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		A Pitiless Logic

		

		Merin was a splendid speaker, as always. Reiah had discovered early on that she didn't really have the right sort of mind for higher-order science, let alone the pre-collapse experimental chemistry that Merin was working on, but people who understood the field had no doubts about Merin's genius. It wasn't just that the academic recognition that he'd gotten—it was the way they looked at him when he talked, the confusion and delight and awe at what he had discovered, each in turn, how closely they listened to him, even when he was at the bar after the lecture.

		Well. Some of that was because they hoped for some chance and shattering insight from the senior lecturer of Holdfast, and some of that was because of Merin. His hair was long and golden and he wore it loose, and it rippled when he turned his head. After all his years in the academy, he was still powerfully built, and filled with a terrible vital energy. Even if he didn't know a single thing about molecular chemistry and volatile compounds, there'd be people crowding around him, listening to what he had to say. Someone that beautiful—it took an effort to look away from him. Even for Reiah, even after twenty years of marriage.

		Reiah made that effort. It had been a lecture for the senior development staff, given at the Holdfast, and they'd retired down to the Long Run afterward, for drinks and further questions, and for the developers to chew over what Merin had told them, and to see how much of their jobs he'd be able to do, in addition to theirs.

		Not everyone at the lecture had been a senior developer, and not everyone at the Long Run was there with that group. Merin made sure that all his lectures were open to qualified students, and plenty of people had come down to the Long Run for a drink or two and had been drawn into Merin's orbit.

		There. A tall, dark-haired girl, scowling intently at Merin's handout on the table in front of her, as though it held the secrets of the universe. She paused only to look up at Merin, and then back at the carefully printed pages. Not wearing a student jacket, so there was no chance of the awkwardness that could result when these things played their course, and she wasn't nearly old enough to be one of the senior development staff. Pretty.

		Reiah had done this more than a dozen times, but each time, it was still . . . well. She'd had two drinks, and she finished a third one before she made her way over to the woman. Enough that she'd be able to say what she wanted to say, rather than sitting there and thinking it intensely.

		"He is wonderful, isn't he?" she asked, sitting down next to the girl.

		"Yes," said the girl, but it sounded more like a considered verdict than like the breathy agreement Reiah had expected. "I do not have the technical expertise to understand all the details, but it is so. . . it is a complete and innovative approach, and I can't recall seeing anything like it in contemporary work in any field."

		Reiah nodded, wished for yet another drink, though she knew it would be a mistake.

		"I'm Reiah," she said. "His wife."

		"Ah," said the girl. "I am Chelle."

		"You could go for it," said Reiah.

		Chelle raised an eyebrow.

		"He is a remarkable thinker, but that's not the only thing about him, is it? I've seen your look before, and I know it. You want him, and I don't have any objection; it's not conventional, but genius has its privileges, and—"

		"Pardon me," said Chelle.

		Reiah flushed. She did know the look, she hadn't been wrong, but if she had, it was the most embarrassing mistake that she'd ever made.

		"You wish for me to sleep with your husband," said Chelle. The Long Run was crowded and loud. Nobody would be able to hear them. But it was uncomfortable to hear it stated as plainly as that.

		"That's what you want to do, isn't it?" asked Reiah.

		Chelle looked startled. "That is not an answer to my question. And it's not really germane, is it?"

		"Well, I mean," said Reiah. "It's . . . people often have the wrong idea about what it means that he's married, so I . . . I think it's relevant, isn't it? Because if you don't want to, then you won't. But if you do—"

		"I'm sorry," said Chelle, and then she smiled. She had been pretty before, but that smile made Reiah's heart skip a beat. Merin would be entranced when he saw it. "I am a logical philosopher, and I'm afraid that we try to think in a more systematic fashion. Let us accept that your husband is an attractive man, with whom I would like to pursue a sexual relationship. That is not the question at the moment; I wish to know what you want."

		"Oh!" said Reiah. "Well, it's. . . he's my husband, and I love him and want him to be happy. And, well, this is something that I can give him, which will make him happy."

		"I see," said Chelle. "I am a gift, then for your husband, which you are giving to him, in the hope of making him happy?"

		"I. . ." That wasn't the way that she would have put it. This wasn't the way this conversation should have gone. Normally, the girls would be sneaking glances at Merin as Reiah talked to them, just checking to be sure that they were hearing what they wanted to hear. But Chelle was looking directly at her, not distracted by her drink, not distracted by Merin, not distracted by anything. "The gift I'm giving him is that I don't interfere with his . . . I mean, I don't—"

		"But you are," said Chelle. "You are encouraging me to sleep with your husband. This is interference, and I do not believe it is the only possible manner by which your husband could be made happy."

		This wasn't working out anything like it was supposed to. "I. . . I should go," said Reiah.

		"Should you?" asked Chelle. "You certainly can; I'm not restraining you in any way. It does seem to be an uncomfortable and embarrassing conversation, and if you wished to avoid that, you could have left much earlier. You want me to sleep with your husband. Do you want to watch us make love?"

		"No!" Nobody had ever suggested that before. It was. . . "I don't, I just thought you wanted to?" she was sounding pathetic, even to her own ear. What on earth was Chelle thinking?

		"I do," said Chelle. "He is brilliant and attractive, and I think that I would enjoy having a sexual relationship with him."

		"He is a genius," said Reiah, "and you mustn't judge him by ordinary standards of morality."

		"No?" asked Chelle. "Why not? How clever must someone be before they are allowed to kill people? But this is a side question. Thus far, all I know about his moral, rather than scientific, achievements is that his wife wishes for him to sleep with other women, and he does so. Either he wishes to sleep with other women and does so at your request, or he does not wish to sleep with other women and does so at your request. In either case, this shows devotion to his wife, by doing what she wishes for him to do, without undue consideration of his own wishes. By ordinary standards, I would find this commendable. What standard to you wish for me to apply?"

		Reiah's hands were opening and closing in her lap, and she felt light-headed. She wasn't sure what she was hoping for. She ought to go, but she no more could go than she could fly, not with Chelle staring at her like she could see right through her.

		"When your husband is with a woman who you have chosen for him, do you picture him making love to her while you masturbate?" Then Chelle took a long sip from her drink, not looking away from Reiah, who was staring back, shocked. How did she know?

		"Yes," said Reiah, very quietly. Too quietly to be heard in the Long Run, where everyone suddenly laughed at something Merin had said.

		Chelle didn't start at the laugh, and didn't look away. She considered, then nodded slowly. "I have a hypothesis. Would you like to hear what it is, and how I have arrived at that conclusion?"

		Reiah swallowed, dry-mouthed. "Yes, please."

		"Thank you." Another of Chelle's heart-stopping smiles. "It is so rare to find an interest from those outside of the field, even when it concerns them directly. However, I think that I will gather some additional data before presenting my conclusions."

		"I—"

		Chelle reached over and touched Reiah's lips. "Allow me to finish. I am going to make my way to your husband, and I will talk to him. If he is amenable, I will be returning home with him tonight. Until we return, you are to wait in the washroom. You are to remain there until we have retired to the bedroom, at which point you may return to the living area. Bring out a pillow and blankets if you wish; you will not be sleeping in the bed tonight." Chelle looked at her drink, swirled the few remaining bits of ice around, and then looked back at Reiah. "Unless you object to this plan?" she asked.

		"I. . . no," said Reiah, who definitely needed another drink but who couldn't even look away from Chelle long enough to get the barman's attention. "I don't object."

		"No stronger than that?" said Chelle. "There are other gentlemen here, and I had intended to spend the evening finishing a novel that I had to set aside to hear this lecture."

		"I. . . please?" said Reiah, unsure of what Chelle wanted.

		"Please what?" asked Chelle, who had the sort of satisfied look that Merin sometimes had, when a chancy experiment went exactly the way that he had predicted.

		"Please . . . do the things you said. Come to our suite with Merin, and make me. . . please?"

		Chelle considered, and gave a decisive nod. "Yes." Then she made a shooing motion toward Reiah. So Reiah left, blushing furiously. It wasn't how it was supposed to have gone, but she all but ran to home to do what Chelle had told her.

		Was Merin going to agree? Would he know that Reiah was still there, waiting in the washroom when he came in, until he went to the bedroom with that strangely magnetic dark-eyed girl? He'd never been shy about going to bed with the women that Reiah had approached on his behalf, but this was more than that.

		And what did Chelle think was going on with her and Merin? She'd asked questions that Reiah hadn't been ready to answer, and she seemed to think that she'd learned something about those answers, but Reiah wasn't sure that she had, not really. Maybe not. Or maybe she had, and she was . . .

		Reiah tried not to think about it. Instead, she grabbed a pillow and two blankets from her linen closet and piled them up in the corner of the salon. Then she retreated to the washroom. Merin and Chelle. . . maybe they were still talking in the Long Run, Merin cocking his head to the side, that half-smile he sometimes got when he was touched by someone else's enthusiasm, as Chelle argued some point in the overly formal way that she had with Reiah. And then maybe he'd reach out and touch her thigh, or.

		Reiah had enough to drink that she needed to use the toilet. And then maybe a bath? Only then if the water was running, she might miss hearing the door? So she sat on the toilet, hand between her legs, ears straining, starting a little at every small sound in the dormitory floor beyond.

		When the key finally scraped in the lock, Reiah jumped a little on the toilet, squeaking involuntarily. There was Merin's coughing laugh, mingled with Chelle's, which was lighter and richer. The sounds of shoes on the floor, of a drink being poured. Another laugh. Soft conversation. Reiah couldn't hear the words, no matter how hard she strained. Only the sound of it: Merin asking a question, Chelle giving an answer, Merin questioning the answer. More laughs. Maybe a kiss? Maybe a . . . Reiah was trembling, still wearing the dress she had worn to Merin's speech, her fingers moving on her pussy.

		More steps. Bedroom door opening. Merin's voice again, a little thicker, Chelle's laugh more throaty, tinged with arousal. The bedroom door shut.

		Reiah crept out of the bedroom. Two cups of wine stood on the counter, one mostly empty, the other half full. A jacket on the floor beside the counter—Chelle's jacket, the one that she'd been wearing at the Long Run. It was crumpled, and Reiah picked it up and straightened it. Then she held it to her nose and inhaled. Stale beer. A faint touch of perfume. Lilac, maybe? And underneath that, something earthier. Maybe Reiah was imagining it, but it smelled like Chelle had been aroused when she'd tossed her jacket on the floor. Or when Merin had taken it off her, and dropped it, when he took her—

		There was a gasp, and then a low laugh from the bedroom. Reiah hung the jacket up and crept to the bedroom door as quietly as she could. They were right there, and they were. . . She'd told Chelle that she didn't want to watch Merin and Chelle make love, but that had been because she'd been surprised by the question, and because she hadn't wanted to admit it, and she hadn't really believed that anyone would.

		But they were there, right behind the door. There was the low rumble of Merin's voice; it got that way when he was turned on. She knew Merin well, and she didn't know Chelle at all, not really, but she learned about her, pressed up against the door of the bedroom. She learned how she would laugh and talk too much, and then quiet down, with only little breathy yelps, as Merin thrust into her. She didn't shout or call out Merin's name when she came. There was a long caught breath, though, and then a collapse, which Reiah heard clearly.

		At some point as she was sitting there, Reiah's hand had found its way under her skirt. There was Chelle's orgasm, and then, just a few moments later, the drawn-out intensity of Merin's orgasm. Reiah came just a little after that, one hand on her clit, the other stuffed into her mouth to keep them from hearing her.

		It went on longer and harder than she'd expected, harder than she'd ever come before then. She couldn't breathe, couldn't stop, and wave after wave hit, twisting her with heat and pleasure and release that left her light-headed. When she was done, she was too shuddery to move, so she sat there, listening to the soft conversation through the door, hearing the affection in the tone, even if she couldn't make out the words. By the time the shudders stopped, she could already hear Merin's soft snoring. Reiah crawled into the corner where she'd left her blankets and pillow, turned off the light, and slept, wrung out and blank.

		She woke up with Chelle's toes digging into her side. The lights were back on and the window was dark. Was it early morning, or still night? Reiah blinked up at Chelle, confused, trying to make sense of the woman kicking her, wearing her robe. Then she remembered, and she stirred, hips moving just a little, though she wasn't even sure what it was that she wanted to do.

		Chelle smirked and gave Reiah another kick in her side. "Up," she said, and Reiah scrambled to her feet. Chelle gave her a long look, up and down, then shook her head. "No. No, it won't do. Get undressed."

		"I. . . what?"

		"Get undressed," said Chelle. "Then wait on your hands and knees on the coffee table while I get myself a cup of tea."

		Reiah blinked at her, still half asleep.

		"Unless you'd rather not?" said Chelle.

		Still half asleep, still a little disoriented. She hadn't changed since she'd gone out to the Long Run, and her clothing was rumpled and smelled of the bar. Her hands reached up and started unfastening her top button, without her intending to do it.

		Chelle turned away, headed to the kitchen, but Reiah caught the way her smirk had widened and deepened. Reiah flushed, but she kept unbuttoning her blouse. By the time the water had boiled and the tea had steeped, Reiah was naked on the coffee table, trembling from head to toe.

		Chelle sat down facing Reiah, wearing Reiah's robe, holding her cup of tea in one hand and the saucer in the other. She took a long sip, saying nothing, and then another.

		Reiah whimpered and hated herself for letting Chelle see that.

		Chelle shook her head and put her tea down on the side table. Reiah's robe was too big for her, but she looked comfortable in it. Comfortable about everything, which wasn't at all how Reiah felt.

		"What is the opposite of sweet?" asked Chelle.

		"Sour?" said Reiah.

		Chelle picked the lemon wedge up from the side of her saucer. "This is sour, yes?"

		Reiah nodded, uncertain where this was leading.

		"And this is sweet?" said Chelle, gesturing to the sugar bowl.

		"Yes?" said Reiah.

		Chelle dipped the lemon wedge in the sugar bowl, rolled it until it was covered with sugar. "Open your mouth," she said, and when Reiah did, she put the lemon wedge in.

		"Hold that there. Do not chew or spit it out."

		The lemon stung, and the thick sweetness of the sugar was cloying. The taste was too strong to be pleasant.

		"If sweet was the opposite of sour," said Chelle, "it would cancel it out. Light is the opposite of darkness; when you shine a light into darkness, the darkness is gone. Something cannot be both tall and short simultaneously, something cannot be both true and false. But that lemon is both sweet and sour, isn't it?" Chelle laughed. "Obviously, you can't answer. You have a lemon in your mouth. But you may nod yes or no, thank you."

		Reiah nodded yes. Of course it was. Chelle knew that.

		"I would have said that something could not be both pleasant and unpleasant at the same time. Thus, I would have said that a woman who finds things pleasurable because they are unpleasant is a logical contradiction, an impossibility. And yet, here you are. With a lemon in your mouth."

		Chelle took another sip of her tea as Reiah fought to keep the lemon in her mouth like she'd been told. It was so sour, and the sugar had mostly gone. There was just a hint of it left.

		"If it was merely the case that you were willing to suffer some discomfort in order to gain some pleasure, that wouldn't be remarkable. It is not hard to find a laborer who labors, though they would rather not, or a man cracking nuts to get at the nutmeat within. But I believe that you find some form of satisfaction in the discomfort. You enjoy the splinters and sweat and being told what to do, not the rewards for a day of labor."

		Reiah trembled a little at 'being told what to do,' and Chelle gave a sharp nod when she did. It wasn't. . . but it was, and Chelle knew it.

		"It is a curious thing," said Chelle. "To the extent that we pretend to understand people, we assume that they enjoy pleasure and avoid pain. Now, the evidence suggests that you enjoy pain. And the evidence also suggests that you avoid pleasure. When I asked if you wished to watch your husband make love to me, you said that you did not. And yet, you crouched next to the door while we were having sex, and were moaning loudly enough while masturbating that we could both hear you."

		They had. . . but she had. . . Reiah was on her hands and knees, naked on a coffee table with a slice of lemon in her mouth. But that made her blush and want to look away, and there wasn't anywhere safe to look.

		"While I can see advantages in allowing you to avoid pleasure and pursue pain, the fact that you will lie complicates things. So you may keep that lemon in your mouth, while I attempt a different line of communication."

		She put her teacup and saucer down, and stood up. She was very pretty. Tall and slim, dark hair and dark eyes and pale skin, peeking through Reiah's loosely-fastened robe. She ran her fingers across Reiah's back as she stepped around her, and Reiah melted at her touch, tried to keep still. A streamer of drool fell from her mouth, as Chelle pulled up a second chair at her side and probed at Reiah's pussy.

		"First, let us see how well you enjoy this," she said, pushing her fingers in Reiah's pussy, two of them, and moving them slowly inside of her, finding the place inside that made Reiah's toes flex on empty air. Then out, and sliding wetly back and forth on either side of her clit. Reiah moaned, trembled, more drool falling to the tiles below.

		"So." Chelle let go, leaving Reiah's hips thrusting at nothing. "You do enjoy pleasure, at least to a moderate degree. Now, let us see about pain."

		She got up, and Reiah hoped. . . she didn't know what she hoped. But she was needing, and she was wet, and she was. . . if she had been allowed to talk, to explain, to beg, Reiah didn't know what she would say. But she wasn't. She stayed where she had been told, and Chelle returned from the washroom with a long-handled bath brush and brought it down on Reiah's ass. The pain was sudden and overwhelming. Reiah yelped and jerked forward, tears starting in her eyes.

		"No," said Chelle. "If you want me to keep doing this, you have to be quiet. Merin is sleeping, and I promised that we wouldn't wake him up."

		Reiah nodded, looking forward, and when the brush came back down, she started forward again, but the only sound was a little burble of lemony drool and a quiet sob.

		Chelle kept hitting her, over and over, bristle end first, so the sharp jolts of pain were silent and deep. She didn't stop until Reiah was shaking, trying to keep from crying out loud. And then when Chelle put down the brush and ran her hand along Reiah's pussy, Reiah melted into her touch, rutting against it. It had hurt so much, and Chelle's hand was so soft and strong.

		"There," said Chelle. "You see. It is pain that you enjoy, which is a strange combination. Now, let's try something else."

		She moved away, and Reiah moaned slightly in disappointment. Another long sip of her tea, and then she put the saucer down in front of Reiah, catching a streamer of drool before it hit the tabletop.

		Chelle's finger ran along Reaih's back, soft, but then with the sharpness of the nail, almost breaking the skin.

