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“Have you ever thought about making love with
someone else?” Lord Edor asked, his voice low and intimate.
“Another man, I mean?”

Lady Jin looked at him, her pulse quickening
all over again. They had just made love, and the odors of sweat and
sperm and wet pussy hung over the large, silk-sheeted bed like a
cloud of lewd incense. The breeze coming in through the open doors
to the garden brought with it the scents of roses and tulips and
the strange carnivorous blooms that Edor imported at great risk and
expense from the marshes perilously close to distant,
monster-haunted Malim Xul. The floral aromas mingled with the stink
of sex, and somehow the addition of those fragrant scents made that
stink seem even stronger and lewder.

Jin wasn’t sure how to respond to her
husband’s question. She didn’t understand why he had asked it in
the first place. They had been married for over six months, and
though they got along well and had settled into a comfortable,
companionable relationship, and though Edor seemed quite devoted to
her and even doted on her at times, she didn’t always understand
him. He was nearly 50, over twice her age, and was far more worldly
than she. He had traveled widely, even sailing as far as the
deserts of equatorial Telthevar. He had fought in wars and met
kings and emperors, wizards and hierarchs. He had had experiences
she couldn’t even begin to imagine, while she, on the other hand,
had spent most of her comparatively short life in the safety and
seclusion of her family’s castle. There had even been talk of her
becoming a consecrated sister of Our Lady of Numinous Efflorescence
before her father and Lord Edor had arranged the marriage.

“I require no one but you,” she answered
tactfully.

A small smile appeared in the midst of his
salt-and-pepper beard, as if he had anticipated the response. He
rolled over onto his side to face her. Sweat glistened in the mat
of graying hair that covered his chest. He spent, shrunken penis
flopped against the nest of pubic hair around it. His dark eyes
fixed on hers. She resisted the urge to look away and met his gaze
levelly.

“That’s not what I asked,” he said, sounding
amused. “I wasn’t speaking of need, or duty. Just…” He ran a palm
down her long, sable tresses and over her soft alabaster shoulder.
“Pleasure.”

What was this about? She was more mystified
than ever. It was wisest, she felt, to be cautious.

“I’m content with the pleasures we already
share.”

“But have you thought about it? That’s what I
asked.”

She was growing annoyed now. Why was he
asking her these questions? What did he expect from her? Was he
testing her somehow? Did he doubt her fidelity? The truth, of
course, was that she thought about making love with other men from
time to time, but only idly, only in passing. She had never
seriously considered doing so. She wasn’t sure what she should
admit to, though. So far, he had proven to be a calm and
even-tempered husband, far gentler than his role as one of King
Kunibaz’s lords might suggest, but she was old enough to know that
love and lust sometimes had a way of bringing out the worst in
people, of turning men into beasts, and there was still so much
about him she didn’t know. Her heart was beating very hard and fast
now, though she strove to hide her nervousness and uncertainty.

He seemed to perceive her distress anyway.
His smile grew softer and tenderer. He cupped her smooth cheek in
his palm.

“How would you like to do it?” A strange
light flashed in his eyes as he spoke, a light she had never seen
there before. “To be with another man. A younger man, perhaps.”

Younger? Was that what this was about? Was
the sex too taxing for him? Was he having trouble keeping up with a
younger woman?

No, surely not. He was still quite fit for a
man his age. And if his lovemaking tended to be slow and gentle,
his ardor never flagged, and his manhood always remained stiff and
proud.

Then another explanation for this strange
interrogation occurred to her, and an icy chill swept through her.
Did he mean to pass her on to someone else? Might this be the
prelude to a divorce so that he could marry someone else, perhaps
someone with a more readily fertile womb? But surely six months
wasn’t too long to wait for her to conceive.

“Are…are you not satisfied with me?” It was
hard for her to keep her voice from shaking. “Or…?”

He laughed and caressed her cheek. The
compassion in his voice and eyes and touch calmed her.

“You misunderstand. Jin, you please me more
than you can guess. I have no intention of ever severing our
bond.”

“Then…then why—?”

“Rest assured, my dear, you satisfy me in
every way, and I have no other desire than to see you satisfied in
turn. Your joy is mine. Your pleasure is mine. Including, of
course, your sexual pleasure. And though I can see that you find
our lovemaking pleasurable, I believe that a younger, more virile
lover would heighten your pleasure and thereby heighten mine as
well.”

“But I don’t feel that I am in need of
greater pleasure.”

“Ah, but that is perhaps only because you
don’t yet know the extent of the pleasure that could be yours. I
have found that opening one’s relationship, at least on a sexual
level, adds a new and exciting energy to that relationship, much as
the proper spice will enhance even the most impeccably cooked dish.
Indeed, I have come to find that I derive at least as much pleasure
from watching my lover being satisfied by another man as from
satisfying her myself.” He shrugged. “You might say it is an
acquired taste of mine.”
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