

		Paathi considered, as Eanah beat Andera.

		"I do not wish for the Lady Andera to be used by anyone from this household."

		"No, lady," said Eanah.

		"It would already create an awkward situation if the trial arrangement does not become permanent."

		"Yes, lady."

		"And you will not allow usage of her anus, you understand? Even if your beau is insistent upon that point."

		"But lady! The Lady Andera is—"

		"You may demonstrate the work that we have done. But it is not to be used by him."

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah, sounding disappointed.

		"And if that is all, I shall finish my breakfast, and you will lead the Lady Andera up to the bedroom. I intend to use her quite thoroughly before we leave."

		"Yes, lady," said Eanah.

		And Paathi did use Andera quite thoroughly before she left. Eanah whipped Andera's ass as Andera licked Paathi to orgasm, and then Paathi had her whip Andera to the point of tears.

		"It will be so long," she said, holding Andera's chin up with her fingertips. "I wish to see her undone."

		It didn't take long; Andera was on the point of tears already, almost.

		Through her tears, Andera could see the flush on Paathi's cheeks, the way she looked at Andera as though she wanted to entirely consume her.

		"The punishment cage, please," said Paathi. "In the entrance hall. She will bid farewell to the Rowe whilst constrained. And bring the blindfold with you; I do not wish for the Lady Andera to see anything else for at least a day from the time we bid her farewell."

		"Yes, lady, thank you, lady."

		Andera was still sobbing softly as Eanah led her off the bed. It had hurt a lot—Andera's back and soles and ass were aching. And Farren and Paathi were leaving.

		"Come along then," said Eanah. "You may crawl, if you wish."

		She'd had plenty of practice crawling during her domestication, and it wasn't even hard to crawl down stairs anymore; just a little awkward. Then Eanah left her, with a pat on her burning ass, to go have the punishment cage set up.

		It wasn't that bad. Just a little narrow, and she did have to squeeze her legs in pretty close up to fit in. But it wasn't that bad.

		At least at first. The thing was, it was two hours before they were going to head out, and it wasn't easy to shift her position in the cage, even a little. Also, she was out in the middle of the entrance hall, where people would sometimes stop what they were doing to get a good look at her in that cage. That was part of how Paathi liked to organize things, and Andera couldn't argue with the results. She'd been worked up and left unsatisfied for the whole morning, and despite how uncomfortable that cage got, she was still pretty much dripping by the time Paathi and Farren were ready to leave.

		She gave them a plaintive look from the cage as they watched their baggage being loaded up into the carriage. Farren smiled at her, and then asked Paathi something. She seemed delighted by whatever the question was, covering her mouth to hide her giggles. She gave him a quick nod, and Farren stepped toward the cage, then unlaced his trousers.

		Oh.

		Oh!

		Andera didn't have that much space to move forward, but she pushed up against the bars as well as she could, mouth open, fingers extending out, trying to touch him.

		Farren laughed at her enthusiasm, pushed in. And then Paathi was next to the cage as well, stroking Andera through the bars, reaching in to tug at Andera's pussy, pushing in to feel her wetness.

		It was lovely, but it was all over too soon; Farren came, holding tight on the bars of her cage, and Andera did her best not to swallow all of his come, so that she'd still have the taste of him in her mouth. Then they left, and as they left, Eanah came and laced a blindfold around Andera's head, pulling it into place, so that the last thing that she could see was Farren and Paathi's backs, as they headed out the door.

		She didn't take her out of the cage right away, either; there was a good deal of conversation, and another long wait before Eanah finally unlocked the cage, and allowed Andera to stretch out.

		Every muscle ached, and she couldn't see at all.

		When Andera had married Paathi, she'd gotten a collar-like necklace, which she'd worn ever since. For the most part, she'd gotten so used to it that she didn't even see it anymore. It was gold and steel and a had a loop in front. Now Eanah attached a lead to that loop, and gave it a tug. "Follow along, please, Lady Andera," she said. "I don't have much time before I am back washing plates and such, and I wish to make the most of it."

		Andera followed, even though her knees were still somewhat unsteady.

		"There are stairs now, please," said Eanah. "Going down?"

		Andera hadn't worn anything since Eanah had served her breakfast, just before Paathi had woken. The tile of the floor had been cool against her feet—now, the stone of the stairs was actively cold.

		There was a door opening, and then Eanah forced Andera down to her knees, and fastened her wrists together, behind her back.

		"There is bedding—you will find that well enough. And I will take you out for a walk in an hour or two. But now you may lick."

		Andera's mouth opened, and she licked her maid's pussy, blindfolded and on the stones of her basement. It wasn't for long; Eanah pulled away before she was finished, giving Andera a fond slap in the face. "Do not make a mess, and do not disgrace yourself, Lady Andera. I will be back before too long."