		"You are getting older," she said, softly. Her hand drifted down to Reiah's breast. She pinched the nipple, lightly at first, but then so hard that Reiah almost started crying again. Then she slapped the underside of the breast. "I like these. I like how they hang when you are leaning forward like this." She slapped it again. "I like how they sway. When we are in the same room, you will be punished if you keep them hidden from me in any way."

		Reaih moaned, her hips humping the air. It was impossible, what Chelle was saying and doing, but she was reacting hard, and couldn't stop.

		"You are successful, you are admired, and you are married to one of the finest men of our generation."

		That was all true, but.

		Chelle's hand was on her pussy again, and Reiah was moving against it. "You have everything that a person should want, but instead, you want pain and humiliation. That's the form of pain that you have chosen—you could have taken up laboring in a foundry, if you wanted to be bruised and strained. You want that, but instead, you have gone out seeking women so that they would sleep with your husband."

		It wasn't her, it was Merin. If she hadn't done that Merin was bound to have found someone younger and gone behind her back, and this way, she had control. Only when Chelle's fingers dipped between her thighs, pushing into her, the sound was wetter than it had been, and when they curled inside of her, Reiah almost came, just from that.

		"When one's spouse strays, this is generally considered a deeply humiliating experience. You find humiliation sexually arousing. And you seem to find sexual arousal humiliating, which is amusing, but doesn't seem to lead to the infinite progression that would imply."

		Chelle pulled her finger out of Reiah and wiped it on Reiah's thigh. "It would be a convenience to put lemons in people's mouths when explicating things in general, wouldn't it? But then, one cannot argue from the specific to the general."

		She sighed and sat back down, watching Reiah, who was torn between shame and arousal and pain, unable to think clearly, drooling uncontrollably. Chelle finished her cup of tea and leaned back into her chair. Reiah's could see the slope of Chelle's breast at the neck opening; there was what looked like a bite mark there. She stared at it and moaned a little, her legs trembling uncontrollably. It was too much.

		"You have a comfortable position in life," said Chelle. "And you wish for discomfort. So. I will take the comforts of your position, and give you the discomfort which you crave."

		Reiah started, looked back at her. Chelle smiled, wiped some of the drool from Reiah's chin and spread it on her cheek. "Merin will require some convincing. He doesn't understand what it is that you want from him, and though he's been doing his best, it has been a strain on him. He loves you a great deal. But I'm sure that you will be able to convince him."

		Merin hadn't. . . she hadn't. . . it wasn't. . . maybe it was? It wasn't easy for Reiah to argue with anything that Chelle had said, and not just because she had a lemon in her mouth.

		"Perhaps I have made mistakes in my observations, my starting assumptions, or in my conclusions. If I have, you are of course free to demonstrate my mistakes by ending our association. If I have not, you will call on my address in the morning, before nine. When there, I will put you to use, increasing your discomfort and my comfort. I will meet with Merin after he has finished his classes and discuss things with him. If that goes well, the two of us will be enjoying each other's company, and you shall serve us. Do you understand?"

		Reiah nodded.

		"Good!" said Chelle. "You will of course suffer for every day it takes you to arrange this. And while I expect you to serve Merin's sexual needs in any manner he chooses, you are not to achieve climax. That was your last orgasm, listening outside our door, unless I give you explicit permission to come."

		Reiah was trembling like a leaf, not able to breathe, not able to swallow, not able to think clearly. Chelle smiled at her, took a final sip of her tea, and then put the teacup down on the coffee table with a decisive click.

		"Keep this position," she said. "And you do not have permission to orgasm."

		The she stood, walked behind Reiah. She pushed her fingers into Reiah's cunt. Two of them at once, right up to the knuckle, and they slid in smoothly. Reiah whimpered as she pulled them out and pushed them back in. Hard, the palm of her hand slapping against Reiah's ass with every stroke.

		"Physical discomfort isn't the main thing which you crave," said Chelle thoughtfully. "But it is very entertaining. Perhaps I'll have to buy a dogwhip."

		Reiah shuddered, breathing hard. She wasn't allowed to. . . if she did...

		"Well, we shall see," said Chelle, when Reiah was just at the point where she was going to come whether or not she was allowed. She pulled her fingers out, wiped them clean on Reiah's hip. "Perhaps you will not be able to face your husband, and I wouldn't want to pay for a whip without having a dog for it. Instead of the corner you've chosen, you are to remain in a closet until I have left tomorrow morning."

		Chelle settled Reiah's robe back around her shoulders and went back to the bedroom, where Merin was still snoring softly.

		It took Reiah a little while before she had enough control to climb down from the coffee table. The coat closet was big enough for her if she curled up, but it wasn't comfortable. Reiah woke up as soon as she heard Chelle and Merin stirring. She could see Chelle's bare legs walk past her closet, hear them chatting as they made themselves tea. They kissed in front of the closet, fully dressed. Then Merin retired to the washroom and started drawing himself a bath, and Chelle opened up the closet.

		Reiah looked up at her, unable to read Chelle's expression, waiting for. . , hoping for. . . not sure what she was waiting for or hoping for. Chelle just took her jacket and left. When she was gone, Reiah got up, went back to her bedroom, and fell solidly asleep on her bed, unable to think or process any of it, but exhausted by it.

		Chelle had left her card on the dresser, and it took Reiah four days to work up the courage to talk to Merin. She kept the card with her, though, and spun increasingly lurid fantasies, until she couldn't concentrate on her work, and she was certain that passerby would hear how wet she was when she was walking. Finally, she broke down and told Merin that she wanted to visit Chelle, and have her talk to him about. . . well, about what they had done, and what Chelle wanted to do.

		Merin listened. Didn't ask too many questions. When Reiah finally wound down, he sat at their breakfast table on the balcony, looking out at the waves. Reiah fretted with her fork, feeling like she'd leapt off somewhere very high, not sure if there was going to be anyone to catch her.

		"Reiah," he said, finally, turning to look at her. "I have never wanted to stand in the way of your happiness. If this is what you want—"

		"If you're not. . . if you don't like Chelle, I wouldn't, I mean."

		"She's lovely," he said. "And while she tends to phrase everything a bit oddly and formally, she's very clever, and, well. I certainly wouldn't mind spending more time with her. But is this what you want? The things that Chelle says that you want?"

		Now it was Reiah who couldn't meet his eyes. She looked at what was left of her breakfast, then down to the ocean below. A steamer was coming in on the horizon, and gulls wheeled high in the air. "Yes," she said softly. Not really to him; to herself.

		"Huh," he said. "When Chelle talked about it, she had various theories. I wasn't prepared to accept them, but, I mean, well. Is that your reasoning? Discomfort and so on?"

		"I don't know!" said Reiah. "I don't think. . . but it all made sense the way she explained it, sort of. I mean, it wasn't like I could find any way to disagree with any of it, even though it's not the way that I thought I was."

		Merin shook his head, his eyes crinkling in sympathy. "It's not wise to argue things with logicians. A lot depends on the assumptions they start from. That's where they—"

		"Merin?" said Reiah, still not able to look at him, but feeling him there next to her on their balcony, looking out over the harbor. "You didn't. . . I mean, when I'd suggest that . . ." She was on the verge of crying, and didn't want to be. She blinked, finally looked at him, saw the concern in his face. She was going to have to say it outright, if she wanted him to understand her. "When I suggested . . ." it wasn't easy, even after she'd resolved to do it. "It wasn't hard on you, was it? Sleeping with other women? I thought. . . I mean, I didn't. . . you never. . . ."

		She couldn't say what she wanted, because she didn't know what she wanted to say.

		Merin seemed to understand it, though. He reached out, cupped her cheek. "It was a little. . .I mean, at first, I thought that I had been more insistent than you were able to accommodate. But it didn't take long before it was comfortable, and lovely. You have impeccable taste, Reiah."

		She flushed, pulled his hand closer, and kissed it. "Thank you. I'm sorry I don't. . . that I want the sort of things that Chelle was talking about. I don't want. . . this won't interfere with your work?"

		"Oh, Reiah." Merin laughed, long and hard. "I am the most cossetted man in the world, and you know it. You are trying to apologize for . . . " He shook his head, still smiling. "I can't imagine anyone who wouldn't enjoy complications of this sort. But if you're going to go through with this, you should probably be on your way; I believe that you said that Chelle wanted you to call on her before nine?"

		She hadn't exactly been planning on going that morning. But if she was going to, there wasn't any reason to delay—Chelle had said that she was going to punish her for every day that she took to arrange things, and that was terrifying and also. . . .

		Reiah had gotten up, and was halfway out the door before she realized what she was doing. It meant that she hadn't spent hours agonizing over her outfit, not knowing at all what to wear for this sort of meeting. Hopefully what she'd been wearing would be sufficient?

		The address Chelle had given her was in one of the old winding streets near the university, where students would take oddly-shaped rooms up narrow staircases, for less rent than they might have had to pay anywhere else. Chelle's rooms were on the top floor, and Reiah was winded by the time she got there.

		Also, heading out late had meant that she'd spent the whole time agonizing about being late, rather than wondering if what she was doing was a good idea. As she caught her breath at the top of that staircase, she wondered that. It was. . . well.

		Chelle was right that it had been Reiah who had wanted Merin to sleep with other women. It was something that she thought about, late at night, when Merin was gone—more, it was something that she thought about when Merin was with her, when they were twined around each other, and she was cresting a wave of pleasure. Merin with someone else, Merin taking his satisfaction with a younger woman, learning how to please her as well as he knew how to please Reiah.

		It had been easier to pretend that it was Merin who had wanted to sleep with those women. And he had wanted to, and he'd enjoyed it, and what man wouldn't? And she'd been pretending that he would've insisted on it, and that would've hurt, so she'd insisted first. When all along, she'd been the one who wanted it.

		Whether or not Reiah agreed with Chelle's arguments, she had pointed that out. And whether or not Reiah agreed with Chelle's arguments, if she knocked on that door, that was something she was choosing. She could not, she could go home and tell Merin that she'd chosen not to, and—

		And Chelle had said to call on her before nine, and it was nine, and if she delayed—Reiah knocked on the door, sharply, suddenly. Then stood there, shocked by what she'd done.

		There wasn't an answer right away, and her hand went back up to knock again. Only that would be rude, and maybe she didn't want to, and maybe—

		The door swung open. Chelle was there, wearing a quilt jacket, and holding a book in her hand. She looked at Reiah and started to smile. Reiah couldn't face that smile. She looked down at the floor. It had been tiled a long time ago; some of the tiles were missing, and the rest were grimy with the dirt of decades.

		Chelle cleared her throat, and Reiah looked up at her.

		"You seem to have forgotten," said Chelle.

		"I'm sorry!" said Reiah. "It wasn't easy to . . . I mean, I wanted to, but I didn't want to, and—"

		"We are in the same hallway," said Chelle. "And your breasts are concealed from me."

		Reiah's stomach dropped. Chelle's rooms were on the top of her building, and there was the door to another set of rooms right across from hers, and there was the staircase just down from her, and—Reiah looked back at those rooms, and then to Chelle again. "I. . . but we're?"

		"Ah!" said Chelle. "Privacy. I understand. Take them out."

		Reiah shivered, full body. This wasn't exactly what she'd expected when she'd knocked on that door, but she'd expected other things like that. Doing what Chelle wanted was going to mean giving up her dignity. She knew that. And she reached into her shirt, pulled a breast out from her brassiere, and then the other, and she looked up at Chelle, at the clutter of the room behind her, hoping to be allowed in. Maybe nobody would come by?

		Chelle put her book down on the table behind her. Then she reached out, stroked Reiah's hair. That felt good, but—

		But she reached in, deeper, took a whole handful of Reiah's hair, and twisted it, pulled down. It hurt, it was inescapable, and Reiah bent over double, pulled down by Chelle's hand. Chelle pulled her behind, as she went across the hall to the other door, and she rapped on it. Reiah started away, but Chelle's hand was still firm in her hair, and it hurt to move. Chelle looked down at her. "Hands behind your back," she said.

		Reiah put her hands behind her back, holding her right wrist with her left hand, wincing at the pull in her hair, in the awkwardness of her pose, as Chelle knocked again. Maybe there wasn't anyone there? And this was just demonstrating that there wasn't anyone there, so she didn't have to—

		The door swung open. A gangly young man, university-student-aged, looked at Chelle, then down at Reiah. Then he took off his glasses and rubbed them on his shirt. They were small and round, and it made his face look different when he took them off.

		"Be polite, Reiah," said Chelle.

		"H. . . Hello?" said Reiah. "I'm Reiah, pleased to meet you?"

		"Thass," he said. He put his glasses back on, and looked at Reiah, bent in half, breasts out of her shirt, Chelle's hand in her hair. Reiah felt like she was burning up inside, literally on fire with embarassment. "Care to explain, Chelle?" he asked, not looking away from Reiah.

		"Certainly," said Chelle. "She wants me to sleep with her husband, and will do what I want in exchange. She's not permitted to be in the same room as me without displaying her breasts, and I believe that I will have her perform other tasks in that state. I wanted you to know what was happening, if you saw her in that state."

		"Ah," said Thass. "I understand."

		"Good!" said Chelle. "I'll be talking about it with her husband; it's possible that she'll be available for sexual service in general. If she is, I'll let you know."

		"Thank you," said Thass.

		Chelle turned, pulling Reiah along behind her, as she went back to her rooms. At least she closed the door behind her before she pushed Reiah down to the floor, and reached beneath her skirt—Reiah hadn't heard Thass' door close at all. Probably he was still watching Chelle's door.

		"There, you see," said Chelle, pushing Reiah's underwear out of the way, and her fingers inside of her. "A direct connection between humiliation and arousal. Given the extent to which you enjoy being embarrassed, it is strange how you would disobey me in an attempt to avoid embarrassment. Perhaps you are assuming that you will enjoy these punishments in the same way."

		Chelle's fingers slid wetly out of Reiah's cunt, as she stood up, leaving Reaih on her hands and knees on the scuffed wood of her floor. "The contradictions in your desiring pain do present opportunities, but there are going to be difficulties in disciplining someone who wishes to suffer. However, let us begin with this: I had intended to allow you to watch me make love to Merin tonight. Because of your disobedience, I will not."

		Reiah made an inarticulate noise. She hadn't. . . she'd been. . . it was very hard to know how to respond, but she did know that she was disappointed. Chelle was so pretty, and young and strong; to see Merin with her, to see her legs wrapped around him, and . . . .

		"Take off your clothing," said Chelle. "Then clean the floor. Quietly. I am reading."

		Getting undressed was simple enough, but cleaning the floor was more difficult, as there were a lot of things on the floor. Discarded clothing, stacks of books, hair brushes and nail-scissors. It was a small flat: a kitchen, a surprisingly large and well-lit washroom, and the room they were in, which had a bed and a table and a desk, and bookcases covering the walls.

		Reiah decided that instead of trying to clear the floor completely, she'd get what she could back where it should go—cups and dishes to the kitchen, nail-scissors and hair brushes to the kitchen, clothing to the laundry basket, and books. . . well, Merin was obsessively tidy about his books, and even though Chelle seemed less so, Reiah didn't want to upset things by putting them in shelves where they weren't supposed to go. So she cleared a space on the floor, swept it and washed it, and when it dried, she started piling the books there.

		As she worked, Chelle sat on her windowsill, drank her tea, and read her book. She was wearing her quilt jacket and a light skirt. The way she was sitting, the skirt had fallen to the side and left her legs bare. They were long, slim legs, smooth and tan and unmarked, and Chelle sat with the easy confidence of someone whose joints weren't troubled by long sessions without moving. Reiah sneaked glances at her as she worked, waiting, hoping, not sure what she was hoping for.

		Finally, Chelle put her tea down on the table next to her windowsill, looked at Reiah, and smiled. It was a dangerous smile, and Reiah looked down, which made Chelle laugh.

		Also, she hadn't cleaned more of the floor than where she'd started stacking the books.

		"In the future," said Chelle, "when my cup of tea is empty, you are to refill it immediately."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Reiah.

		Chelle shook her head. "No, that is what servants call old women. You will call me miss."

		"Yes miss," said Reiah, and that felt right; she could feel the traitorous heat building in her lower belly.

		"Bring a chair" said Chelle.

		Reiah picked up a chair—one of the ones that wasn't covered in books. Bring it where? To the window?

		"There," said Chelle. "To the space which you've cleared. Now, lean forward—no the other way. I want your breasts hanging over the edge of the chair."

		It wasn't easy to lean like that—the chair was a little too tall for her to be leaning forward over it, so the back cut into her chest, just under her breasts, and Reiah felt like she was about to topple over forward. But she kept her balance, holding onto the back of the chair. Chelle went to the washroom and came back with one of her hairbrushes, tapping it meaningfully against the back of her hand.

		"It was four days, wasn't it?" asked Chelle. "And you were told that you were going to be punished for every day of it."

		"Yes, miss," said Reiah, tightly. Chelle's jacket was open, and she wasn't wearing anything under it, so that the slope of her breasts was visible, and maybe the hint of a nipple. The jacket looked soft and comfortable, and she wanted. . . . Reiah wanted. Maybe not that hair brush.

		"When I hit you," said Chelle. "Apologize for keeping me waiting."

		"Yes, miss-ow!"

		She hadn't expected Chelle to start hitting that quickly, or that hard. The way she was standing made it worse; Chelle's first blow crushed her breast against the hard wood of the chair.

		"I'm sor-ah!-ry for, ahh! Making you, ow, shit ow, wait!"

		Chelle nodded. She'd been standing in front of Reiah, hitting her. Now she moved next to her, so close that Reiah could feel her pressed against her side, and put a hand in Reiah's hair, slowly twisting it tighter, until she was pulling Reiah's head back. "That's good," she said. "Keep apologizing."

		"I'm ahh." Chelle hit her, hard, over and over. It didn't take long before Reiah was sobbing, words bubbling out brokenly between sobs and slaps of the hairbrush. When Chelle finally dropped the brush on the floor, Reiah kept sobbing, unable to let go of the chair, her head dropping when Chelle let go of her hair, but unable to see much through her tears.

		Then her breath caught again, as Chelle plunged her fingers into Reiah's pussy.

		"I think that will be sufficient to convince. . . hm. Did you like that, Reiah?"

		"I. . . uhhh. . ." Chelle's fingers were sliding slickly in and out of her, and then curling up inside.