		Then she was gone, with the clink of a lock closing behind her.

		Andera rose, and paced out the space she had been given.

		As Eanah had said, there was bedding on the floor. Not very thick bedding, but something. And there was a bowl with water in it, and another with . . . some sort of gruel, perhaps? She knelt and licked. Millet and red-bean paste. Not exactly what she ate at the table with Farren and Paathi, but she wouldn't starve, anyway.

		And everywhere else, there were bars, all around her.

		It was cold, and lonely, and Andera couldn't even see her cage. And that was how it was going to be for ten days! She missed Paathi and Farren already—she would have missed them even if she had been allowed her books and her gardens and the rest of that. How she would feel after ten days of darkness and gruel and nobody there who cared for her didn't even bear thinking about.

		Andera wasn't particularly tired, and since her arms were still fastened behind her back she couldn't exactly lie comfortably, but she lay down on the bedding, feeling miserable, and waited for Eanah to return.

		With that blindfold on, she had no idea where she was—the wine cellar, perhaps? Or the store-rooms off under the dining room and the staff rooms. If it was the wine cellar, there wouldn't be that many people going by, but the store-rooms were used a fair amount. And Andera had heard Paathi giving the staff instructions to take advantage of the absence of the Rowe and his primary wife to do a thorough cleaning and replacement of any dirty or damaged linens and so on, so there'd be people in and out.

		There were noises. Not a lot. But things that might have been feet on the stones, a few soft remarks that Andera couldn't quite catch, and the hint of a laugh. Could be that she was in the store-room, could be that she was in the wine cellars, and people were coming by to take a look at the lady of the house, lying naked on a thin mattress, with her arms tied behind her back.

		It was . . . well, she missed Paathi and Farren because she enjoyed their company and the way Paathi smiled and the way Farren laughed and Paathi's dimples and Farren's confused early-morning face. Before she'd married Paathi, she'd enjoyed sex—or at least, she'd thought she'd enjoyed sex. But Paathi had been doing things to her that made Andera more than enjoy sex. It had become a focus of her life, and that was gone, and it was going to be gone for a long time.

		Lying naked, exposed to her staff's view, that wasn't bad, though. It made her miss sex a little more, and made her think about sex more, and made her miss sex more, and so on.

		By the time Eanah stopped by for another visit, Andera hadn't even noticed how badly she needed to use the bathroom; she'd gotten lost in her fantasies. But she noticed as soon as Eanah unlocked her cage, and led her out, back up into the house.

		"It is sad," said Eanah, after she had let Andera relieve herself, "how long they are going to be gone. But we'll keep you clean and enthusiastic, so that if they have to cut their trip short, you will be ready to serve at any time."

		They weren't going to cut their trip short for anything short of a flood or an earthquake, and if they did, Farren would come back in a mood so foul that Andera wasn't sure if it could even be solved by sex. But it was nice to think of them coming back; she submitted meekly to being bathed, and then beaten.

		And then Eanah tied her up more firmly, legs apart, hands up over her head, on the floor of the bathroom. "Now," she said. "During your period of domestication, this was only permitted under direct supervision. But the Lady Paathi trusts that you will not let yourself go beyond acceptable limits in enjoying this stimulation, and I hope that she is correct—my position in this household is a most enjoyable one, even though I have to work all the time, and I don't want to lose it because of your misbehavior. Do you understand?"

		Andera was pretty sure she understood. She nodded, and then Eanah's hand started moving along Andera's pussy. That was more or less what she thought that Eanah had been talking about.

		Andera moaned, and tried not to wriggle too much. Eanah's hand was wet with some sort of oil, and it felt . . . it was ridiculous, how quickly Andera was responding. Paathi had been gone for a few hours. Maybe? Probably a few hours. And she was already wet and squirming and open and ready for Eanah to work her up. But not to orgasm. That would get Eanah fired and leave Paathi disappointed, but it would feel so very good, and. . .

		And Eanah wasn't letting her get too close. Long, slow strokes, not pushing back when Andera pushed upward. Just working her up, and then holding her there. Eanah didn't know her as well as Paathi did, so she wasn't as expert at keeping her right at the brink. Or she didn't want to risk it. Either way, it was agony, but at the same time, Andera didn't want it to stop.

		Finally, Eanah let her go, and shifted her weight over Andera's face, and Andera strained up in her bonds to lick at Eanah's pussy. It wasn't Paathi, and it wasn't what she needed, but it was something. And it seemed that Eanah had been enjoying working Andera up and then not letting her finish—it didn't take Eanah that long before she was gasping, her thighs clenching around Andera's head.

		"Very lovely, Lady Andera," she said, when she was done. "Oh, but you have come a long way. Now, let us go back down to your cage, and I will instruct you on how to behave when you are not in use."