		Chelle chuckled. She pushed in, and held her fingers there, not moving, but warm and filling and Reiah couldn't help trying to wriggle back against them, but Chelle didn't give her any motion.

		"Answer my question please," said Chelle. "Did you enjoy being beaten?"

		Reiah answered with a plaintive whine; that was all she could do.

		"That won't do," said Chelle. "If this isn't what you want for me to do, it would be reprehensible for me to continue doing it. So. Let us put it this way: If you choose, I will never beat you again. Or, alternatively, I will beat you again now. Which would you prefer?"

		It was an impossible question, and she couldn't answer it.

		"And if you cannot answer," said Chelle, "you may go back home, and come here again when you are actually ready to be of service."

		She was . . . "I liked it," said Reiah, softly. It was an impossible question. Chelle knew how much it had hurt, and she knew how ready being beaten had left her, and she knew all of it.

		"And thus?" asked Chelle, sharply.

		"I'd like for you to beat me again now," said Reiah, her head hanging down. It was that or not being beaten again, but it had hurt so much, and she wasn't ready, and—

		"That is not how you ask for things from me," said Chelle. "Manners."

		"Please beat me, miss?" said Reiah, hoping that maybe Chelle wouldn't do what she'd said she would? And maybe also hoping that she would?

		Chelle laughed. "It is remarkable, isn't it? Your husband applies logic to the physical world, and it applies. Two different magnets might pull a filing in two different directions, but the filing is not confused, or upset by this. It pulls to the one or the other, or perhaps is held in the middle. But you are blessed with two contradictory impulses, and are distressed when they are so obviously in conflict."

		She caressed Reiah's ass, and Reiah shuddered, feeling suddenly light-headed. "And then there is the fact that you are pleased by your distress. Oh, you are very much a useful counter-example to the assumption of rational actors made in studying human behavior. Very well. You shall have your beating."

		Reiah tensed, already feeling like she was about to cry. Then the hairbrush came down on her ass, and she was crying, holding onto her chair like she was a drowning woman and it was keeping her afloat.

		It didn't hurt quite as much there as it had on her breasts, but Chelle was swinging harder, and Reiah was already hurt. By the time Chelle stopped, she was sobbing. And when Chelle pushed her fingers into her, Reiah groaned and pushed back, not able to control herself at all, just on the verge of orgasm. She'd never been beaten before, not like that, and she wanted. . . .

		Chelle pulled her fingers out, wiped them on Reiah's thigh. "Very instructive," she said. "Only when I want you do as you're told, it might be counter-productive to hurt you when you don't perform properly."

		She stood next to Reiah, one hand on her hip, and another on her shoulder. Then, suddenly, she pushed her over, knocking her down. Reiah was still holding onto the chair, so it fell with her. She looked up at Chelle, shocked, and Chelle smiled. "Clean," she said. "If you do well, I will pay attention to you later."

		Reiah lay there on the floor for a few seconds, catching her breath, watching the sway of Chelle's hips as she went back to her windowseat. Then she got back to cleaning, doing her best to focus on scrubbing the floor, not on Chelle sitting on the windowsill, the flow of her legs, and how desperately she'd been turned on by having her breasts beaten with a hairbrush, and then being made to ask for her ass to be beaten as well. The hurt there had faded a little, but—

		Chelle cleared her throat, and Reiah looked up from the tile she was scrubbing.

		Chelle was still looking at her book, but her teacup was dangling from one hand, empty.

		Reiah's stomach dropped. When Chelle's teacup was empty, she was supposed to fill it, and she hadn't, and—she dropped the sponge, grabbed the cup, and—the pot of tea was still hot, so that was fine. She brought it back, and Chelle took it, sipped. Then she finally put her book down, and looked up at Reiah.

		"As a rule, maids are called 'girl.'" She reached over, hefted Reiah's breast. "Clearly not correct in your case," she said, letting it fall again. "And yet, while 'old lady' might be cruel, it isn't accurate, and I hate that sort of willing imprecision. Hm." Another look at Reiah. "Pet," she said, finally. "Good. That will serve. As will you. Bring me the hairbrush, and then hold your hands out, in front of you."

		Reiah was starting to dislike that hairbrush. But she did as she was told, and then waited, kneeling hands outstretched, holding the hairbrush as Chelle sipped her tea and read her book. Then Chelle looked at her, put the book down, and the tea.

		"That is sufficient tea for the morning," she said. "And next time, pay more attention to your responsibilities."

		"Yes, miss," said Reiah, looking down at Chelle's bare feet, then closing her eyes, not wanting to get into more trouble, not wanting to see the blow coming.

		Closing her eyes didn't stop Chelle from smacking her hands with the hairbrush. It hurt. It hurt more than it had when Chelle had hit her breasts and ass, even though she wasn't hitting as hard. And this time, she couldn't hold on to something, and endure, she had to keep her hands out without flinching. She in tears when Chelle stopped.

		"Well, I suppose that the young and poor tend to spend their time entertaining the old and wealthy, but I suppose there are compensations. That was moderately amusing. Now, draw me a bath."

		"Yes, miss," said Reiah, suddenly hopeful, and trying not to show it, because Chelle would . . . well, she'd take advantage, one way or another, and Reiah wasn't sure if she was ready for that. Chelle had taken advantage of too much already, and was certainly going to be taking advantage of more.

		It was a big bathtub, with floral painted ceramic on the handles, and clean new brass fittings. It was the only real luxury in the room. It took a long time to fill, and Reiah waited next to it, trembling a little as it filled, and then while it sat, full and steaming.

		She'd worked hard that morning—honestly, harder than she'd worked in years, at least physically. Slipping into the tub would be. . . .

		It was something that she could do, if she wanted. Get up, get dressed, go home and take a bath. Which was an absurd thought. Reiah knew what she wanted to do, and her breath caught as Chelle walked in, and dropped her skirt and jacket on the floor.

		She was gorgeous. Flawless tan skin, slim but with a hint of curve to her belly, hips, and—

		Chelle clicked her tongue. "Lie down."

		Lie down?

		"On the floor, next to the bath. Facedown. Now, please."

		The tiles were cold; Reiah shivered as she laid herself down on those tiles, her cheek pressed against the porcelain hexagons. The Chelle stepped up onto her back, pushing her down into the tiles, and forcing the breath from her body. And from her back, Chelle stepped into her bath. Reiah could feel it, hear the sounds of the water.

		"I suppose," said Chelle, "that since it is clear what you want, I suppose that you also wish for me to deny you what you want. But I am not going to be spending all my time catering to your whims. Find a washcloth and soap, and you may wash me."

		Reiah got up, embarassingly quickly, and got to work. There was a froth of bubbles on the surface of the water, so it was hard to see Chelle, but she was able to lift her legs from the water and wash them, and they were lovely, and her arms, and her feet, and—

		She couldn't see Chelle's breasts well, because of those bubbles, but she felt them, firm and smooth and soft as . . .

		Chelle's eyes were closed, with a faint smile playing across her lips. "Stand up," she said. "Hands out of the way."

		Out of the way. Chelle made a come here gesture with her arm draped over the side of the bath. Water splashed from her fingers onto the floor. Reiah went a little closer, and Chelle reached up, her soapy fingers warm and wet on Reiah's pussy.

		Reiah gasped, her hips rocking forward.

		"If you come," said Chelle. "I will punish you for it later. But if you pull away, or if you stop moving, you are to dry yourself off, leave the bathroom, and wait for me outside. Fully dressed."

		Reiah bit her lip. She couldn't. . . with Merin, after she finished, she hadn't. . . but leave Chelle, her curls floating in the water around her, her nipples peeking up through the suds—

		She shouldn't have looked down at her. Reiah closed her eyes, tried to think about something else, anything else, but it was too late. She pushed against Chelle's fingers, her hips moving without any thought, without any control, unable to hold back, her hands opening and closing in the air at her sides, having to keep them out of the way.

		It was as intense an orgasm as she had ever had, and when it stopped, she kept her hips moving, even though she was unbearably sensitive, and Chelle's fingers were still wet and slick and insistant, and there was another building behind her hips, in the heat in the belly. It hurt when she came the second time; she was sensitive and a little sore, and she couldn't, she couldn't keep going, she couldn't stop.

		The third one took longer to build, and hurt more. Her legs were spasming under her, and there were spots behind her eyes. When Chelle finally let go, after wringing one final convulsion out of Reiah, Reiah collapsed to the floor, breathing hard, not sure if she could ever stand again.

		"Informative," said Chelle. "Now wash my hair."

		Reiah dragged herself up to her knees, supporting herself with her elbows on the edge of the bathtub. Chelle's hair was luxurious, thick and glistening, and it was a pleasure to run it through her hands, to work the shampoo into it, and to rinse it clean. And there was Chelle's long, tan leg, half submerged in the water and bubbles.

		Chelle was beautiful, but Reiah had seen beautiful women before, and hadn't really thought of them in those terms. Chelle was also terrifying, and even though Reiah was still a little light-headed from the orgasms she'd had, and more than a little sore, she couldn't stop staring at that leg, and thinking about what else Chelle might do to her, might have her do.

		"What do you do?" asked Chelle. "When you are not gratifying yourself by being humiliated, I mean."

		"I work in patent law," said Reiah. "When Merin has an insight, there are always patents that follow; the companies working in the field will often have me review their work, or the work of their competitors, to see what they can legally do, and what they can't. It's—"

		"You're a lawyer," said Chelle.

		She sank back under the water, blowing out bubbles, then surfaced.

		"If you want—" said Reiah. "I mean, we needed the money before, and it's how I was trained, but it's not like we need the money now, and I could—"

		"You will continue to work as a lawyer," said Chelle. "If nothing else, you could use that money to hire someone to attend to me."

		"Oh," said Reiah, crestfallen.

		"Lie down," said Chelle. "On your stomach."

		Reiah lay down again. The tiles were warmer this time. Chelle's foot, and then her whole weight went on Reiah's ass. She was worn out, and sore, but she coudn't help squirming a little at that. "So it seems that you crave being ignored and maltreated," said Chelle, walking away. "But only while you are present."

		Reiah turned to see her, maybe to follow.

		"Stay where you are," said Chelle. She fetched something, and then returned, sitting on the edge of the bath, her foot planted firmly in the center of Reiah's back. "And answer."

		"Uh. Yes, miss."

		"Hm. Well, there's a certain logical sense there; given how many people there are, and how little attention most of them pay to you, there cannot be meaningful satisfaction from that, or you would simply be panting over a sheet of population figures, imagining a pre-collapse world, where literally billions of people would fail to pay attention to you. But we shall see."

		Another small wriggle, knowing that Chelle meant something awful by that. Reiah still wasn't entirely convinced by Chelle's logic, but she couldn't argue that the idea of something horrible went right to her lower belly, and lit a fire there that didn't make any sense.

		A faint rasping sound. Chelle was working on her nails, while Reiah lay on the floor under her seat.

		"Patent law is a trained profession," said Chelle. "And you are at the top of it."

		"Merin is—"

		"Merin was supported for some time by your efforts as a lawyer," said Chelle. "If your success is due to a reflection of his success, it is difficult to envision a situation where that reflection was brighter than the lamp."

		Reiah shifted, a little uncomfortable. She'd known that Merin was a genius, and his colleagues had known it as well, but there hadn't been anything to show for it until he'd started publishing. And lecturers weren't paid much, but, still, she'd—

		"At a guess, you are insisting that you do not deserve credit for your accomplishments is similar to your insistence that your husband would be more satisfied sleeping with other women. It's an inversion of the natural responses of pride in accomplishments, where you are ashamed by them."

		She shifted her weight off her foot on Reiah's back, kicked her in the side. "Are you sexually aroused by being considered a less successful professional than you manifestly are?"

		"I. . . no, miss, I don't think so."

		"Hm," said Chelle. "I seldom regret failing to pursue teaching positions, but you would be a wonderful counter-example to those who attempt to apply my field to economic theories, or to human relationships. 'Logically, people avoid harm and seek pleasure.' I could bring you into class and demonstrate your responses to pain and pleasure, and continue the lecture from there."

		Her foot was back on Reiah's back, and Reiah's hips were moving, just a little. Being brought into a classroom, getting undressed, and then—

		"Of course, it's not as though Merin craves discomfort of that sort, so it would be with a bag over your head. I suppose you would prefer introducing yourself to the students, and looking them in the eye while I demonstrated, but we are not here solely for your amusement."

		Reiah whimpered, just a little.

		"Still, there are opportunities which may present themselves. Go make me lunch."

		That was. . . well, she hadn't really eaten much that morning. Or the day before, because she'd been thinking hard about whether or not she was going to go to the address that Chelle had given her. So she would've much rather gotten herself something to eat. But if she did a good job with lunch, maybe Chelle wouldn't be tempted to send her to the office to work, while paying someone to clean and cook for her.

		Chelle's icebox was reasonably well stocked, and Reiah had spent years cooking for Merin, back when they'd both been poor students, so it wasn't as though she didn't know what she was doing. Potato fritters with onions, beets and greens. Chelle had specified lunch for her, so Reiah didn't serve out more than a single plate. While she'd been cooking, Chelle had gotten dressed, which was a little disappointing. But her shirt had short sleeves, and her skirt showed a lot of long, tan legs.

		Chelle looked at the chair in front of where Reiah had set the plate with the fritters and beets, and Reiah pulled it out for her, then pushed it back underneath her, as she sat.

		"At home," said Chelle, "do you have maids?"

		"No, miss," said Reiah.

		"Hm," said Chelle. "is it a question of finances, or—"

		"No, miss," said Reiah. "It's just the two of us, and mostly we dine out. I have a girl who cleans for us, twice a week, but—"

		"But when you dine out," said Chelle, "I assume that the waiters are somewhat smoother with the chairs than you were, just then."

		"Yes, miss," said Reiah.

		Chelle reached up, and started stroking Reiah's stomach, just the lower curve of it. It felt good, better than it should've. Much better than it should've, after the way Chelle had wrung her out on the bathroom tiles.

		"Food isn't bad, but there's room for improvement."

		For food that had room for improvement, Chelle was certainly eating a lot. "Bring me my book, and get back to cleaning," she said.

		Her book? She had more books than Merin, and Reiah wasn't sure which one she'd been reading. . . she brought over her best guess, and it seemed that she was right. Chelle took it and started reading, gulping it down the way that she was gulping down the fritters. There wasn't going to be much left for Reiah, if Chelle had planned on letting her eat.

		When Chelle was done, she scraped her leftovers into a bowl, and let it sit at her feet for an hour, so it got cold and soggy, before gesturing Reiah over, and having her eat. And when Reiah was eating, Chelle's fingers were probing at her pussy, and that felt better than it should've, given how sore she was. She ached, and she was pushing against Chelle's hands, and it hurt, and she wanted more.

		What she got was a stinging slap. "I'm going to meet Merin," she said, leaving her hand there, letting Reiah rub against it. "Clean up here before we come back, and we'll want something nice for dinner." She considered. "I suppose that you can get dressed in order to do the shopping. I'll leave a bowl of water out for you, but I don't want you eating or drinking anything else without permission."

		Reiah groaned, and pushed back against Chelle's hand. It hurt, and there wasn't any way she was going to have another orgasm. Chelle chuckled. "I suppose it might be possible to keep you entertained when I'm not present, so long as it's clear that I will pay attention when I return. Stay like that until I leave."

		Chelle stood up and walked away, and Reiah remained where she was, trembling, listening to Chelle filling the bowl of water, then her heels clicking across the tiles, and then the door closing.

		It was just after lunch. She had all afternoon to clean and shop, but there was a lot of cleaning to do, and she was supposed to make something nice for dinner, so there wasn't as much time as she needed.

		At least the water bowl was full.

		Chelle had said that she could be dressed in order to shop—it was that, or an arrest for indecent exposure—but she wasn't there, so Reiah could've gotten dressed while cleaning Reiah's apartment. Only that wasn't. . . it was hard work, and Reiah did it naked, acutely aware of her own body as she washed up the dishes from lunch, and cleaned the floor, and tidied the bathroom.

		It had been a few years since she'd done much cooking; they tended to eat at the taverns and restaurants down by the bay, now that they could afford it. If she tried something fancy, there were even odds that it was going to come out poorly, and she didn't want Chelle or Merin to be disappointed with her. She dreaded whatever Chelle might wind up doing to punish her, and Merin would defend her and pretend that nothing was wrong, and that would be wrong.

		So it was going to be lamb with herbs, with leek and onions, only it was hard to find a good butcher that close to the university—students had no money and vast appetites, so the trade there was mostly in poorer cuts from cheaper animals. She was still cooking when Merin and Chelle came in.

		They were arguing about something. Reiah heard the tone of voice before she could make the words out, Merin slow and clear, Chelle interrupting with angry emphasis. But there was a friendliness to the way that were arguing that was just as clear as the fact that they were arguing. It sent a thrill through her, and one that she wasn't able to explain, not even the way that Chelle had been explaining some other things.

		"There is, nonetheless, a difference between asserting that all units of a chemical behave in a given fashion, and in asserting that the units will behave differently, but they are so small, and thus there are so many of them, that one can simply look at the aggregate," said Merin.

		"But if that's what you have been saying, why do you feel the need to lie so frequently and comprehensively?" asked Chelle. "I may not have sufficient patience and technical expertise to read the current journals properly, but in no case do you make that distinction clear except when you are discussing matters that directly relate to the minimal quantities of chemicals."

		"Well," said Merin, "it would be awkward to repeat, time after time, that this is the aggregate result, which applies in every case where the chemicals are detectable by standard mechanisms. If—"

		They came in, and Reiah straightened up, still stirring the leek and onions over the hob. The lamb would be ready soon, and she hadn't had enough time to—

		Merin sighed. "We will have to talk about this at some point."

		"Absolutely," said Chelle. "Put that down and come here, pet."

		Reiah put the spoon she'd been stirring with down, and went there, as Chelle hung Merin's coat on her coatrack. "She is enjoying herself," said Chelle, grabbing hold of Reiah's nipple, and pulling her closer by it. Reiah gasped, shifting her weight.

		"Well," said Merin. "She is aroused. But it is possible that you've been confusing simple lust with this contradiction that you keep harping on."

		"It's possible," said Chelle. "I would propose a test or two, but I feel that she's been sufficiently exercised today that it would be difficult to get good results. So let us assume the truth of your hypothesis. If I am confusing lust with something more interesting, what are the consequences?"

		"Well, for one thing, you're insisting on things which amuse you and upset her; it's just the arousal which counters the—"

		"If the arousal counters the discomfort," said Chelle, "then it is countered." She smacked Reiah's pussy, which made her gasp and twist. "Attend to dinner," she said, and Reiah ran back to her leeks and onions.

		"If what you want to do is to provide her with what she wants, you could dispense with the discomfort," said Merin.

		"I could," said Chelle. "And this is something that will require future experimentation. However, she has had three orgasms today already, and you saw the way that she jumped at that slap; any tests which I might propose would be. . . well. I think it would be a better idea to attempt it when she is fresher. Perhaps next week."

		"Perhaps," said Merin. "And until then—"

		"Until then, if it's sufficient lust to counter the discomfort, let us proceed with both. If it turns out that my assumptions are in error, then I will modify my approach."

		Merin's face twisted as he considered that.

		"Pet," said Chelle. "Would you rather get dressed, and share a meal with us, or would you rather serve naked, and be beaten if I am displeased by anything?"

		Reiah swallowed, not wanting to answer that question.

		"After dinner, would you prefer to join the two of us as an equal partner, or would you rather stand in a corner watching, not allowed to touch or to speak?"

		Chelle was smiling at her, absolutely convinced that she knew the answers that Reiah would give, and Merin was watching her as well, an eyebrow raised.

		Reiah had done more physical labor in a day than she'd usually done in a month. And like Chelle had said, she was wrung out from the orgasms that Chelle had given her while she'd been in the bath. To sit down, and to eat. To sleep with them, to. . .

		To have to serve, and to have to stand and watch and not be allowed to touch at all.

		It was like the question was splitting her in two. She knew the answer that she should've wanted, but she couldn't deny that she also wanted the other, and she didn't even know which was the right answer any more. She'd always wanted to get the right answer, and it had amazed her how good Merin was at figuring things out, and maybe Chelle had figured her out better than she had any right to have figured her. Because it was so evenly balanced, she couldn't quite.

		Merin was looking at her, and he seemed puzzled. Chelle was also looking at her, and she looked smug. Like she knew how Reiah was going to answer, even if Reiah didn't.

		That was it. "I would rather serve," she said, looking down.

		"And," said Chelle, like someone drawing out an apology for a recalcitrant child.

		"And I would like to watch and not be allowed to touch," said Reiah, still looking down, uncomfortable by her answer, by the way it was making her bare feet twist on the floor.

		"There, you see?" said Chelle.

		"I suppose," said Merin. "Though I'm still not entirely convinced."

		"Of course not," said Chelle. "As I said, while circumstances aren't appropriate for an experiment, I will conduct a simple demonstration as soon as the circumstances change. Now, go and make sure that dinner will be ready when we are ready to eat, and return with some wine for us. The glasses are over the sink, thank you."

		The leek and onions were starting to brown at the edges. She took them off, and then she had to get the lamb from the oven, to let it cool before she cut into it. It smelled very good. As soon as she had said that she would rather serve than eat, Reiah had regretted it, and she regretted it more when she smelled the lamb.

		She was also uncomfortably, audibly, wet. She was naked and they were dressed, she was cooking and they were going to eat. And they were enjoying their conversation in a way that was strangely relaxed, under the circumstances. Like everything that was happening was normal and natural and the way it should be, and it was that thought which left her slick and trembling.

		There were wineglasses on the shelf over the sink. No two from the same set, and several which Reiah was pretty sure had been stolen from restaurants she'd been to. Or taken when the restaurants had thrown them out; some of them were chipped or cracked. But she found two that were roughly the same, and a bottle of white in the cabinet next to the icebox. She brought it out, poured, and whimpered at Chelle's caress when she served her.

		Reiah was hungry and tired and wanted to sit and eat, but it was lovely hearing Chelle and Merin argue about his field and about hers. Chelle understood more about chemistry than Reiah did, enough that she could argue without Merin getting his 'being patient with the ignorant' tone in his responses, and he was interested in the way Chelle worked at the logic of things, worrying at it like a terrier until she understood it.

		When they were done with their dinner, Chelle scraped most of what was left on their plates into a bowl, and took the bowl with her to the couch; Reiah stood where she had been, waiting, as Merin watched Chelle put the bowl on the floor and gesture to Reiah.

		She didn't want Merin to see, but she also. . . Reiah dropped to her hands and knees and crawled to the couch. She pressed her face against Chelle's long, smooth legs before she dipped down to eat ends of lamb, bits of fat that they'd trimmed from their portions, mixed with the leek and onions. Chelle's hand played with her hair as she talked with Merin, stroking, pulling, kneading at her shoulders.

		Reiah had spent the day doing more physical labor than she had for years, and she was exhausted. She ate everything in the bowl, gnawing at the bones, and collapsed in a pile, one of Chelle's feet on her shoulders, the other on the back of her head, holding her down to the floor which she'd spent the day cleaning. It felt good, and Reiah couldn't think clearly enough to go past that. It hurt and it felt good, and it was right. She was naked and mindless, and they were dressed, and talking about cosmology.

		Only they didn't talk about cosmology for long. Chelle started talking about Merin's eyes, and then Merin came and sat next to her, instead of in the chair across from the couch. From the corner of her eye, Reiah could see his shoes on the floor next to her. And the way they twisted, when he leaned forward to kiss Chelle.

		She wasn't sure how to react, how she could react. When Chelle shifted so that she had one foot on Reiah's head, and the other on the floor next to Merin's, Reiah put her cheek on it, wanting to lick but not wanting to upset Chelle. In the end, she was both licking and crying, just a little, saliva and tears mingling on the back of Chelle's foot.

		Chelle seemed to enjoy it. When Merin moved toward Chelle's room, Chelle grabbed hold of Reiah's hair, knotting it in her fist and pulling Reiah along behind her, while Reiah scrambled on her hands and knees to keep up with them. When they got to the bedroom, Chelle let go, and Reiah collapsed to the floor. Chelle kissed Merin, pressing up against him, as his hand curled around her ass; Reiah could see the impressions his fingers were making through Chelle's dress as he clutched her tight, the way Chelle's toes curled and flexed, the way her hips moved.

		They undressed quickly, pulling each other's clothing off. It was hard, fast, no control—a button from Merin's shirt rolled past her. Reiah and Merin had been like that, at first, but that hunger had faded into comfort, and she'd. . . she watched Merin's mouth on Chelle's breast, his eyes closed, lost in it, Chelle's head thrown back, breath catching in her throat.

		Reiah didn't notice when her hand slipped between her legs. She'd been used hard earlier, and she hadn't thought she had anything left, but she was so wet, so very close. They were both so beautiful, so lost in lust. They weren't looking at her at all. When their eyes were open, they saw only each other, and they spent more time with their eyes fluttering closed.

		Reiah had trouble keeping her own eyes open. She wanted to see and didn't want to come, and she was just touching herself, but it felt so good that she started to lose herself in the sensations. She was left with images that burned themselves into her mind rather than the whole of it—Chelle's fingers leaving lines on Merin's back; Merin's hand holding Chelle's; Merin thrusting into her and Chelle rising up to meet him, breathing hard with every thrust.

		When Chelle came, shouting into Merin's neck, Reiah came as well, hard. She sat in the space between the wall and the bed, dazed, as Merin spent himself in her, every muscle straining, and then that boneless peace which followed. Murmured affection, and then sleep.

		Chelle disentangled herself from Merin, looked down at Reiah, and shook her head. "There," she said, pointing at a daybed that she had next to her bed, before padding off toward the bathroom.

		Reiah managed to pull herself up into the daybed by the time Chelle had used the lavatory and came back. Chelle shook her head at her, lying there, and Reiah blushed.

		"You'll recall," said Chelle, "that I told you that you weren't going to come without permission. And this makes a fourth time today. We'll talk about this some other time. But for now. . ."

		She was naked, she was beautiful in the soft light that was coming through the windows of her room, and she'd brought the belt of her robe with her, as well as a length of cord. "Hands above your head, pet."

		Reiah put her hands where she was told, and Chelle tied them to the top of the daybed with the belt, and then tied Reiah's ankles to the foot of the bed with the cord. "That should keep you from temptation," she said. Then she went to bed, smiled at Reiah, moved further down the bed, and moved the sheets back from Merin.

		He was so fully asleep, he didn't wake up at that. Or when Chelle started kissing his inner thigh and licking at his cock.

		Reiah wanted to do what Chelle wanted her to do, but it wasn't long before she was straining at the cord and belt, her hips rocking on emptiness, as Merin stirred, caressed Chelle's hair as she sucked him to his full length, and then settled over him. From the daybed, she could see the way Chelle's hips moved to her rhythm, the way she threw back her head, hair cascading down her back, the shivers that started in her legs then moved up her body. Reiah was whimpering with need as Chelle's shudders passed through to Merin, as she clung to him as he came.

		When they were done, and Chelle was dozing against Merin's chest, Reiah tested the knots. She'd pulled against them so tightly that her wrists and ankles felt raw, but the belt and the cord weren't actually that tight. If she tried, she could pull one arm close enough to the other that she could untie the knot there, and then. . . but on the other hand, there was something about being bound hand and foot on a daybed, while Merin lay on his back on the bed, Chelle tucked under his arm, her hair an inky swirl across his chest, both of them bathed in moonlight.

		She slept fitfully, waking when she tried to turn over and couldn't, or by a sudden awareness that she was bound. But she was tired enough that she kept falling back asleep, to dreams that were dark and confused and left her twisting in her bonds.

		The next morning, Chelle was up before Merin. She propped herself up on her shoulder and stayed there a long time, watching him sleep, smiling softly. That, more than the dreams, more than anything that Chelle had done to her, left Reiah aching with need.

		Maybe Chelle was right about her wanting contradictions, or whatever it was. But Reiah knew that she wanted that, for whatever reason. Not just that, but that.

		Chelle looked up from Merin, across to Reiah, and her smile widened, turned deeper and more wicked. Reiah blushed, and twisted a little, trying to escape that look, and knowing that she couldn't.

		Chelle put a finger to her lips, and then carefully disentangled herself from Merin, taking care not to wake him. She untied Reiah's ankles and wrists, her fingers cool against Reiah's skin, and Reiah trembled at her touch. Then she made another gesture. Reiah was supposed to follow. But when she stood up, Chelle frowned, and pointed to the floor.

		Reiah crawled after her to the bathroom, past Chelle's discarded clothing, past Merin's discarded clothing, trying to keep pace, watching the soles of Chelle's feet.

		Chelle closed the bedroom door behind her, and then closed the bathroom door behind them, and started running the water for a bath.

		"I recall telling you that you were not going to be having orgasms unless I gave them to you," she said, and Reiah winced. Chelle had said that, and Reiah had come without permission. Twice.

		"Which leads to the question of how to punish someone who has come to me seeking punishment. If this was merely me attending to your peculiar needs. . . well, people who own cats or birds have to attend to their pets from time to time. But I don't want to encourage this behavior."

		"I'm sorry," said Reiah.

		"Hm," said Chelle. "So. I will not give you a beating this morning, because of what you have done. And you are going to get dressed and leave before Merin wakes up, and I send him on his way with a smile."

		Reiah was too old to whimper about something like that. But it did hurt, and a lot more than a beating would've.

		Chelle laughed. "Look, I'll see you next week. Probably, assuming that Merin doesn't decide that this is all a terrible idea, and so on. And if you refrain from coming to orgasm between now and then, I have some things planned."

		Reiah nodded, trying not to cry or look too upset about . . . Chelle took off her robe and settled into the bath, eyes closed, hair spreading out in the water around her. She was genuinely beautiful. Reiah wanted. . . . but she'd had her instructions.

		Chelle waved a dismissive hand, and Reiah slunk out of the bathroom, gathered up her clothing and left. It was difficult, knowing that Chelle was there, that Merin was sleeping there. When she'd sent Merin to sleep with other women, she'd . . . well, it had been similar. She'd seen them, she'd known what they looked like, she'd imagined Merin sleeping with them.

		She'd imagined, but she hadn't known. And now she did know. She knew what Merin looked like, his mouth on Chelle's breast, her head thrown back. She knew what Chelle looked like moving against him, and sleeping on his chest. It wasn't just that—she knew the way Chelle's eyes lit up when she found a new idea, like a terrier who'd caught a new scent.

		Reiah wanted to be there, at their feet, and now she wasn't. If she was there, Chelle would've hurt her. There was that promised beating, there were the games that she'd play with her, which hurt in different ways. But it was the sort of her that sent the heat rising up inside of her, not the sort of hurt she was feeling them, which left her feeling empty and sad.

		Reiah went to work, and worked, and at the end of the day she came home, and Merin was there. They went out together to a dinner with some colleagues of Merin's, and he was his usual charming self. He was worried about her—that was clear in the way that he looked at her, the questions in his eyes that she couldn't answer. And the way that he took her, later, when they were home, and in their bed.

		Merin was always an attentive and caring lover, and he was even moreso that night. Which made it very hard for Reiah to hold back her orgasm the way that Chelle had told her to. Chelle must not have told Merin, so he pushed her toward it, with his hands and with his tongue and then when he was inside of her, trying to pace things so that she fell apart. She didn't, quite, but it was as much a struggle as anything she'd done.

		She could've told him about it. She should've. Or she could've pretended to come when he expected her to. But she didn't. It wasn't . . . it was hard for her to talk about that sort of thing, to start a conversation, to try to explain what Chelle had asked her to do, and why she wanted to do it, what she hoped for . . . Reiah didn't know, so she didn't say, so Merin was just as attentive the next night.

		Then he had a conference in Darai, which meant that Reiah had a few days to herself. When he came back, he was so enthusiastic that he finished in her mouth before he pushed her beyond the point of no return. And the next day, she made sure it happened again, though it took more effort—she rubbed her breasts against Merin's thighs as she worked on his cock, audible in her enthusiasm for what she was doing. There wasn't anything feigned about that. She loved Merin, and she loved serving him like that, the way his hands would clench in her hair, the way he'd groan and thrust, everything about it. But sometimes she was too lost in what she was doing to show him how much she enjoyed what she was doing.

		And the surest way to bring Merin to orgasm was to show him how much she was enjoying him. She was, and she did, and he came explosively. It was his second night back, but there was still so much that she had a hard time swallowing it all. And he was just about asleep by the time she crawled up to curl under his arm; a long, fond look, a ruffle of her hair, and he was asleep.

		It was a little harder for Reiah. She hadn't come—it had been just about a week, and she never went that long. She was aching to, and she could've let Merin, or she could rub against him, just a little as she slept. Reiah would doze off, and wake up, and be audibly, stickily wet. If it kept on for much longer than that, she'd come anyway, in her dreams. And those dreams were. . . maybe Chelle was right, and she wanted things that she didn't want, because she'd wake up horrified and aroused and not even sure what it was that she was afraid of, and turned on by.

		It was Chelle, in both cases. After Reiah was done with work, she ran directly to Chelle's, coming close to knocking down passers-by. Merin was already sitting on the couch with a cup of wine in his hand, and Chelle had her feet up against his thigh, her wineglass empty.

		"And now that she's finally here to help me argue my case," said Chelle, "I'll explain the experiment. Strip, pet."

		Finally? But also strip. Reiah fumbled at her buttons with need, nearly tore her blouse, and was obviously and embarassingly wet and ready for whatever the experiment was.

		Merin sighed. "Look, I know that she's eager, but that's—"

		"But that's because she's ready to participate," said Chelle. "This is a necessary start condition, not a conclusion. And since I'm not the experimental scientist here and you are, I'd like to go through my methods before we begin?"

		Merin bit at his lip, clearly not entirely comfortable with the situation. But he nodded, at Reiah's pleading look.

		"You've argued that the reason that Reiah has been interested in participating in the various discomforts and humiliations that I've imposed is because she is consumed with lust for my person."

		"There's no reason to pretend that's not something that happens," said Merin. "You have an extraordinary person."

		Chelle hid her blushes with her wineglass, and Reiah felt herself flush in sympathetic desire. She did, though.

		"I'm not discounting that hypothesis, I'm testing it," said Chelle. "Now, as you may have observed in the past, when she orgasms in rapid succession, the initial orgasm can be relatively unsatisfying, though this isn't universally the case. However, if you push her at that point, she will come until she can't. Yes?"

		"Yes?" said Merin.

		"So, here is my proposed methodology. The subject will be on coffee table. She will be allowed access to my body, with her hands and mouth. And as she uses that access, you will pleasure her in the manner of your choosing."

		Merin leaned back in the couch, looking at Chelle with lazy amusement, before shaking his head and looking at Reiah, whose heart was in her throat. Allowed access to Chelle's body with her hands and mouth? If Merin didn't agree to this, she was never going to let him hear the end of it.

		"I will trust your expertise with the subject to make certain that you push her as far as she can be pushed, and to gauge the strength of her reaction to the first test. After which point, we will take a short recess, to allow the subject to recover from that first test. Given the nature of the experiment, my suspicion is that you will also need a pause before you recover your enthusiasm for experimental science. Possibly also fluids; I have bought orange juice for that purpose."

		Merin was still uncertain, but he laughed at that; a single little convulsion of stomach and smile. It was so endearing that Reiah wanted to kiss him, instead of standing naked as they sat on the couch and talked about fucking her. But that wasn't what the subject was supposed to do.

		"For the next test, I will be fully clothed, and sitting near the subject. Instead of allowing her access to my body, I will threaten her with humiliations and discomforts while you once again push her to orgasm as many times as you can."

		"And thus, if you are right, you have a conclusive result," said Merin, "but if you are incorrect, the failure of the test could be explained by Reiah being worn out from the first test."

		"Yes," said Chelle. "Given the subject's age and condition, it would be unreasonable to expect her to perform as enthusiastically at the second test than the first test. I have sufficient confidence in my hypothesis to believe that it makes the most sense to perform the experiment in this order, because I am attempting to dispel your doubts, rather than to disprove that which I believe."

		"Whereas I—"

		"Whereas you would prefer to begin with a test that would resolve the issue if you were correct, and which would remain ambiguous if I were correct?" said Chelle. "If you insist, we can do it in the manner in which you choose. And if you wish for a control group, I suppose I could look for an additional subject. I don't know that many women in the same age range, but I suppose that I could—"

		Merin laughed, and shook his head again. "No, I don't think that will be necessary. If anything, a control would be for me to test Reiah's reactions to two instances of prolonged stimulation without you providing experimental data, and I'm not sure you have enough orange juice for that. But what will change about your protocols if you aren't proven correct?"