		However long Andera had been tied up, she was a little wobbly getting back to her feet, and she followed along behind Eanah, back to her cage in the basement. There had been no move to take her blindfold off—Eanah had adjusted it so that it would sit more securely, but that was it.

		This time, Eanah didn't tie her hands behind her back.

		"It would be best if you were decorative, for the amusement of people passing by your cage," said Eanah. "There are times that girls are kept in outdoor enclosures, and . . . I think you will look best stepping. You have lovely long legs, and this will bring them out properly. You will stand here, yes—" and then she tied Andera's hands behind her back again, but not together—it was her left wrist to her right elbow, and right wrist to left elbow—"and you shall walk in place."

		Andera lifted her foot, put it down.

		Eanah laughed. "No, dear me. Not at all. The knee must rise a good deal higher than that! Yes, much better. All the way up; as high as it will go. Yes; and point the toes downward as well. Good! That shall provide shape to the calves, and after an hour or two of that, I'm sure you will have worked up a sweat, which will make you look even better, for those who have to visit these rooms."

		Andera kept lifting her feet. It was awkward, and because she had a blindfold on, she couldn't tell if she was actually staying in place, or going forward a little, or what.

		"Be certain not to step in your food bowl, Lady Andera; if you waste it, I will be forced to deny you more until you have learned to treat your privileges with due respect."

		Andera could hear Eanah heading away. "And if you do well, perhaps you shall spend an hour or two in your smaller cage in my room, and I shall help you practice your anal stretches, in anticipation of the Rowe's return."

		It wasn't much, but it was something to do, anyway. Andera stood in place, and stepped up and down, until she was too tired to continue. Then she had a bit of her water and her gruel, and lay down, and slept.

		At some point, the water and the food were refreshed. When Andera woke up, and had a little more to eat there was a faint trace of lemon in the gruel, and perhaps cabbage? Whatever it was, there wasn't much flavor, and the water was just water. Ten days? Or possibly nine days? The instructions that Eanah had been given meant that she was to be blindfolded for at least a day, but 'at least' could mean that she was going to be wearing a blindfold for the whole time that Paathi and Farren were gone.

		The gruel barely tasted of anything, and Andera thought she could still almost remember the taste of Farren's come, and she could definitely remember the way Farren and Paathi had looked, heading out of the door, on their way to hire the lead engineers for the railroad project.

		There wasn't anything else to do, so Andera stood up and started stepping again, the way Eanah had wanted. It hurt, and it was boring, and she could only do it for a little while before she had to lie back down, and let her legs recover—they were trembling a little with the strain.

		Andera had no idea how long she spent like that. From time to time, she'd fall asleep, and every so often, Eanah would come and take her to use the toilet, or to bathe her—she would change the blindfold then, but Andera had strict instructions to keep her eyes closed while it was being changed. And she would spend what felt like hours bringing Andera up to the edge of orgasm.

		It reached the point where Andera felt close just from the whipping, and she had to fight back the urge to come as soon as Eanah touched her clit. But those were breaks. Most of the time, she was either lying facedown on the little mattress that she had, or she was stepping in place, doing her best not to put her feet in either her water or her food.

		That left her with a lot of time to think.

		Part of that was about the railway. Since they couldn't find anyone with all the qualifications they wanted, they were going to hire a two-person team to head the project. One of Paathi's friends had just graduated from university with an engineering degree, and Andera hoped that they would choose her as the junior partner; she was chatty and friendly and while Paathi had issues with her manners, Andera was sure she'd be able to do the work. And hopefully Farren would find someone with the requisite experience for the senior role—it was difficult to lure that sort of person away from a comfortable job behind a desk, or an even more comfortable retirement, no matter how much money was involved.

		But while she was interested in the railway at first, it wasn't long before all she could think about was sex. Thinking about it made her more aroused, which made it harder to think about anything else, and those sessions with Eanah didn't help her stay focused on engineering projects—not at all. So it was all sorts of thoughts about sex—with Farren and Paathi, with Paathi's friends, with whoever Paathi chose. There were times that Andera had to lie down because she'd worked herself up too much, and she just lay there, heart pounding, legs twitching, trying not to hump her mattress. She wasn't supposed to, and besides, if she did, someone would probably see it, and then they'd take away the mattress.

		Once Farren and Paathi came back, it wouldn't be long before the trial period was over, and Andera would have to decide whether she wanted to remain married to Paathi, or whether they would go back to the way things had been. And of course she wanted to be married to Paathi, but it wasn't as easy a choice as all that—she also wanted to choose her own clothing, and sleep in her own bed, and make her own choices.

		It wasn't just Farren who had worked hard in the early days of Rowe and Dail—Andera had spent sleepless nights and long hours talking to customers and working out how much they had to charge for every product. And they'd succeeded, and she'd made herself a comfortable home with lovely gardens. Yes, maybe the cook had been stealing a little. And yes, maybe Andera had occasionally missed social cues, and had said the wrong thing, or done the wrong thing, or hadn't noticed when she was supposed to be doing something.