		"Well," said Chelle, "logically, there are two alternatives. The first is to maintain things precisely as they are, so as not to interfere with the results from the second experiment. However, given that you are uncomfortable with the current protocols, I would switch to less rigorous treatment of the subject until it's established that I'm correct about her preferences. I do enjoy tormenting her, but much of that enjoyment comes from the strange paradox, where I am making her happy by making her unhappy. Without that. . . well, it'd be amusing, but not morally tenable."

		"What do you think, Reiah?" asked Merin, and Reiah wanted to hide.

		"According to protocols," said Chelle. She stopped, and shook her head. "No, I don't think that there's any need to involve you in these protocols. Perhaps at a later point, if you become convinced that it gives her greater pleasure to treat her less well, you may attempt to do that for her, but there's no need to upset yourself about that at this point in the process." Then she looked at Reiah.

		"You've been asked a question, pet. Reply."

		"I. . . it's sounds like it makes sense?" said Reiah. "I don't know."

		"Good," said Chelle. "There's no need to complicate things. Up on the coffee table, hands and knees."

		Reiah honestly didn't know what the results of that experiment were going to be. But she definitely wanted to try the first test. No question about that. She scurried into position, not even attempting to maintain her dignity, and Chelle stood up, slowly, and stretched. Reiah was watching her, hungry, and watching Merin watch her with the same hunger. She couldn't help whimpering, her hips starting to move. It had been a week, and . . .

		Chelle took off her shirt. Reiah was entranced, watching it pull up over her head, watching the swell of Chelle's breasts appear from underneath, and then the slow reveal, when they dropped back into position, her nipples already firm, the skin pale and smooth and. . . another twitch of her hips, another involuntary moan as Chelle stepped out of her skirt; she grinned at Reiah, shameless, with a cocky tilt to her hips. She swayed toward her, put her hand in Reiah's hair, and then put her foot on the table.

		Reiah leaned forward, eyes closed, kissed the back of Reiah's foot, and then her leg. She was allowed, and she'd. . . .

		Merin moved behind Reiah, spread her open, pressed a finger against her clit. Just that touch, and Reiah came. Not a huge orgasm, but it shook her, her face pressed against Chelle's thigh.

		Merin laughed. "I'm not sure that we can call this experiment concluded just yet. But preliminary results indicate that I was not entirely mistaken."

		Chelle squatted down, face to face with Reiah. "I never claimed that you were, and that Reiah was not attracted to me. She clearly is, and it's been a week since she's had an orgasm. However. . . well. To proceed."

		She leaned forward and kissed Reiah. Slow and sweet and warm, Chelle's lips against Reiah's, her tongue darting out to lick Reiah's lips, to push between her lips, as Merin's fingers traced the warm slickness between her thighs. Reiah came again, gasping. Then Chelle stood, her hand against Reiah's cheek, smiling down at her, as Merin pushed in.

		There wasn't hardly any resistance at all. Reiah was so wet and open, Merin's whole length slid into her, filling her completely. Reiah groaned, and then Chelle's pussy was right in front of her; she rocked into it, in time with Merin's thrusts. It was like a dream, like the best dream she'd ever had. She'd come twice, and she was still ready, still warm. Merin's hands on her hips, Chelle's hands in her hair, the firm thrusts of Merin's cock, the softness of Chelle's pussy, the sweetness of her.

		The third time she came, it was after Merin's rhythm went from smooth and controlled to suddenly wild and frantic. Reiah came then, and Chelle came just a little after both of them finished, pushing up against Reiah's face, her hips moving just as uncontrolled as Merin's. Reiah couldn't breathe, couldn't struggle, held there for a moment, held there forever, until Chelle let her go and staggered back, the sudden loss of the pressure in Reiah's hair as startling as the sudden air.

		"So," said Merin.

		"So," said Chelle. "I. . . hm. Let me get you that juice. I. . . hm."

		Reiah didn't have the strength to stand or anything. She lay curled up on the coffee table, breathing, the sweat drying on her skin.

		"Here," said Chelle, and there was the faint clink of ice in a glass. "And as for you, let's get you tied properly into place."

		"Hm," said Merin.

		"Let us reason from first principles," said Chelle. She looped a length of rope around Reiah's ankle, tightened it, and knotted, so that it was holding the ankle firmly, but not cutting off circulation. It was softer than the rope that she'd used last time. Chelle pulled the rope, drawing Reiah's ankle to the corner of the coffee table.

		"It is the nature of humanity to prefer freedom to constraint. There are some who will ascribe this to gasses as well; that it is in the nature of a gas to spread out evenly, for each particle to have its maximum freedom from constraint. This strikes me as tendentious. However, it is indisputable that prison is a punishment and that freedom is a reward, that people prefer to be allowed to roam rather than tied up and locked into place."

		"Agreed," said Merin. "And thus?"

		"And thus. If the subject does not enjoy that which she does not enjoy, these constraints will be unpleasant. If, as I have asserted, she finds being made uncomfortable to be pleasurable to the point of erotic pleasure, this will heighten her response to what will be happening next."

		"I. . . hm. No, that does follow, I suppose."

		Reiah was glad that Merin wasn't facing her, and she didn't have to face his considering frown.

		"I know that you're uncomfortable with some of what I've done in my attempts to make her happy," said Reiah. "But since the question is still being investigated, I'm not going to ask you to endure anything particularly dramatic. The subject is going to be restrained until we're ready to work. When the time comes to testing, I am going to talk to her, and occasionally slap her face. Not hard! Maybe a few other touches. Nothing extreme, nothing that will be any worse than insulting."

		"It seems that your experimental scope is shifting," said Merin. "The original plan was just talking."

		"Yes," said Chelle. "But I also want to slap her a little. And the logic follows—if she doesn't enjoy this, it will inhibit her response, if she does, it will enhance it."

		She'd tied both of Reiah's ankles to the table, and moved to fastening her knees to loops in the metalwork on the sides of the table. It was a battered old wooden table with metal sides and legs, the sort of thing that students would pick out of each other's trash. Old, but sturdy, and the way Reiah's legs were tied, there wasn't any way for her to bring her thighs together.

		Reiah had never had anything as intense as what had just happened. She was a little sore, and she was still a little light headed. But that thought sent a pulse through her. Merin's come was drying on her thigh, and she was. . . there wasn't any way to hide what she'd done, and how she was responding to it.

		Chelle giggled and slapped Reiah's butt. "Yes, I know. You'll get what you want. Soon. When he's ready to do it again."

		Then she looped a length of rope around Reiah's waist, and tied that to the back of the table, so that she was pulled back, unable to lean too far forward. Anyone behind her could take her, and she couldn't even wriggle out of the way.

		Then came her hands and wrists. When Chelle was in front of her, Reiah couldn't hide from her, or from the knowing look in her eyes. They hadn't done the second half of what she'd planned, but she wasn't worried, or curious. She knew exactly what the results were going to be, and she was looking forward to them.

		Reiah could barely move. Chelle had tied her down exactly the way she wanted her. Elbows and wrists to the table, just like her knees and ankles, and a rope going under her shoulders and down to the front of the table, just like the one from her hips to the back. When they were ready to do what they wanted to do to her, Reiah wasn't going to be able to escape it.

		Not they. Her. Merin was looking a little flushed and boneless, but he came over to give her a concerned look, which was worse than Chelle's smug confidence. Chelle knew what Reiah wanted, and it might be that Reiah was starting to know what she wanted. But Merin didn't, and he was still a little concerned by it, and she couldn't get away from Merin's concern, any more than she could get away from what Chelle was going to do to her.

		"It's not too tight," said Chelle, "if that's what you're worried about. I talked to a climber about it; the danger comes when the loops of rope cut off circulation, and you can see that her feet and hands aren't changing color. And I didn't even put a loop around her neck. I suppose it's possible that her contradictions extend to the point of death or maiming, but I'm not going to commit anything indictable in order to satisfy a middle-aged woman's lusts."

		"Is that the problem? The potential legal consequences to you?" asked Merin.

		"No," said Chelle. "I don't. . . it is natural to desire superiority over others, yes, but I don't see any logical reason to want to kill or harm people. Even setting aside all other concerns, and even setting aside the way it would make her less useful to me in the future, humanity is social by nature, and as such, intra-tribal interactions are best resolved by—"

		Merin shook his head, laughing. "Let's not set aside other concerns."

		Chelle rolled her eyes and mussed Reiah's hair. "I am fond of her," she said. "Why else would I go to such lengths to make her happy? But unless you're ready to proceed with the experiments, I would like to go back to a broader analysis of human society, and the manner in which we react to both human pain and to human death?"

		He wasn't ready, so Chelle expanded her idea. As she saw it, it was logical for people to organize as tribes, and it was logical for tribes to organize hierarchically, and so on. Reiah was tied up on her hands and knees, in a way that meant that she couldn't lie down. And occasionally, when making her points, Chelle's hands would drift across her sides or legs, checking various ropes to fasten them. It was hard to focus, as wrung out as Reiah was. But that touch. . . .

		Merin seemed somewhat interested. After a while, he was arguing with Chelle, and a little after that, he was sneaking looks at Reiah. They'd both put their clothing on at some point; they were dressed and she was naked and tied to a table. She'd been wrung out and she was sore. She was also shifting in her ropes, slowly and involuntarily, trying to feel her thighs moving against the sides of her pussy, but her legs were tied too far apart for her to get any pressure at all.

		Chelle noticed, and wound down her argument with Merin. As she walked over, she trailed her fingertips along Reiah's hip and side, to her shoulder, and Reiah shuddered at the touch, wanting more, wanting what was coming, dreading what was coming.

		Chelle pulled a chair over, so that she was sitting just in front of Reiah. "I said that I might slap you from time to time. I think I will, just to keep you from losing focus. But I don't think that I will be touching your breasts now. That will have to wait."

		Reiah made an inarticulate little noise, and Chelle smiled. "There, you see? You want me to touch you, but you respond to being told that you will not be touched. You want the opposite of what you want, which is simply fascinating."

		Merin had stepped up behind her, and he took hold of Reiah's hips.

		"Not that I will never play with them," Chelle went on. "I will attempt to satisfy your perversions as best I can, but that doesn't mean that I can't enjoy myself from time to time."

		Merin pushed into Reiah's pussy, and she was so slick and ready for him. It was like her whole body was on fire.

		Reiah's eyes had fluttered closed, so she was shocked by Chelle's sudden slap. "If you aren't looking at me," said Chelle, "I'm going to think that you aren't paying attention." She looked down at Reiah's breasts. "As I was saying, I do enjoy your breasts. They've loosened a little, because of your age, and they swing so freely when he fucks you."

		She wanted to get away from the way Chelle was looking at her, the way she was seeing her. But she couldn't even close her eyes or look away, let alone move her hands to protect herself.

		"It's a pity that he won't be fucking your pussy any more," said Chelle.

		Reiah whimpered, staring at Chelle, hoping that she didn't mean it, and knowing that she did.

		A soft smile. "I'll be moving in, so he won't be deprived, of course. And I think that your breasts will sway just as well when he takes your ass."

		Reiah had a thousand things to say, but it came out as a groan. There was a flush of heat at what Chelle had said, a pounding in her ears.

		"It's not just that mine is better," said Chelle. "It's that there is the contradiction. You want pleasure. Everyone does. You want to orgasm. But you also want to have your pleasures taken away. Now, as we've established, you don't have sufficient self control to refrain from orgasm when you have the opportunity. So I will have to be with you more regularly, or you'll have to be restrained, in order for you to have the actual pleasure that you want."

		Reiah gasped, as Merin moved in her, strong and steady, and it felt so good, and she wasn't going to be allowed. . . she tried to fight back the orgasm that was building behind her hips. When she closed her eyes, Chelle slapped her again. Hard enough to force her to open her eyes again, to see Chelle's lazy, confident half-smile.

		That was enough to send her over the edge. She tensed in her bonds, couldn't breathe, and spots danced behind her eyes when she could breathe again. She felt so good, and so worn out, and it had been a bigger orgasm than the biggest one she'd had before. Chelle had been right.

		Another slap.

		"Of course, this also means that I will have to be with you when you are working," she said. "I suppose you won't be satisfied unless I take the money that you earn as well, but then, students of logic are seldom in a position to decline additional payment."

		Reiah gaped at her, shocked, as Merin shifted his gasp, kept thrusting into her, strong and regular.

		"I will be earning the money, of course," said Chelle. "It's true that you will have some clients who will not appreciate the sort of service that you most enjoy, and I will have to conceal what's happening below your waist from them—you'll be tied to the chair, of course, and there will be. . . well. My point is that it shouldn't be too difficult to find clients who will fully enjoy helping you earn me money. Sailors fresh from sea, for instance."

		Reiah twisted, trying to avoid what Chelle was saying, trying to avoid how good it all felt, trying to avoid the traitorous heat that rose in her belly, the way she wanted. . . .

		"I assume that you're past child-bearing age, but nonetheless, they also will not be using your cunt. I think that having your face fucked is probably the most appropriate. It can be painful, and there is the question of airflow. And while you will get as much satisfaction from poorly administered and choking oral service, I shall have to find the right combination of pain and lack of attention to train you to providing a more pleasant experience."

		Trained to provide a more pleasant experience. Pain and lack of attention. Reiah was sore, and she was frightened, and there was another orgasm building that was stronger than anything than she'd had before, and she knew it. Merin's pace was starting to get a little ragged, and...

		"It's the last time you're going to feel him coming in you like that," said Chelle, a little more quietly, almost conspiratorially. "But he will be coming in your mouth repeatedly. You're going to beg for that, so you can practice and impress me. Because when I demonstrate your contradictions to my friends, I am going to want you to demonstrate how useful those contradictions can be."

		Chelle leaned back, and Reiah could see into her robe, see the soft curve of her breast, she could remember the feel of it, as Merin's hands clenched, and he drove deep inside her, and she was so ready and wet and open, and . . . she started gasping, her legs shaking uncontrollably.

		"I mean, if you didn't want all of this, you wouldn't be responding like this," said Chelle. "This is what you want, more than anything else."

		That did it. Merin was coming, but that last sentence was what pushed her over the edge. Reiah was half-aware of the pain in her wrists and ankles, as she pulled with all her strength against the ropes that held her, but the knowledge of how much worse everything was about to be, and how much she wanted that. . . she fell apart. One long pause, when it felt like she'd broken inside somehow, like she was on the edge of an orgasm that she couldn't quite break through and find, like she was going to pull herself apart without getting anything. Then it hit, wave after wave after wave, so strong that she couldn't breathe, so strong that those dots at the edges of her vision grew wider, and she slumped forward, still coming, still pulsing, as Merin's cock slid wetly out of her, and she collapsed, still orgasming.

		When Reiah woke up, there was a brief moment of disorientation. She was on the floor, underneath a blanket. She was still naked, on her side, with rope marks on her wrists. And Merin and Chelle were arguing.

		"I'm not saying it's not what she'd prefer," he said. "I mean, that was an extremely convincing demonstration. But that doesn't mean that you get everything that you've—"

		"The logic of the situation—"

		"The logic of the situation demands that we consider what all three of us want, and to achieve a result that is as close to ideal for all three of us."

		"Of course," said Chelle. "And thus, if two of us want something and one does not, the democratic principle requires—"

		"No. It's necessary for the three of us to each determine what is unacceptable to them. And for the democratic principle, or for the greatest good to greatest number, or other methods to determine what happens within those limits."

		Chelle laughed. "Fine! So, what parts of my plan are beyond your limits?"

		"First," said Merin, "you aren't going to be bringing sailors into her office to fuck her."

		"Aww," Chelle pouted. "But that was going to be both fun and profitable!"

		"And it's not going to happen. There are a few rumors about me having an unconventional relationship with my wife; those are accurate and there is nothing wrong with disregarding convention. But I do not want this to be the only thing that's known about me. I have ideas which are worth consideration."

		Chelle blew out a sad breath. "I understand. I'll make sure that she's only fucking people who I know, and whose discretion I can trust."

		"Chelle—"

		"Merin. This is something that fascinates me. There are so many times that a conversation starts with basic assumptions which are disproven by Reiah's behaviors. I need to be able to demonstrate this to people who've argued with me. And given how much time I'm going to be spending on this endeavor, I mean, I have to demonstrate it to explain to my friends."

		Merin was silent.

		"Please?" said Reiah softly. "It'd be. . . I don't know. But I want. . . ."

		"I know," said Merin. "But I have to take care of you. Whether or not you want to be safe."

		Reiah nodded, curling up a little tighter under that blanket. What Chelle had proposed was terrifying and terrible and she wanted it, and it was good that Merin was there to take care of her, and keep her from getting too badly hurt looking for what she wanted, because it did seem like she wanted to get hurt.

		"If you don't trust me to keep her safe," said Chelle, "it will be difficult for the two of us to be alone. And since she desires what she doesn't desire, it's going to be difficult to—"

		"That's not it," said Merin. "She can have what she wants within limits. Given how generous Reiah has been with my time, it would be churlish for me not to allow her to be generous with hers. But even people whose discretion you trust. . . you want to talk about this, and I assume that other people will want to talk about this."

		"Yes," said Chelle. "And they will. But I will make sure that they are not specific about who the subject is. That is the standard with human experimentation, after all."

		"It's the nature of people to gossip."

		"About people who are important to them. Reiah is entertaining, but they won't know her; she's going to be a middle-aged lady who enjoys the opposite of enjoyment. That is all. And because I will be keeping her from direct vaginal stimulation, you wouldn't have to worry about familial entanglements even if Reiah were still fertile, which she is not."

		Merin hesitated, then shrugged. "As far as the money goes," he said, and Chelle sighed. "If you'll actually assist her in her work, you can draw the salary appropriate for a legal assistant. Or apprentice, if that's a career that you intend to pursue. But—"

		"But you're an extremely well compensated lecturer in your field, and neither of you have expensive habits. You don't need the money that she earns, and I could use it."

		"As I understand it, you're proposing to move into our home, and eat our food," said Merin. "What expenses do you have?"

		"Books," said Chelle. "Also jewelry and nice clothing. And should this relationship sour, it would be pleasant to have money in the bank. While it's true that there is a social stigma to taking money for intimate services, and thus it seems fair for me to take a larger fee for the services—"

		"Is this about providing intimate services, or is it an intimate relationship?"

		Chelle actually blushed at that.

		"I'm not saying that it's not a relationship," said Chelle. "I am saying that the logic of—"

		"The logic of a relationship is different than that of providing a service," said Merin. "It's possible that it will sour—I hope that it won't, but I can't deny the possibility that it will. And in a relationship, whatever the satisfactions involved, it's not exploitative. If you want to assist Reiah in her work, it would be reasonable for you to draw a salary for your assistance. Assistance, not interference. And if you want to apprentice as a lawyer, and take it up as a career, it would be reasonable to expect Reiah to assist you in that. But whether or not she will enjoy exploitation, I won't."

		"That's fair," said Chelle.

		"And as far as my . . . well, the sort of restrictions that you were talking about putting into place between Reiah and me—"

		"Well," said Chelle, "perhaps the two of you should discuss it. It seems slightly cruel to make Reiah beg for her own degradation, but there is that paradox—if it cruel to do this, she will appreciate it. I am in no way insisting on any of this, and I will leave it to Reiah to convince you on every last point."

		Merin sighed.

		"I mean, excluding those points on which you've convinced me, of course. I suppose it might be entertaining for her to demand indignities which neither of us want, but . . . well, perhaps she has enough on her plate at the moment."

		"Perhaps," said Merin, acidly, and Chelle laughed, honest and open.

		"Well," she said. "She's awake, anyway. Perhaps you should collect her, and take her home. I'll spend the night here, of course. And if you think these restrictions aren't necessary or to her benefit, I can remain here until such time as circumstances."

		"You're serious about this?"

		"Absolutely," said Chelle. "I really enjoy her enthusiasm, and I'm curious to see what she's like, after a period where she's not allowed satisfaction. And it's interesting, and it's fun, and I promise that between the two of us, you'll not be wanting for whatever sort of satisfaction you choose."

		Merin wasn't young any more, and he'd finished in her twice already. But Reiah could see his tension at that. He wanted. . . well. It would make her pleading easier, probably.

		"Maybe one last time," said Chelle, thoughtfully. "Just the two of you, in your bed. Either tonight, or if you need a rest, tomorrow night. After that, you've seen Reiah's response to the suggestions, so you know how hard she will beg for them to be carried out."

		"I suppose I do," said Merin. He shook his head. "And if it turns out that she changes her mind about any of this—"

		"Then the impetus to continue will be gone," said Chelle. "I mean, yes, it's fun to make her do things, and I enjoy the sense of power that comes from taking the power from her. But it's . . . the way she wants it is what makes it fun. And well. I think that once my thesis is established, there wouldn't be any particular need to replicate it with the same subject. The argument is—"

		"Not necessarily worth getting into at this point," said Merin.

		"If you say so," said Chelle, primly. "My lease on this place lasts to the summer, but I'll need to move at least some of my books in, if I'm going to be supervising Reiah. Once she convinces you that I am to be supervising her, have her hire some people to take care of this. In accordance with your wishes, I will not have her attempt to barter sexual services for their work."

		"Thank you," said Merin.

		"You're welcome," said Chelle. "But I have a great deal of packing to do." She walked over, and gave Reiah a light kick. "If you reach orgasm before I am supervising you, it will be the last time you reach orgasm until I am done supervising you. Otherwise, I might be convinced to allow you relief if you are particularly amusing, or if Merin feels that it's necessary."

		Reiah wasn't sure how to respond to that. Or to Chelle crouching next to her, and kissing her forehead. "Be good," she said.

		She whimpered, and when Chelle headed to her bedroom to pull things out of a steamer trunk, Reiah let Merin help her back into her clothing, and then down to the street.

		"So," he said.

		"Yes," said Reiah.

		He looked like he was going to argue, but then his shoulders slumped. "Are you sure?"

		"I. . . I don't know if I'm sure. But I think I want this. It's horrible, but it's also satisfying? And it does things to me."

		He smiled and shook his head. "It certainly did. Chelle had to convince me that you weren't dead, or catatonic."

		Reiah buried her face in his shoulder. It was good to hold him tight, after what she'd been through, but it was also difficult to walk through the streets like that. After a little bit, she let him go, though she kept holding onto his hand.

		"Thank you," she said.

		"Hm?"

		"For letting me do this, and for keeping me safe while I do it," she said. "Also. . . I mean, it's okay if you . . . Chelle is enjoying what she's doing, and I like her, and I like that."

		"It's okay if I what?"

		"If you enjoy it," said Reiah. "I mean, being terrible to me like that."

		Merin walked quietly for a little while. "Are you sure?"

		"Yes," she said. No hesitation that time. She wasn't sure if doing what Chelle wanted was a good idea, but whether or not it was, she was doing it, and she desperately wanted Merin to enjoy it, not to have to suffer through it. If he could.

		"I'll try," he said. "I mean, you are. . . it's good to see you. . . happy?"

		Reiah couldn't help but laugh at the confusion in Merin's voice. "Something like that. It's a relief, anyway."

		"I'm not sure that I'll enjoy all of it," he said. "But, well. You have been enthusiastic."

		He'd noticed that. Reiah shivered a little bit, suddenly aware that she was inside her clothing, that it wasn't something natural that she had clothing on.

		"If you want," she said, softly. "I'll be as enthusiastic as you want, however you want. Here and now, or wherever and whenever."

		"Not quite any way I want," he said.

		Reiah paused, confused, and then she remembered. "Any way you want," she repeated. "Chelle. . . I want to do what she wants me to do. But it's more important for me to make you happy. That's what I've always wanted."

		Merin kissed the top of her head, long and hard. "I know," he said. "Don't worry, I'm not going to make you disobey Chelle, if that's what you want to do. And whether or not it's what you want to do, I'm not going to be taking you here and now in any way at all. But when we get home. . ."

		He gave a little shrug. "Chelle has made it clear which ways she wants me to take you from here on in. And while I'm not arguing with her plan, I think we're going to enjoy the other way tonight."

		"Yes, Merin," said Reiah, in a small, breathy voice.

		They went home, and he did. Reiah was already sore, and wrung out, and she hadn't thought it was possible for her to come again that night no matter what Merin did. But she had to fight back an orgasm, and it was harder than she'd thought it would be. When they were done, tangled together in the bed, she lay on her back and looked up at the ceiling. She wanted. . . she didn't know what she wanted, still, and she was too tired to think about it.

		The next morning, when she got into her office, Chelle was already there. She gave Reiah a bright smile, as the door closed behind her. "I've bought a desk. It's smaller than yours, which seemed appropriate."

		It was actually appropriate. It was a paler wood than Reiah's and it was in the anteroom to her office, where a smaller desk fit better than a large one would.

		"It was a little expensive, but you'll be paying for that, at least. Now, when is your first client going to be in?"

		Reiah took a quick look at her calendar. "In two hours. But I have to review the papers—"

		"And you'll be doing that," said Chelle. "But you'll recall that you are not allowed to be in the same room as me without exposing your breasts. And yet, here you are."

		Reiah swallowed.

		"But my clients—"

		"Yes," said Chelle. "And there is also the possibility of someone walking in who does not already have an appointment. However, we had not made any exception at this point, so I fear that you've failed to obey a relatively simple order. Expose your breasts and hold them up, and I will punish you for your failure to bare them immediately."

		"Yes, miss," said Reiah, feeling small, and feeling the sudden rush of arousal that came with feeling small.

		There was a ruler that she kept on her desk, which she would use for double-checking blueprints against the description of blueprints that would be filed with them in the patent application process. Chelle picked it up, tested its weight against her palm, and gave satisfied nod.

		Reiah had her breasts out of her blouse, and bit her lip. The ruler was heavy wood, and it stung when Chelle hit her. Three times on each breast, and Reiah winced and drew away with each strike.

		"Good," said Chelle. "Now, it's true that you will be seeing people who you will not be servicing sexually, and to avoid confusion and so on, you're going to have to appear . . . less functional than you are. So you may keep your breasts hidden while in the office. However, you can remain behind your desk while seeing clients, so I don't see any need for you to be dressed below your waist."

		"But I. . ." Reiah considered, and took a deep breath. "Yes, miss." She stepped out of her skirt, calculating. "There are times when I would expect to shake hands with clients, or—"

		"If that is to be expected in an appointment, you can discuss it beforehand, and you may have permission to wear the clothing necessary to preserve your disguise. Otherwise, you are to be what you are."

		"Yes, miss."

		"Good!" said Chelle. "Turn around."

		Reiah turned around and faced the desk. Chelle ran her hand across Reiah's ass, making her shiver. Then she poked it. "Well, it's not as entertaining as your breasts, but I suppose that I can punish you for failing to display that as rapidly as possible, now that you've been given that instruction. Now, sit down, and we'll consider your schedule, what needs to be accomplished before each appointment."

		As she sat down, Chelle pulled her chair opposite Reiah's desk, pulled out a notebook, and gave her a look of fierce concentration.

		The truth was, Reiah should've hired a secretary or assistant before then. But she'd started her consulting work at too small a scale to justify that, and she'd always thought of her business as being too small to justify additional employees. Chelle made it clear that she had been mistaken in the first few minutes.

		Reiah's organization had always been haphazard, reacting to problems as they had come up. The actual work—checking patents against prior work, making sure the documentation was complete and matched the requirements, all of that, she could do well. Running an office was . . . well, it was something that she'd done by the way. But Chelle focused on it, and even though it took an hour of conversation, she had the day organized far more efficiently than Reiah had.

		Next, Chelle got Reiah the precedents that she needed to review, and got to work on the files. They were functional, more or less, and Reiah more or less knew where everything she wanted was. It was true that sometimes she had to spend a few minutes poking around for this or that, but that was the sort of thing that happened once there were enough documents in one place. Reiah had apprenticed under a lawyer whose files were absolutely impossible, and hers were nothing like that.

		But they were not, apparently, as strictly logical as they could've been. So as Reiah worked, Chelle organized. In a sense, Chelle was working for her, but Reiah was the one who was intimidated. And the one who wasn't wearing anything below her waist.

		It was difficult to avoid squirming when Chelle looked at her. And it was always a fear in the back of her mind, when there were clients in with her, that one of them might glance over the desk, or that Reiah might drop a pencil or something, and not be able to retrieve it. She didn't, and probably if she would've Chelle would've recovered it for her; she was there for all of her meetings with clients, watching with that birdlike intensity that she had when something interested her.

		It was also like that when Reiah tried to use the washroom. It was awkward, standing up without wearing a skirt or anything, but then Chelle followed her. "I'm just—"

		"Reiah," said Chelle, "You can't be unsupervised. We have established that. For the moment, I will be allowing you to touch yourself in order to clean yourself off, but that privilege is one that I am not sure you will be able to maintain."

		"Oh," said Reiah, in a small voice. Also, there weren't going to be any clients joining her in the washroom, so before she entered, she opened her shirt up. Chelle smiled, but wasn't distracted. She watched intently as Reiah used the toilet, which made it harder for her to use the toilet, which was probably the point. When she was finally done, Chelle made sure she was clean before she sat back down, which was . . . difficult.

		It had been a normal working day, but when it was done, Reiah felt like she'd been working harder than she had in years. She probably had been. It was the same number of clients, but she was well ahead of where she would've been without an assistant.

		Home wasn't exactly a respite. There was cooking to do, and cleaning, and then Merin took Chelle to bed, while Reiah sat tied to a chair beside the bed and watched them. She was allowed to sleep in the guest room, but only after Chelle had restrained her wrists, so that she wasn't going to be able to touch herself when Chelle wasn't watching.

		It was difficult to sleep, tied up, and it was difficult to sleep, unsatisfied. And yet, it was also. . . Reiah hadn't known if all this was what she wanted. She still didn't know if all this was what she wanted. But while it was humiliating and uncomfortable, there was also something deeply satisfying about it, in a way that she hadn't expected. It was like working on a puzzle, and turning a piece over and backward, and then suddenly it fit, where she hadn't been able to get it to fit every other time she'd picked it up. There was something right about Merin and Chelle sleeping together, and Reiah tied to the bed in the guest room.

		It what had been the guest room, but which was her room now. Her room, and Chelle's library. The first few trunks of books came in right away, but there were more, and then more than that; every time Reiah came home, there were new bookcases built in the guest room. Three days in, her bed became a narrow mattress on the floor, with a bookcase over it. And poles on either side, so she had to crawl in, and then her hands were tied to one of those poles until Chelle decided to let her out again.

		She didn't sleep under the bookcases that night, though.

		That time, instead of tying her to a chair to watch her and Merin make love, Chelle led Reiah to the bed before Merin came home, and tied her wrists to the headboard, and her ankles to the foot of the bed. Then her elbows to her knees, more or less the way that she'd tied her on the table that day, when she'd proven that Reiah enjoyed the sort of thing that she enjoyed doing to Reiah.

		Reiah had been sore the day after that, but since then. . . she wasn't even allowed to wash herself. Chelle did that, and made sure that Reiah didn't have anything more than the absolute minimum of contact to her pussy. She was aching for something, for anything, and in the hour between being tied to the bed and when Merin came home, Chelle played with her.

		Light, teasing touches on her pussy, Chelle's slim fingers sliding into her and then pulling out, running across her pussy and stopping whenever Reiah pushed back. There was a little bottle of oil next to the bed, and Chelle used that, making her touches unbearably slick, leaving Reiah panting, her hips rocking on nothing.

		Then she hit her. Her ass and her breasts, lightly at first, then hard enough to bring tears to her eyes. And then it was back to touching. When Reiah tried to say something, Chelle put her underwear into Reiah's mouth, and she could taste Chelle's arousal.

		Reiah was having trouble breathing, having trouble thinking when Merin came back. He stood at the door to the bedroom, taking the scene in. Chelle smiled up at him, and ran a finger along Reiah's pussy, which made her buck and shiver, needing an orgasm but nowhere near close enough to have one.

		"Having fun?" asked Merin.

		"We both are, I think," said Chelle. "And she seems ready. Would you like to take her ass?"

		No response.

		"Oh well," said Chelle. She tilted Reiah's chin up with her fingertip, looked her in the eye. "I suppose you don't look inviting enough. Perhaps next time. Now, let's get you back to your room, so that—"

		Reiah wriggled her hips desperately. She couldn't turn around to see Merin, but he wasn't going to. . . if she could. . . "Please?" she said. "I want you. There. Please? I'll . . . whatever you—"

		Merin's hand was warm on her hip. "Reiah," he said, and she could hear what was coming.

		"No," she said. "Please. I want you in my ass. As hard as you can."

		Merin's hand had been resting on her hip. It clenched at that, and Reiah moaned, moving back towards him, as best she could. Chelle shifted around, so that she was in front of Reiah.

		"Keep your eyes open," she whispered to her. "The entire time. If you do, you can sleep here with us."

		Reiah bit her lip, and then there were tears at the corners of her eyes, as Merin pushed his cock into her ass.

		It wasn't something that he did often, and she was slick with the oil that Chelle had been using; his cock slid into her, but it was too big, it hurt, and—

		Chelle was smiling, her mouth half-open, and she was watching intently as Reiah moved with Merin's thrusts. Reiah had to keep her eyes open, had to take what Merin was doing. It hurt, and it felt good; not like sex felt good, but at least she wasn't as achingly empty as she had been, at least there was something in her, moving to the rhythm of sex.

		She had to keep her eyes open. She watched Chelle desperately. Chelle gave a little shake of her head, cupped Reiah's chin, put her thumb in Reiah's mouth. Reiah sucked at it, pulsing in time to the increasingly frantic thrusts in her ass. Merin hadn't fucked her like that before, and it wasn't something that she'd have wanted, if she could've had sex. But she couldn't, and he pushed down on her, his sweat on her back, his breath in her ear. It was so perfect, it felt like she was going to die.

		Merin came, hard, again and again, pounding into her, as Reiah sucked on Chelle's thumb, watched her amused satisfaction. He kissed her, once, before he left to clean up, and Chelle gave a satisfied nod. "It will take a while before he uses you like that without thinking about it," she said. "But I think that. . . well. Let's get you ready for bed, shall we?"

		When Chelle untied the ropes that had been holding Reiah up on her hands and knees, she collapsed down into the mattress. There was still an aching need in her, but she was worn out, and tired, and. . . Chelle didn't untie her completely. There were still ropes on her wrists and ankles, but they were soft ropes, and they didn't stretch her out completely. Just enough to make sure that she wasn't able to move too far, or touch herself. And once she was restrained to Chelle's liking, she cleaned her off with a damp towel, touching Reiah between her legs often enough that she was squirming, unable to do anything more than squirm.

		Chelle had left Reiah tied up on the side of the bed. Chelle curled in next to her, and then Merin came back to the other side of the bed, and was asleep almost as soon as he hit the pillow.

		It took Reiah a little longer to fall asleep than that. She spent longer than she expected watching Merin and Reiah sleep together, his arm around her chest, her face pale in the soft light of the streetlamps outside, looking younger than she looked awake.

		She hadn't realized that she had fallen asleep until she was woken up by Merin and Chelle having sex. They were in the same position they had been, more or less—on their sides, Merin's arms tight around Chelle's chest, her hips moving in time with his. She watched them, filled with affection and humiliation and the strange satisfaction that she got from that humiliation. Then Chelle noticed that she was awake, and lifted her hand up so that Reiah could suck on her thumb.

		Reiah twisted in her ropes at that, the humiliation burning hotter, not able to do anything but take it in her mouth, suckling at Chelle's thumb until they were finished, her whole body aching for a touch that never came.

		They had already fallen into a routine in the mornings. Reiah's visit to the bathroom was closely supervised, then she would be tied up in the bath while Chelle bathed her, and tied up more tightly next to the bath while Chelle bathed. They ate their breakfast together, Chelle and Merin eating at the table, Reiah serving them naked, and then eating their leftovers from a bowl on the floor as they prepared for work.

		It had only been a few days, but Chelle had already taken over scheduling which clients were coming in when, and the work that Reiah had to do. So she was only slightly surprised when someone she didn't recognize came in, and Chelle locked the door behind the new client.

		She was young, with a short haircut, and she had welder's callouses on her hands. It wasn't the first time that a working engineer had come up with something that they'd thought was worth patenting, and while they were occasionally correct, Reiah braced for having to disappoint the young woman.

		"So," she said, slipping into the chair opposite Reiah. "This is her?"

		"Yes!" said Chelle. "Undressed and up on your desk, Reiah."

		It took a second for Reiah to understand that this was one of Chelle's friends, and not a working engineer who'd come to consult about a patent. But she was already standing up, and already unbuttoning her jacket.

		"Seems like she's halfway there already," said the engineer.