		But the fact was, she was comfortable, and she had friends and interests, and now she wasn't comfortable, and while she still had friends and interests, it was up to Paathi as to how much time she could spend on those interests and with those friends, and it also seemed like what she would do with those friends was also up to Paathi.

		The question was whether or not that was what Andera wanted with her life, and she wasn't at all sure what the answer to that question was.

		It wasn't necessarily a question that Andera wanted to answer, but it wasn't as though she had a lot of opportunities for anything else. There were occasional visits from Eanah, and occasional sounds of other people in the basement. Other than that, she did the regimented stepping that Eanah wanted her to do, or lay on the mattress, or tried to eat and drink without being able to see the bowls, and with her hands tied behind her back.

		Each time Eanah took her up for a bath, she tied her up in a different way, and taught her another exercise to do, to pass the time. Once she tied Andera's ankles to each other, and to the bars of the cage, and had Andera raise her upper body up and down, until she fell asleep on the stones of the floor. Another time, her arms were tied to a pole over her shoulders, and Andera had to keep kneeling on her mattress and then standing up.

		And she did it; whatever Eanah told her to do, she did. Not just because she wanted to make Paathi happy, or wanted to keep Eanah from punishing her more, or anything as simple as that. It was just . . . it was just that there was something profoundly satisfying about having a set of orders to obey and then obeying them.

		Apparently, Andera did well enough at obeying those orders that occasionally, Eanah would take her up to her room, when she had a break in her day. She even took the blindfold off, just before Andera had to crawl into her punishment cage.

		It wasn't that bad, for the first few minutes. But after those, it was pretty clear why it was called a punishment cage, and how it could be used if someone wanted to break a girl using a cage. Because she couldn't shift her position, the bars left deep marks on Andera's legs and knees and back, and every joint ached when she was finally allowed out of her cage.

		And even though it was an award that she'd earned, she wasn't allowed to rest on her laurels.

		"In order to be allowed in my chambers," said Eanah, "You will have to suck what you are given to suck, and you will have to be open for what is given to you to endure."

		Eanah's chambers weren't any different from the other maid's rooms. Enough space for a bed and a dresser, with a lamp and a mirror and two chairs, and not much more than that—Andera's cage went on the floor, right in front of the bed, and usually, what she was given to suck were Eanah's toes.

		Eanah's feet were just narrow enough to fit through the bars of Andera's cage, and most of the time she would at least shower first, but some of the time she wouldn't. And they weren't even that nice, as far as feet went—the toes were a little stubby, and her little toe on her left foot came out at an odd angle. But it was human contact, and it was something to see beyond the inside of her blindfold, so Andera would lick and suck and hope that she was doing well enough to be allowed back up the next time Eanah had a break.

		The things that Andera had to be open to endure, on the other hand, weren't exactly human contact. It started with the sort of stone or metal toys that Paathi and Eanah had used to open her up for Farren, so that he wouldn't have to push too hard to get his cock into Andera's ass. And they certainly required Andera to be open, in order to get those toys fully within her—both in her ass, and in her cunt.

		But it didn't stop with the toys. Eanah was delighted by Andera's capacity, and the way it improved when she was warmed up. Her hand would slip between Andera's thighs, and when Andera reached the point where she was gasping, trying to hold back an orgasm, Eanah would push a wine bottle into her cunt, or a statue from the garden, or a cleaning brush.

		It wasn't ever anything with sharp edges, and it was usually something blunt, but it hurt, and it felt ridiculous, and she had to hold it there while Eanah sat on her bed, and had her feet licked, and read novels.

		Because Andera spent long stretches blindfolded in her basement, she had no idea how long it had been since Paathi and Farren had left. It might have just been three days, or four, but it also might have been a lot longer; it depended on how long she'd slept, those times that she slept, and how often her bowls were refilled, and whether or not Eanah was visiting her in the night. The maids' rooms didn't have any windows, so she couldn't tell what time it was when she was brought up to be entertaining.

		But a while after they'd left, Eanah took care to clean and shave Andera before bringing her into her room. And when Andera's blindfold came off, she could see that Eanah wasn't alone; there was a young man there, sitting by the dresser and holding a cup of tea. Andera had been crawling, with Eanah leading her by a thin length of chain attached to her collar. "Lady Andera," said Eanah, "this is Jasti; Jasti, this is the Lady Andera."

		When Paathi had hosted a party of that sort, the rule had been that Andera was supposed to greet her guests by putting their hands against her cheek, if they offered it, or by putting her cheek against the top of their feet, if they did not offer their hands. Andera wasn't sure if that was also the rule for being introduced to someone by her maid. But she had no other clue as to what she was supposed to be doing, so she crawled over.