		"It would make things easier if she could be satisfied more simply," said Chelle. "But I've explained: she enjoys being uncomfortable, so I allow her partial nudity whenever possible."

		It wasn't like that. It would've been fine if she was. . . but at the same time, it wasn't exactly wrong. She didn't look forward to having to be undressed when she was with Chelle, but she also did. Reiah climbed gingerly up onto her desk, trying not to knock anything off, or disturb the papers there.

		"It is going to make things a little slimier," it seems, said Chelle, resting one arm across Reiah's hips, and pulling her thighs apart with the other, running her fingers along the wetness of Reiah's pussy.

		"Especially if you continue not letting her orgasm," said the woman. "Although, it will make your plan somewhat—"

		"Ahem," said Chelle, pointedly. "We'll get to that soon enough. Now, come here so that I can demonstrate that it's true."

		"It's not like I don't believe you."

		"You shouldn't believe me, and you should be astounded by what I've found," said Chelle. Reiah flinched at how irritated Chelle sounded. That wasn't going to be comfortable.

		"There are people who like their hair pulled when they have sex," said the woman. "I mean, it's nice. This is a little more extreme, but—"

		"But will you put some fingers in her cunt so that I can show you what's going on?" snapped Chelle, who'd sat down in Reiah's chair.

		

		

		"Fine." The woman made a show of standing up, and walking behind Reiah. Where she jabbed two fingers into her, hard, no preliminaries. Reiah was wet enough that it didn't hurt too much, but she still gasped. At least the engineer's fingernails were blunt.

		"It's not just the physical pain that she likes," said Chelle. "Here, watch how she responds. Reiah, this is my friend Silla. She's an engineer, and she's going to be modifying your chair so that it's got something up your ass, and cuffs for your ankles."

		"People like things up their butts sometimes," said Silla, sounding a little tired.

		"Introduce yourself, Reiah. Be polite."

		"I. . . uhm. Hello? I'm Reiah, and I'm a patent attorney."

		Silla was giggling a little.

		"And how do we know each other, Reiah?"

		"I. . ." Reiah blushed, and looked down at the polished wood of her desk. "I asked Chelle to sleep with my husband. Since then, she's been sleeping with him, and I'm not allowed."

		"Really," said Chelle. "So what did you do last night?"

		"Chelle got me ready, and he fucked my ass," said Reiah. She wanted to melt into the desk and disappear, but she was already melting into Silla's fingers, her hips pushing back against them, and when Silla took her hand away, Reiah gave a sad moan.

		"There, you see?" said Chelle. "It's not just a reaction to physical stimulus. It's—"

		"It's the emotional equivalent," said Silla, sitting back down in her chair.

		"Maintain your pose, tongue out," said Chelle. Reiah stuck her tongue out, and waited.

		"It's something that . . . I mean, some people try to make sure that everyone is comfortable, and gets what they want, and are deeply concerned about what other people want," said Silla, with a shrug. "I mean, it's more common among women of a certain age."

		"A certain age," said Chelle. "Here; slap her tits, and watch."

		Silla leaned forward, and stroked Reiah's breast. Then she slapped it, hard, from underneath.

		"Swingy," she said.

		"Yes, isn't it great?"

		"That's going to happen to us, you know."

		"I imagine that we'll lose a certain amount of elasticity when we age. But I'm pretty sure that this," Chelle gestured at Reiah, "isn't going to happen to me."

		"Probably not," said Silla. "But it's not like she's the only person in the world who's like that."

		"You don't understand," said Chelle. "Have you ever tried talking to an economist?"

		"No?" said Silla. "I mean, why would I?"

		"Because they like arguing!" said Chelle. "Or philosophers. They're always starting from the assumption that people are making choices that make sense. Now, it's true that Reiah ought to have hired someone to manage her office years ago. But right now, she's paying me good money to insist that she get on her hands and knees and drool on her desk. She could've done that for free on her own!"

		"If you want to fight with an economist," said Silla. "You probably should get one in here."

		Chelle sighed. "I mean, obviously, it helps my thesis that Reiah's behavior is replicatable. But it would be more convincing. . . you can find someone else like that?"

		"I don't know." Silla reached out and batted at Reiah's breast, like a cat playing with a bit of string. "I mean, not exactly like her, but . . . well."

		"Find someone who looks like her," said Chelle. "I mean, height and weight and so on."

		"So what you're saying is that I should start fucking an old man in order to have sexual access to his wife."

		Chelle considered. "Yes. Maybe it's less exciting than seeing someone young, but it has advantages."

		"Such as?"

		"It's been a while since they've had someone young with them, so they're . . . well."

		"Well," said Silla.

		"It's not that he doesn't love her," said Chelle, sounding like she was reviewing a play, or something. "It's not even that he wasn't enjoying sex with her, as far as I can tell. But it is an improvement, and more, there's a tendency to get comfortable, to forget the way things can be with someone new. So it's not as different from dating someone younger as all that. Also, it is convenient to have money."

		"Speaking of which," said Silla. "I take it that the bookcase bed that I made for her meets your requirements, and the plugs for her ass and mouth shouldn't be a problem; the siloxane compounds are old tech, and now that we understand the molecular structure, they'll—"

		"I want her to be uncomfortable," said Chelle. "It's necessary in keeping her comfortable."

		Silla laughed. Then she hit Reiah's breast again, making her jump. "Look, I'm not saying that it's not fun to point out the contradictions. I'm just saying that it's not unique."

		"All the better," said Chelle. "But my point is, she's probably going to need increasingly large objects to keep her ass uncomfortable. I wonder if it's going to get too stretched out for Merin? But, well. It isn't critical that he enjoy fucking her, after all."

		"So my point is that you're going to pay me."

		"Well, obviously," said Chelle. "That was the other advantage that I hadn't even gotten around to mentioning. Service whenever you want, and none of the effort involved in reciprocating. Get down from there and lick Silla's pussy, pet."

		Silla sighed as she stood up, and pulled her trousers and underwear down from her hips in a quick motion. They crumpled up on the floor by her feet when she sat back down. "I'm not saying that I don't enjoy orgasms. But I also need money."

		Reiah approached cautiously, trying not get tangled up in Silla's clothing, or—Silla grabbed her hair, and pulled her into her crotch. Her legs weren't as long as Chelle's, but they were stronger, and while Chelle had her lick her longer, when she'd allowed it, Silla held Reiah's face mashed into her crotch as she ground against it, not letting her even pause from breath. When Silla finally orgasmed and pushed Reiah away, she was dizzy and gasping hard for breath.

		"Now write my friend a check, please," said Chelle. "For things to put up your ass."

		They both watched Reiah stagger back to her desk to write out the check.

		"Put in a little extra for dog whips," said Silla. "And training collars, I think. I'll get them all at once, so that you can match. . . with whoever."

		Reiah put in the amount that Silla told her; it could've been all of her money, if they'd told her to do that, but it was a reasonable enough sum, honestly, less than a lot of people would've charged for patent prototypes, and Silla had apparently also been the one to build her new bed?

		"We're going for lunch," said Chelle. "Get back to work."

		Silla frowned. "You're going to leave her like—"

		"No," Chelle sighed. "It'd be easier if I could trust her not to touch herself, but I have a plan for keeping her restrained while I have to take a break."

		Chelle rifled through her desk and came up with long coils of rope.

		Silla watched intently as Chelle tied Reiah up. Ropes around her chest, holding her to her chair, and then around her wrists and to the arms of her chair, so that she could reach her papers, but not easily, and not anything lower than that.

		"It'd be easier with chains," Silla said. "And cuffs. I could do something with quick fastener, and you could keep those on permanently."

		"Hm," said Chelle. "Anyhow, make sure you review the oil renewal proposal that came in this morning; if you work hard, you can have our leftovers."

		"In general, or . . ."

		Chelle laughed as she went out with Silla. "Oh, and don't clean off your face. It's. . . well. It is an appropriate look for you."

		Then they were gone. Reiah managed to breathe again, barely. It wasn't easy, not after that. Or while she was tied to a chair, with a complicated patent application to review, and a door where someone might knock at any minute.

		And she couldn't touch herself. Not then, maybe not ever. That thought made her whimper, alone in her office, and push her thighs together, to get a little pressure, to get something.

		Reiah had worked with a lot of young engineers, and she'd learned to recognize which of them would be able to do what they had promised, and which wouldn't. Silla was going to be able to do what she'd set out to do.

		It didn't take long before Chelle had a collection of siloxane plugs to put up Reiah's ass. Mostly in the office, where she had a wide plug fastened to her chair, and a longer one which curled inward in front of it. The wider one went into her ass, and the other one was pushed up into her pussy and then fastened to the chair. If she'd been able to move, even a little, she might have been able to come from that. As it was, it was another torment.

		Reiah was wet, all the time. Everything that Chelle did to her intensified that. When she took her over to Silla's shop to have the bracelets welded around her wrists and ankles, she thought that she might have come just from the way people looked at her as Silla worked, or from the glances of passerby. As a rule, Chelle dressed her in long sleeves and long skirts, but Reiah felt the weight of the bracelets, and she was sure that everyone noticed, even when there wasn't any way they could see them.

		Getting that distracted by what she was doing—by the way that Chelle would casually fasten Reiah's hands out of the way when she wanted to torment her, the way that any break in her office routine could mean getting beaten with the dog whip that she'd paid for, which left her ass striped and aching when she had to settle back into her chair—ought to have made it impossible for her to work. Or to do anything. But it was actually the opposite.

		There was a lot that Chelle didn't know about Reiah's work. Years worth of things that she still had to learn, if she was going to practice. But she picked up on how to read patent applications quickly, and the way that Reiah responded to challenges, both by competitors and the courts. And she reviewed everything that Reiah worked on.

		Chelle didn't know enough to catch every mistake that Reiah might make. But she caught them often enough that Reiah had to go over everything twice to make sure that she wasn't going to be caught out on anything. Because when Chelle caught her making a mistake, she'd detach the plugs from Reiah's chair and have her wear a skirt, and wouldn't pay any attention to her for hours.

		Whenever Chelle added new equipment to the setup, or a new rule, Reiah flinched and felt her stomach drop. It was always worse than what had come before. And yet, when Chelle took away some of the things that she'd added, she felt lost and empty.

		It was very much like falling in love. Not with Chelle. Well, not just falling in love with Chelle. But she had that same heart-dropping feeling when Chelle demanded something new as she'd had when she first kissed, when she first found herself making her life meld with Merin's. Falling in love had changed who she was, and this was changing who she was, and it wasn't a question of liking it or not; it was a question of burning in the fire that she'd lit.

		That morning, Chelle hadn't scheduled any clients, so she took the time to bathe Reiah thoroughly. She always washed her. It hadn't been that long, really, but Reiah had almost forgotten what it was like to bathe herself. Chelle had gotten them an oversized tub, and when she had the time for it, she'd tie Reiah up before they went into the bath together, cradling Reiah against her as she washed her. Behind her ears and between her toes, and up her thighs, and giving enough stimulation that Reiah would be panting with need, pulse throbbing in her ears. And never enough stimulation to take her over the edge.

		It felt good, though. Relaxing in the water, her back against Chelle, soap in her hair, and then clean and chilly, and sometimes Chelle would let her lick her pussy until she came.

		Not that time. After the bath, Chelle took a little longer than usual with Reiah's nails and makeup. Then she beat her ass with a slipper until it was bright red, and unclipped the fasteners on her wrists and ankles so they could go to work.

		Despite the beating—or perhaps because of it, Reiah couldn't tell anymore—she was feeling in a particularly good mood, bouncing along next to Chelle as they headed to the office. The bath had felt lovely, and Chelle had that sidelong smirk when she looked at her that promised more of the things that terrified her.

		When they got to the office, Silla was in the waiting room, with a woman Reiah's age crouching at her feet. Silla looked smug, and the woman looked a little shocked when Chelle and Reiah walked in. She was wearing an open shirt and jacket, heeled shoes, and nothing else.

		She was indoors with Chelle, and she hadn't been told otherwise, so Reiah took off her top.

		Silla prodded the woman's butt with something that looked sharp. "Introduce yourself," she said.

		"Uh, hi?" said the woman. "I'm Peri?"

		What were you supposed to say to a functionally naked woman who was introducing herself?

		"I'm Reiah," she said. "This is Chelle. She's my. . . ."

		Chelle chuckled. "I'm your what?"

		Reiah took a deep breath, breathed out. "She's sleeping with my husband, and tells me what to do."

		"Accurate, if incomplete," said Chelle. "Peri. Who is Silla?"

		"She's my. . . she's my owner, I guess," she said. Her voice was a little lighter than Reiah's, a little smaller. It sounded pretty.

		"Good girl!" said Silla, and ruffled Peri's hair. "But enough pretending to be people. Crawl around and try to lick each other's butts."

		Reiah flushed scarlet, and went down onto her hands and knees. Peri bounded over—not crawling on her knees, but sort of walking on her hands and feet, which was a little faster than crawling, and also which made it hard to get behind her, with the two of them constantly moving. Reiah felt occasional teasing flicks of a tongue on her ass. Once, she froze, and Peri's tongue pushed up against her asshole, and Reiah felt suddenly like she'd been touching herself without permission.

		She looked up at Chelle and Silla, who were sitting in the waiting room, chatting happily. Then she turned, and managed to get a long lick up Peri's thigh.

		It was awkward, and it was very strange to be doing that with a woman she'd just met. And while it seemed like Peri was more accustomed to that sort of thing, she tired nearly as quickly. After a little while, they were both sweaty and tired, moving more slowly. Finally, Reiah found herself collapsed on her side, with Peri pushed between her thighs, licking her ass, and while it wasn't easy to get to the right place, Reiah managed to do the same thing. They weren't crawling around any more, but.

		"There, you see?" said Silla. "Engineering is simple, really. Problems and solutions."

		"And yet, you get paid for it."

		"And what are you getting paid for, exactly?" asked Silla.

		"At the moment, law," said Chelle. "It may be simple in conception, but it requires attention when it comes to details. It's a bit like puzzles."

		"Doesn't sound very interesting."

		"It isn't," said Chelle. "But it pays well. Which is a thing that economists will say: that pleasant work attracts more people who are willing to do it for less money."

		"On the other hand," said Silla, "You seem to be reasonably well-paid for torturing one of those two, and you also seem to enjoy that."

		"Yes!" said Chelle. "The problem is that economists start with logical assertions, but don't consider the evidence. Or they manufacture exceptions to the rules in response to evidence, rather than reconsidering their rules. So everything becomes increasingly baroque and wrong."

		"I really don't know why you spend so much time with economists."

		"It's. . . well, you're not wrong. Anyhow. Want to take them out for a walk?"

		"I could stand to stretch my legs. When do we have to do be back?"

		"Oh, I thought I told you—I've arranged things that she's free today. So to speak."

		Silla snickered. "And what about yours. Does she have to be anywhere?"

		"Hey, princess," said Silla. "Tell your new friend what you do."

		"I. . ." Peri hadn't been told to stop licking at Chelle's ass. So she was breathing out her words between strokes of her tongue, her breath hot on Chelle's skin. "My husband owns one of the shipyards? And I've been doing some philathropy with . . . uh. . . I guess with his money. There's a trade school, and a library. . . ."

		They were lying on the floor of Chelle's office licking each other's assholes while younger women were laughing at that, but Peri hadn't seemed embarrassed until then.

		"So as you might imagine, her schedule is reasonably flexible. And since I'm her personal assistant, I've been assisting her in being flexible. But I'm thinking that I'm going to be moving into dry-dock design and maintenance, and perhaps Peri will be assisting me in her spare time."

		"Hey Peri," said Chelle. "What's your husband's name?"

		"Elar," she said.

		"So is Elar letting you whore her out to dockworkers?"

		Silla sighed. "No. Feels like it'd hurt his reputation, and when I told him that I'd keep her in a sack with only the relevant parts exposed, he still wasn't going for it."

		"The problem is that they're fond of them," Chelle said, "in a way that interferes with making them happy. But I may have an idea. He doesn't have any objection to her being used in general, right?"

		"Right," said Silla. "It's just publicly, or with people who might be able to figure out who she is."

		"Whereas I have to vet them thoroughly, and ugh. But anyhow, let's get to the hairdressers which I've vetted thoroughly."

		"Enough licking," said Silla. "Get dressed, both of you."

		In theory, Reiah could've argued that since she hadn't gotten her order from Chelle, she didn't have to listen, but she had a feeling that neither of them would be terribly interested by that sort of thing. So she and Peri dressed, not quite able to look at each other, and then they trailed after Chelle and Silla, as the two of them walked out of Reiah's office, chatting.

		Reiah had just spent a while licking Peri's ass, and yet, she wasn't quite ready to talk to her. There were people who she knew who'd done that sort of thing—when their spouse had succeeded, they'd turned to philanthropy or society. And . . . well, it wasn't like she hadn't considered that for herself, but. . . .

		It seemed like Peri wasn't inclined to conversation either. So they walked quietly behind, waiting for instructions. It was exactly like seeing wealthy women trailed by their maids, and while Reiah had never kept a personal maid, she'd walked with her friends like that, trailed by some anonymous girl they'd hired to carry their shopping or look after their children.

		Chelle led them down into one of the working-class districts. Reiah gave Peri an uneasy look, and Peri's jaw was set, but Reiah thought she could see a tremble in her lip. Reiah and Merin had been poor as students, but they'd been student-poor. The same way that Chelle had been living, more or less. Reiah didn't know neighborhoods like the one they'd just walked into, and she wasn't sure. . . but Chelle and Silla were as confident there as they'd been near Reiah's office, and by the university.

		The fact was, deep down, Reiah was sure that Chelle wasn't going to do her any real harm. She was going to hurt her as much as she could, and she was going to smile at the way Reiah turned the pain into something close to pleasure, but if she was taking them somewhere, it was alright that they were going there.

		Still, it was something of a shock when they stopped at a salon. They could've afforded somewhere nice.

		They went in, and Silla hugged one of hairdressers, as another two worked. "So here they are," said Silla, gesturing toward Peri and Reiah. "Let's take them to the back."

		The woman nodded, and the customers watched, both those who were getting their hair cut, and those who were waiting. The back room of the salon wasn't huge, but there were chairs and a small kitchen, and stacks of supplies.

		"So," said Silla, sitting in one of the chairs. "We're going over to Frey's for food, and then we're going to talk and throw rocks into the canal. I want them looking as much like each other as you can manage. They'll touch themselves if you leave them unattended, so make sure they're restrained."