		Jasti was wearing an uniform jacket and trousers, and new-looking boots. A groom, presumably. It was the Jamah's uniform, and Eanah had come with a recommendation from the Jamah, so they'd presumably met while Eanah was employed there?

		He didn't offer his hand, so Andera laid her face along his boot, and they both laughed.

		"She is very mannerly," said Jasti.

		"Yes," said Eanah. "The Lady Paathi is absolutely marvelous with her."

		"Does she do tricks?" asked Jasti.

		Eanah giggled. "One or two. Into your cage, please, Lady Andera."

		Andera crawled into her cage, and Eanah poked her foot in through the bars. Jasti watched Andera, as she started sucking on Eanah's toes. "I don't suppose that the Jamah let you take liberties of that sort with the Lady Eissa," he said.

		"The Jamah never went anywhere!" said Eanah. "It was very boring. But Lady Eissa was very nice; it was a shame that the trial marriage did not endure."

		Jasti shrugged. "Not every arrangement endures; if this—"

		"Shush!" said Eanah. "You haven't seen her with the Lady Paathi. Besides—even if the trial does not endure, I believe that the Lady Andera will still require a lady's maid. Here; observe this—"

		Eanah withdrew her foot, and dripped some oil on Andera's ass. Andera tried to relax, as one of those stone toys pushed in, big and blunt. "See how slippy she becomes when penetrated? No, my position here is undoubtedly secure."

		Jasti went behind the cage, and gave an approving noise. "But then, she has been kept ready for their return."

		"Yes," said Eanah. "But even without that. You should hear how she shouts, when the Rowe takes her, and the Lady Paathi allows her a climax."

		"I'll take your word for it," said Jasti.

		"You do not have to—merely be within a few miles of the Rowe estate after the Rowe and the Lady Paathi return."

		Jasti laughed, and went back to his tea; Eanah took her seat on the bed again, and once again slipped her foot through the bars.

		It was difficult to make sure to hold the toy in place, while sucking on Eanah's toes, and the punishment cage was starting to hurt, the way it sometimes did.

		Eanah and Jasti more or less ignored her for a while; they gossiped a bit about the other people in the Jamah's staff, and about how things were organized at the Rowe's estate. Eanah had liked the previous chef—"such a tragedy that he was stealing, but without oversight, it is almost as though it was not his fault"—and thought that the new chef was too much of a martinet, bossing the other cooks around, as well as the servants.

		"Is it fair, that we have to scrub those pots so many times? And in water that is so hot? Look what it has done to my hands—"

		Eanah held a hand out for inspection, and Jasti studied it carefully. "Yes," he said, finally.

		"Yes?"

		"It is your job to scrub pots," he said. "And the water is hot, to make it easier—"

		"And it is your job to take care of horses, because you are an unfeeling beast."

		Jasti laughed. "Come now. Surely there are some compensations. The Lady Andera—"

		"There are some houses where the lady's maid does not have other responsibilities," she said.

		"Yes," said Jasti. "But those houses are poorly run."

		"If you persist in being beastly, I shall not allow you to observe the Lady Andera at her exercises, or allow her to bid you farewell."

		The truth was, Andera wasn't sure she wanted that. She was starting to like Jasti.

		"There, there," said Jasti. "I am sure you are very put upon. If you are seeking another position, I could talk to Riina, or to her cousin, who—"

		"I am not seeking another position, but that is scarcely the point. The point is that I work very hard, and my efforts are ignored, or insufficiently appreciated."

		Jasti put his teacup down, and kissed Eanah lightly. "There, there," he repeated.

		"Humpf," said Eanah. "Well, since you're here, you may as well see the Lady Andera put through her paces."

		The punishment cage was unlocked, and Andera was taken out. And then tied down on top of it, her arms and legs tied to the sides of the cage, her legs spread wide apart.

		Eanah ran a finger down the length of Andera's pussy, and Andera was shuddering with the touch, trying not to come.

		"Goodness!" said Jasti.

		"Yes," said Eanah. "It saves on effort from time to time, but it can be very trying, when I am supposed to keep her close, but without climax. She has been good, but . . . well. It is fortunate that she responds to pain as well, or it would be very difficult to stimulate her without causing her to disgrace herself."

		"Does she respond to pain, then?"

		"Oh, very much so. Here; keep your eyes on her entrance while I beat her."

		Andera's hands and feet were wriggling in her bonds, and she could feel her skin flushing. Not just from embarrassment, though there was that. Then the first stroke of the cane landed across her breasts and Andera's hands pulled against her ropes, trying to protect herself; that hadn't been a warm-up strike or anything. But Eanah had tied her up well enough that she wasn't going to get out by struggling. The cane came down again, and it hurt, and she tried to squirm out of the way.

		"Her anus clenches as well," said Jasti. "That is remarkable; she must give great satisfaction if she is beaten while in use."

		"The Rowe has never had cause for complaint," said Eanah, and she hit Andera again; Andera moaned and writhed, and wanted Eanah to stop, and also for her to hit again.

		"No, I don't suppose he has," said Jasti. "At least for the time, he has two very charming wives."

		Eanah sighed, and hit Andera again; this time, across her left thigh. "And once we are married, and our finances allow for an indulgence of that sort, I shall find you a secondary wife."

		"You shall find me a secondary wife," said Jasti. "Because of your sincere desire to see my needs met. Such a sacrifice, to share—"

		Eanah made a rude noise.

		"Whether or not our finances will allow for it," said Jasti, "you will be bothering me for a secondary wife as soon as the honeymoon is complete. As if you would ever be entirely satisfied without a pretty girl to hurt."

		"Well," said Eanah. And then she giggled, and gave Andera five quick raps with the cane, one after the other, all on the same place on her right thigh. "Well, you might be right. Now, if you desire entire satisfaction, you probably should get to it."

		"I had not thought that the Lady Paathi—"

		"I have been given authority over the Lady Andera," said Eanah. "Well, not complete authority—while the anus does clench when she is in pain, I am afraid that orifice is not available for use. But I shall put something large in there, and allow her to serve as best she can, within her limitations."

		Andera winced as Eanah removed the toy that had been in her ass, and immediately pushed in a larger toy. Then she loosened the ropes and rearranged her on top of the cage.

		She was still on her back, but she was moved back, so that her head extended beyond the edge of the cage; Eanah adjusted the angle as Jasti unlaced his trousers, and moved into position.

		His cock was almost as large as Farren's, and sprung up out of a thicket of black hair. Andera didn't know Jasti—she hadn't even said one word to him—but she was pushing towards him, her mouth open. It wasn't Farren, and it wasn't Paathi, but it was something. And it had been so long—there was Eanah, but that wasn't exactly the same, and—

		He pushed into her mouth. It went in deeply, right away, because of the way she was lying—her throat was straight, and open.

		Andera choked a little, and he pulled out; she gasped in a breath, and he pushed back in. Eanah's hand was on Andera's breast, caressing. And then gave her a stinging slap; Andera moaned around Jasti's cock.

		It didn't last nearly as long as she would've wanted. And by the time he was done, Andera was gasping in breath whenever she could, and her hips were pushing up against the air, hoping for even the lightest touch.

		Jasti pulled out before he was completely done; a wad of semen hit Andera's cheek, rolled down toward her eye.

		It seemed that Eanah was both aware of how close Andera had come, and enjoyed the way she looked; she and Jasti took her back down to the basement and her cage, and tied her up there, on her back, and her legs spread open, so that there wouldn't be any pressure from her thighs on her pussy. Then Eanah blindfolded Andera, patted her cheek—the one without Jasti's come on it—and left her there for long enough that it was almost a relief to be allowed to stand and pace again.

		The next time Eanah gave Andera a particularly thorough bath, Andera assumed that Jasti was going to be paying another visit. Andera was shaved three times, and makeup was lightly applied, and then her bowels were flushed out. Three times, and it hurt each time.

		Only this time, instead of taking Andera up to her room, Eanah led her out to the front entrance.

		Maybe? Possibly? But it might be that Jasti was coming over again, and Eanah wanted to show just how much authority she'd been given. There was . . .

		There was that framework in the front hall, and Eanah led her up to it, and after Andera was strapped in, Eanah gave her a friendly swat on her bottom, and then left.

		If Eanah wasn't there, then it wouldn't be Jasti, and—

		And Andera was strapped in tightly enough that she couldn't move much, certainly not enough to get any sort of sensation on her pussy. But her hips were thrusting, slowly and regularly, and she was making little noises as she looked at the door.

		When it opened, and Paathi and Farren came in, she was groaning with need, and she knew that there would be a puddle underneath her thighs. They were so lovely, though—their clothing was rumpled, and there was coal-dust on their shoulders, but it was them, and they were back, and they looked happy.

		And they'd been having sex with each other, so they weren't anywhere like as needy as Andera, but she needed them—she needed something—and they were both smiling at her.

		"Well," said Paathi, and Andera's whole body shivered as Paathi's fingertip touched her side, "it seems like you've missed us."

		Andera wanted to answer, but she couldn't talk—she didn't have the capacity for words anymore. She moaned, and looked at Paathi.

		"And I fear that . . . ah; Eanah has left us with retractors. You are normally very well-behaved, but at the moment, I don't think you have the necessary control to be trusted with our husband's member; I very much doubt that you will be able to control the convulsions that are likely to ensue."

		Andera was looking forward to both her husband's member and the convulsions that were likely to ensue. She opened her mouth, and Paathi worked something metal in, which held her jaws open. And then Farren thrust into her mouth.

		Andera's hands were tied to the framework, and the retractors kept her from closing her mouth, but she reached for him with her fingers and her lips, touching wherever she could.

		Then Paathi pinched her breast, and Andera had to appreciate the retractors; her jaws could strain against something, without her having to worry about biting Farren. It was. . . she needed it so badly it hurt; her stomach was twisting, and her legs were shaking against the bonds of the framework, and she couldn't—

		A light touch, around the base of the thing in her ass, and another full body convulsion. She was so close, and Farren had just started, and—

		"I fear that any further stimulation will set Andera off," said Paathi. "And while I intend to work her until she is completely satisfied, it would be cruel to deny you the pleasures of what is likely to ensue."

		Paathi let go of Andera, making Andera moan. And then Farren withdrew, which made her moan again, helplessly.

		Paathi knelt in front of the framework, and brushed a lock of hair from her face. She was still dressed for travel, in blue and green, and she gave Andera just the faintest hint of a wink as she took Farren's cock with her hand, and then with her mouth.

		There was something almost studious in her expression, as she started bobbing her head on his cock; Andera watched Paathi's cheek, and eyes, and mouth. She wasn't able to get quite as much of Farren into her mouth as Andera, but her hands moved expertly on his balls and his shaft, and at the space behind his balls. Farren groaned, and Andera groaned with him; then Paathi eased him out of her mouth, kissed his thigh, and he twitched, fully erect, straining.

		Farren went around behind Andera, and Paathi knelt there for just a second, looking Andera in the eye as Farren took the toy out, and pushed in. Then she went to Andera's side, and held her hand over Andera's pussy.

		"You may go ahead," said Paathi, and then she was touching her as Farren fucked her.

		It had been so long, and she'd been so lonely, and she was so worked up; Andera's orgasm started as soon as Paathi started touching her, and it seemed to go on forever. Farren finished at some point, while she was coming, his groans drowned out by her screams. But Andera kept coming until it hurt, until she was as grateful to Paathi for letting her stop as she had been to Paathi for letting her come.

		Farren kissed Andera's thigh, and then made his somewhat weak-kneed progress back to his office, but Paathi pulled over a chair next to the framework, and sat there stroking Andera's hair, and making soothing noises.

		The retractors were still in place, so Andera was drooling on the floor. And she was pretty much wrung out; her stomach and left leg were both cramping, and while she'd spent the last ten days sleeping whenever she wanted, she was now more tired than she'd been since before Paathi and Farren had left.

		"Two more, I think," said Paathi, after a while. "And since you will be in no state to serve after then, I believe I shall have my satisfaction from you now."

		Two more? But then Paathi was in front of her, her skirt pushed up and too the side, and Andera started licking, pushing forward up towards her.

		The retractors made it more difficult, but it was Paathi, and she was being allowed to serve, and it seemed that while Paathi hadn't missed Andera quite as much as Andera had missed her, she still didn't take too long before her hand was knotted in Andera's hair, and she was shouting Andera's name.

		And then it was Paathi's fingers on her cunt, and on her clit, and while Andera had thought she didn't have anything left in her, it turned out that she had another orgasm there, almost as intense as the first had been. And then a third, though there wasn't nearly as much to that, and it left her woozy and lightheaded.

		When Paathi led her upstairs, Andera barely had the strength to crawl, and she was asleep almost as soon as Paathi laid her in the bed.

		Andera didn't dream at all; one moment, she was falling asleep, the next she was awake, and hungry, and not at all sure what time it was. There was sunlight coming in through the window, so it wasn't the night, but beyond that—

		"The Lady Paathi said that you should attend her in her office," said Eanah. "But first a wash, I think."

		A wash sounded nice. Andera followed, and Eanah cleaned her thoroughly, though without the enemas that time, and then led her to what had been Andera's office.

		Paathi was sitting at her desk, and there was a robe on the chair opposite. The one that Farren had given Andera during her period of domestication, when he wanted to talk to her as a person, despite the normal strictures of her role.

		Andera gave Paathi a questioning look, and Paathi went and locked the door behind them. "This is most inappropriate," said Paathi. "All the same, there is something that I wish to discuss with you, and not within the roles assigned to us by our trial arrangement."

		Andera put the robe on, and sat down in the chair opposite Paathi's desk.

		"What is it?" she said. "Was there a problem with the railway—"

		"That's fine," said Paathi. "We have made our arrangements with two engineers, according to your plan."

		"Dirav?" Asked Andera. Dirav was Paathi's friend from school, and she'd—

		"Yes. And the Barath. Additionally, the Fevin has agreed to the role which you suggested for him. There was a great deal of conversation concerning railway gauges, which I did not entirely understand, and it seems that the project will be working with the foreign gauges, rather than the Ralaathi standards, for reasons that entirely escape me." Paathi shook her head. "That is all well, and not what I wished to talk about."

		Andera waited; whatever this was, it seemed that it was difficult for Paathi to talk about it—she wasn't looking at Andera, and her knee was twitching, which it did when she was ill at ease.

		"It is . . . oh, this is very improper to even consider, let alone speak about, but . . . well, if neither Farren or you are troubled by the proprieties, I—"

		"What is it?" asked Andera.

		"It is this," said Paathi, finally looking at her. "The term of our trial arrangement is due to end shortly, and while I am sure that you have given a great deal of thought to this, I have also been considering this closely. And . . . oh, this must never leave this room, do you understand? Not a word of this to anyone, not even to Farren."

		Andera nodded.

		"If you do not choose to continue in your current role," said Paathi, "I would . . . I would not be able to decline an invitation to remain with you and Farren, regardless of what station that would entail."

		Andera tried to work through what Paathi was saying. And then she smiled. "You would be my secondary wife?"

		"I would much rather be your primary wife!" said Paathi. "But if it is a choice between leaving you and serving as a secondary wife, I do . . . I do not wish to leave you. Or to leave Farren. You are both too marvelous, and I would regret it ever after."

		"Oh," said Andera, and she considered it. Then she took off her robe.

		Paathi looked at her, astonished.

		"Last month," said Andera, kneeling next to Paathi, "I would have counted that as a victory, and never thought twice. But. . . "

		There was a spot on Paathi's leg. During Andera's period of domestication, she had been taught that if she kissed Paathi there, Paathi would be obliged to urinate in Andera's mouth. And once she did that, for the remainder of the period of domestication, that was the only way she was allowed to drink. Andera leaned forward, and kissed Paathi on that spot.

		"But I have been domesticated," said Andera.

		Paathi was astonished. She rose, and moved her skirt aside, so that Andera could put her mouth over Paathi's pussy, but that was done automatically, without any thought at all. When Andera closed her eyes and prepared to drink, Paathi still looked confused and astonished.

		There was a sudden hot flow of urine, and Andera did her best to choke it down. Paathi hadn't had enough to drink, so it tasted fouler than usual, and also there was a lot there, and it was hard to swallow it all—Paathi would pause the flow, from time to time, but even with that, Andera was breathing hard, her eyes watering by the time that Paathi was done.

		And Paathi's eyes were watering as well.

		"Oh, Andera," she said. "You wish to confirm this relationship, as it is?"

		"Yes, lady," said Andera. "Thank you, lady."

		"Are you certain? It would mean. . . it would mean giving up everything you have; all of your jewelry and your clothing—you would only be allowed things that would come through me."

		"Yes, lady," repeated Andera. "Thank you, lady."

		"Oh, Andera," said Paathi.

		Andera dropped her head to the floor, lifted Paathi's foot up, and put it atop her head.

		"Oh dear, oh my very dear," said Paathi, and she was crying; Andera wasn't certain what she was supposed to do, so she stayed there, waiting, hoping to be allowed to comfort Paathi somehow.

		"You must resume your seat, dearest," said Paathi, and Andera complied as quickly as she could. And then waited, as Paathi dabbed at her tears. "You were not distressed by that session in a kennel?"

		"I was very distressed! I would have much rather spent the time working in the gardens, or entertaining with friends, or eating food that had some sort of flavor!" Andera hesitated, but then pushed on. "But also, I was very happy to see you again, and I might not have been quite so happy if I had been working in the gardens or entertaining friends."

		"Oh," said Paathi, and though her face still glittered with tears, she smiled at Andera. "You were quite happy to see us, weren't you. And I am sure you would be just as happy had you been entertaining friends, though I suppose it will take some time before Farren is convinced to move forward on matters such as those."

		"That's not precisely what I meant," said Andera.

		"Oh, but you do want to entertain your friends! And possibly also some of the staff. But . . . if you are certain about this, Andera, we shall have to start making arrangements for a celebration. I shall have to think on who to invite—the Fevin would be . . . well, it might be too soon, and then there is the question of whether the Barath would be able to make it—no, I don't think. . ."

		Paathi trailed off, and smiled again at Andera. "You are certain? This is what you prefer? It is not merely that you do not wish to cause me distress, knowing that I would resent the impositions made on a secondary wife?"

		"Yes," said Andera. "I am certain. I . . . it's uncomfortable, a lot of the time, and Eanah can be mean, and I . . . there are times I miss what I used to do with Farren. But—"

		"Well, in a permanent relationship, I may occasionally relax my protocols. But only if you have performed exceptionally."

		That lit a fire in Andera's belly, but she pushed on. "But this is the life I want."

		"Then," said Paathi. "It is the life you shall have. Now, I am overcome with emotion. You may once again kneel, and serve."

		Andera knelt, and served.

		

	