		The woman smirked at Reiah and Peri, and then shook her head. "Shouldn't be too much of a problem."

		"If you can make them work, go ahead. Try not to leave any visible marks if you beat them, and if they're good you can give them some food. We'll pick them up around closing."

		Peri started, and Reiah looked over at Chelle, who raised a questioning eyebrow. If Reiah didn't listen, didn't do what they wanted, Chelle wouldn't stop her. There wasn't anyone forcing her to do anything, but at the same time. . . Chelle hung her head down, and waited for whatever was coming next.

		"Clothing?" asked the woman.

		Silla shrugged. "They have to wear clothing in the streets, obviously," she said. "Otherwise, sure—take what you like."

		"Also, we're going to want wigs," said Chelle. "They'll look acceptable in short hair, I think. And while it's more symbolic than anything else, I want what you take off to go into the wigs, which should look as much like their current styles as possible, please."

		The woman laughed. "You still talk like that."

		"You assumed that I would be less pedantic because I've been to the academy," Chelle said. "That doesn't seem to follow from—"

		"I thought you'd have less to prove," said the woman.

		"Oh, but there's so much to prove, or disprove, or establish that it cannot be proved," said Chelle. "The more I learn, the more I have which I want to prove, rather than the other way around."

		"You know what I meant," the woman laughed again.

		"Yes," said Chelle. "But I also like proving things. Now, as discussed, they aren't to have intercourse with anyone who I do not know and haven't vetted personally. And I do not want you to get into trouble with the law for operating a bawdy house. But you and your girls can use them as you see fit."

		"Thank you," said the woman.

		Then Chelle patted Reiah's cheek. "Work hard. I have some catching up to do with Silla, but maybe if you're both very good, we'll let you come."

		Reiah started at that. "Yes, miss," she said, trying to sound as obedient as possible. It had been so long, and she hadn't even begged, and.

		Then Chelle pulled her in and kissed her, which left her shuddery and open, and not exactly ready to watch Chelle and Silla leave, and the door to the back room shut behind her.

		"Strip," said the woman, her voice harder than when she'd been talking to Chelle or Silla.

		Reiah and Peri struggled to obey as quickly as possible, even though the back room was cramped, but it wasn't long before they were both naked, except for those cuffs which they couldn't take off.

		The woman grabbed one of Peri's wrists, looked at the cuff, and snorted. "Silla always did like that sort of thing," she said. She flicked the clasp open, then closed. "Mesh?" she called out.

		There was something inaudible from the main room of the salon. "When the coal came in—did you throw out the cordage?"

		"It's in the cellar," said Mesh, whoever that was.

		"You two," said the woman, then she sighed, and shook her head. "No, she doesn't trust you even that far. Stand close. Closer, push in."

		They'd been licking at each other a little earlier, but it was still awkward. They didn't know each other, and they were pushed up against each other. They were more or less the same height, so Peri's breasts pushed against Reiah's, and her face right up against hers. Then the woman clipped Peri's hands together behind Reiah, and Reiah's hands behind Peri.

		"There," she said. "That should keep you from getting into trouble for a least a few minutes."

		The way their arms were interlocked, they couldn't easily get out of that without unclipping the bracelets, and the way they were standing meant that they weren't going to be able to unclip the bracelets themselves, and the woman was already gone, leaving them standing face to face, not able to look each other in the eye.

		Then Peri shifted, to rub her pussy against Reiah's thigh. Reiah started, and Peri gave her a little shrug, with a look in her eye that was halfway between wicked and desperate. But they weren't supposed to, and Chelle. . . .

		"Oh for—"

		Peri jolted, as the woman hit her ass with a hairbrush. And then her back, and then Reiah's ass, even though Reiah hadn't done anything. It hurt.

		She wrenched the cuffs open, pushed them apart. "For a minute! Men just off a ship aren't that desperate."

		"It was just—" started Peri, and the woman hit her again. In the face, with the hairbrush.

		"Don't talk," she said, as Peri reached up to touch her face, shocked. "Hands out in front, both of you."

		She'd brought a length of twine with her. Heavy stuff, covered in wax. She locked Peri's cuffs together, and then tied the twine through one of the cuffs, and strung it up over a pipe that ran across the back of the room. She had to stand on top of a chair to get what she wanted, but in the end, Reiah and Peri were standing pressed against each other, the twine going over the pipe, tight enough that they had to stand on their tiptoes.

		That one of them had to stand on her tiptoes. If Reiah strained upwards, Peri could rest, and when Peri stood as high as she could, Reiah would have some relief. Otherwise, both their heels were off the floor.

		It was too tight for Peri to try grinding against her, the way she had before, even when Reiah was giving Peri a chance to rest, so that was something of a relief. Not that anyone was likely to notice; she could hear the salon behind them, and all the women there were working. And getting some sort of relief would be. . . but no. What she needed was relief for her calves and her shoulders. It didn't take long before they were aching, and it didn't take long before Peri stayed down, even when Reiah couldn't take it anymore, and needed the break.

		"Please," said Reiah, after a little bit. "I can't, my shoulders—"

		"I can't either," snapped Peri. "It hurts. Just give me a little while, and I'll . . . they're going to let us down soon. They have to do our hair so that we look the same anyway, so it can't be too long, and we don't—"

		"Hush!" said a woman behind them. Not the one who had taken them in, one of the others. "This is a respectable shop, whatever Silla might think about us, and we don't need people to know that we're keeping whores in our back room."

		Reiah flushed, and then yelped and leapt forward, as something cracked on her ass, hard. "Quiet!" said the woman. Then Peri leapt into her, with a similar noise. "Both of you, quiet!"

		If she wanted quiet, she didn't have to hit them so hard. Even when Reiah bit back any noises, the crack of wood on her flesh was plenty loud. At least Peri had lifted up when she'd been hit, so Reiah got a little relief. But the woman didn't stop hitting them then, and by the time she'd put the hairbrush down, Peri was sobbing a little, on Reiah's shoulder, and Reiah was whimpering with every strike, and every time the woman lifted the brush.

		They stayed like that, when the woman left. Both up on the balls of their feet, Peri's head on Reiah's shoulder, her tears running down her chest. And when she was done, Reiah let her rest on the floor for a little while, until she couldn't take it any more. Then she pulled back down, and Peri let her rest.

		There was a giggle when she did that. Someone had come in, and was watching them. The third woman.

		"Why are you old ladies like this?" she asked. "Silla isn't even that pretty. She has heavy thighs."

		Peri bristled; Reiah could see that, but the woman couldn't. "But you are so lonely here, just the two of you. Here, let me find something to keep you company while you wait until we can pay attention to you."

		There was rattling of drawers, and then there was a hand on Reiah's ass, another giggle as she started, bumping into Peri. Then something cold and wet and slippery, poured over her ass, and worked into it. Reiah was breathing hard, and Peri was pushed up against her, couldn't avoid being pushed up against her, as the woman pushed something hard and cold into Reiah's ass.

		"And now a boyfriend for you!" she said, going around to behind Peri, a steel-handled hairbrush in her hand. It was. . . Reiah shifted uncomfortably, trying to find a way to stand where the thing wasn't pushing up unpleasantly into her butt. Then it was Peri's turn to lurch forward and knock Reiah off her balance, so they were hanging from their bracelets.

		The woman behind Peri grunted. "Well, we can see which of you is tighter, anyway. But there you go. You can warm those up."

		Then she left and the two of them were back to teetering on the balls of their feet, trying not to be too loud, or get in trouble, as the pain grew in their arms and legs and backs and shoulders.

		"Silla is pretty," hissed Peri after a while.

		She was. Reiah nodded.

		"This hurts, though."

		"It all does," said Reiah. "A little, I mean. But—"

		"Yeah," said Peri, looking dreamy. "It does."

		Then they were quiet, and a little later, the first woman came back in, got up on a chair, and cut the bit of twine that was holding them up standing.

		Both Reiah and Peri collapsed into piles on the floor. The woman shook her head, and tsked. Then she pulled the hairbrushes out of their asses, which hurt almost as much as they had going in, talking to the other women about their clients and their husbands, as she washed the handles of the hairbrushes.

		"You two—wait there, under the table. Yes, crawl, like that. And don't hump anything, or you'll regret it."

		Reiah gave Peri a quick glance, but after what they'd been through, she didn't seem inclined to do anything she wasn't supposed to.

		"No," said another woman, coming in. "I'll take that one—you, with the loose ass. Come here and lick me while I have lunch."

		It was the third woman, and she meant Reiah. So Reiah crawled over to her, as the others laughed, and one of them leaned over, and put her finger into Reiah's ass, up to the knuckle, and then laughed about how easy it was.

		She'd had a hairbrush up her butt for hours. Of course the woman could do that. She could've done it to Peri just as easily. It wasn't. . . the woman steered her under the table, using that finger. Then she went and washed her hands; Reiah could see her legs from under the table. And everyone else's legs, as they sat down and crowded in. It was a small table, and it was crowded under there; there were feet on her back, pressed up against her sides. But she was able to see the woman who'd picked her out take off her underwear and sit back down.

		The women were chattering the whole time. Mostly not about her, but when they did mention her and Peri, none of what they had to say was kind. They'd seen it before—cheating husbands, younger women, but it was only particularly desperate women who would remain when it became this obvious. They weren't particularly kind to Chelle or Silla either, which wasn't fair; it wasn't that Chelle wasn't able to find employment with a useless degree and had latched onto someone else's husband. It wasn't that at all.

		But they weren't asking Reiah's opinion, and she wasn't there to listen to them talk. She was supposed to sexually service the woman who'd demanded it, and if she didn't, they'd tell Chelle on her, so she pushed in with her face, tried to lick her the way Chelle had taught her, even though the angles were difficult, and the other women kicked her whenever they moved.

		It was easier than listening to them talk about her, and Chelle. And her clothing—they'd divided it up by that point. Peri's shoes only fit the owner, but she didn't like them so she was going to take them back to her sister's, and give it to her niece for a present. The rest of it was gone—their underwear and socks had been cut into rags, and the rest claimed by whoever wanted it.

		After the woman came, her hands pulling so hard in Reiah's hair she was sure she'd left two thick handfuls behind, another one pulled her over, and had her lick her out as well, as they finished their lunch. She didn't orgasm, as far as Reiah could tell—there were occasional thrusts of her hips, even some noises which might have been pleasure or satisfaction, but there wasn't anything like a climax.

		Either she'd done a bad job and was going to make Chelle look bad, or the woman hadn't wanted to come—she certainly hadn't been that into what Reiah was doing. It was the owner, and it was hard to ignore the look in her eye when she looked at Reiah when she was done.

		Maybe she just wanted to demonstrate something. If so, it wasn't entirely clear what it was, but Reiah kind of got her message.

		One of the others had scraped their leftovers onto a plate, and then put it on the floor, and gave a 'come here' sort of whistle. Peri scrambled over, quickly, and then Reiah had to move fast to catch up. There wasn't enough food on that plate for one person, let alone two, and she was hungry.

		Which was, of course, hilarious. There were comments about how they were already over-fed, there was amusement at the noises they made while eating. It was awful, and if she wasn't so hungry, Reiah wouldn't have been fighting so hard for the last few scraps of meat on chicken bones, or the stems of peas. But she was starving, and Peri was going to take more than her share if Reiah didn't fight for it.

		So they ate what they could, and then one of them threw a dirty smock at Reiah. "Get dressed," she said. "Then start sweeping."

		It was long enough that she wasn't breaking any modesty laws, but it was coarse against her skin, and when she bent over to get underneath the counters, or even took long steps, she was showing a lot more than she was comfortable showing.

		There were broad glass windows facing the street, so it wasn't just the customers who noticed that there was a woman wearing nothing but a smock sweeping the hair from the salon's floor as the people there worked. Some of the passerby stopped and watched, some of the customers asked about her and got answers which made them laugh and slap Reiah's butt when they left.

		It was awful. Even just sweeping was awful. With Merin's success, Reiah had cut back on her hours at the office, and even when she was working, she'd been working behind a desk. Even with what Chelle made her do, she was mostly . . . it wasn't as grinding as being constantly on her feet, doing manual labor. When she'd swept the floor, she had to wash the scissors and pull the hair from combs and brushes, and so on, and so on. And Peri had gotten away with. . . well, maybe she hadn't gotten away with that much.

		Whenever the salon wasn't full, one of the women went to the back. Reiah could hear the slapping of skin against skin, she could hear moans and soft cries, and occasional sobs. And once or twice, those sobs went on for a while after the woman came back. Maybe Peri was having more fun and maybe she wasn't, but it wasn't like she had any less to endure.

		After what seemed like forever, the last customer left, and they closed the shutters on the glass windows. Then the women took away the broom and smock and pulled Reiah into one of the chairs, and tied her there. Not forcibly, exactly, but firmly. There wasn't any getting away from any of that. And instead of letting Reiah sit normally, they pushed the back of the chair all the way down, and had her set up so that her head drooped off the back of her chair, and had her legs up, and tied to the arms of her chair.

		It wasn't comfortable, but it was more comfortable than standing.

		The owner stood there as the others lashed Reiah and Chelle to the chairs and started washing their hair. She clucked disapprovingly and shook her head. "Get that mess off," she said. "It's so much easier to make wigs out of younger and stronger hair, and yet. Fine. Flat in the back, little bit of a hang forward . . . we'll dye it black and blonde, so they'll have to pay to have it touched up more often. And the polish. . . we'll go with grays for nails and lips, yes? But there's a lot of hair that has to go before these two look anything like presentable."

		Reiah didn't want that mess off, exactly, and she didn't think. . . dyed black and blonde? Her hair was brown, mostly, though there had been a little bit of gray creeping in at the temples. And she'd always worn it long, ever since she was a girl. Flat in back? What did that even . . . but it felt good, someone washing her hair, and she relaxed a little.

		Then there was a splash of water on her legs, and she started, but she couldn't close her legs, and nobody seemed to notice what she was doing.

		It was all done a lot faster than it was done in the salons that she was familiar with. The women washed her hair and dried it, as the other woman washed off her legs and her crotch, and then started laying long glue-y strips of paper on them.

		There was a lot of hair that had to go, apparently.

		The way they were set up, Reiah's hands weren't restrained. She reached out, found Peri's hand, and held it. It seemed like Peri was getting the same treatment, as they let the glue adhere, and she also knew what it meant. She held onto Reiah's hand and waited.

		The first strip off went from her ankle to her knee, and it was agony, coming off. It didn't stop. All around her leg, then up her leg, and Reiah was gripping Peri's hand, trying to keep her head still as the women working on her hair braided it. Any time she moved, it hurt even more, because they weren't letting go of her hair when her head jerked, and she couldn't. . . each strip hurt more, the further up her legs they went.

		Then it got to her crotch, and she started to scream. One scream, and then there was a wet towel forced into her open mouth, filling it, as the other strips came off.

		Finally, it stopped, and her grip on Peri's hand loosened, just as Peri's grip tightened into a vise on her hand. Again, one scream, and again it was cut off, and she was thrashing as the bits of glued paper were pulled off, taking most of the hair on her legs and crotch with them.

		Not that Reiah was allowed to relax. Someone was braiding her hair, and someone else was washing off her legs and crotch again, and then spreading a cream over what was left.

		It wasn't what Reiah would've said that she wanted. It wasn't what she'd thought that she wanted. And yet, she couldn't deny that her hips were moving, that she wanted more pressure than she was getting, that if it wasn't for the towel in her mouth, she'd be moaning and begging.

		It earned her a stern slap on her cunt.

		"Stupid!" said the woman. "You want me to cut your lips off? Stay still while you are shaved."

		Shaved?

		There was the cool touch of a razor on her leg, and Reiah did her best to stay still. They untied one leg, shaved it, tied it back, tighter than it had been, then the other. It was difficult to stay still as it worked over her pussy, the inside of her thighs, strong fingers holding her in place as the steel moved.

		At some point, someone chopped off most of her hair. Reiah wasn't sure when that had been; she was still leaned back over the end of the chair, mouth stuffed with a towel, as scissors worked through her hair, and then the ends were let down to rest in a dye. But at some point she noticed how much lighter it felt.

		When they finished with the razor, they started with tweezers. Little spots of pain, wherever they found hairs; on her toes, between the folds of her pussy, around her asshole. Peri hadn't let go of her hand the whole time, and Reiah didn't let go of hers, not until the women pulled them apart to do their nails. When that was done, they tilted them back up, tied them more firmly to their chairs, and left them there, still with the towels in their mouths.

		Looking at herself in a salon mirror was always uncomfortable. It wasn't that she looked terrible, but Reiah knew that she didn't look as good as she once did; she didn't look the way that she thought she should look. Not really. And now she was naked and spread open and she couldn't even turn her head away from the mirror because of the way that she was tied up.

		Also, normally when she went into a salon for a cut, it was just to trim her hair back to its usual length. Now, she had short hair, and it was the wrong color. Colors. Black hair at the base, and blonde hair on the top of her head, cut into bangs. It was. . . it wasn't a terrible look, but it was a lot more aggressive than anything that Reiah would've been comfortable with. More brash. And that was just her hair.

		Her fingernails and toenails were bright red, and she didn't have any hair at all below her neck. She'd never felt that exposed before in her life. Her pussy was a little swollen, a little red, and the salon mirror was completely pitiless. It showed every bump and mark on her legs, the softness of her stomach, the sag in her breasts, the little wrinkles that she'd started to notice at the base of her neck, everything.

		Everything about her, and everything about Peri.

		When they'd been introduced, they hadn't looked that similar. Peri was blonde and Reiah's hair was brown, but it wasn't just that—the way they'd dressed, the way they carried themselves had been completely different. Reiah was a professional, and Peri was wealthy and didn't work. They'd both been able to see that clearly, and anyone looking at them would've seen it just as clearly.

		Now, they weren't that. With their fingernails and smoothly shaven pussies, anyone looking at them would have a pretty good idea of what they were.

		A little bit after the women had finished their work on Reiah and Peri, Chelle and Silla came in. Silla looked at them, gave a snort-laugh, and went to talk to the owner of the salon, while Chelle came over to take a closer look. A stroke on the inside of Peri's thigh, a tug at Reiah's nipple.

		"Not the same. But close enough, I think." She turned to Silla. "Do you mind if I borrow yours tonight?"

		Silla broke off her conversation with the owner, pursed her lips, and paused a few seconds before answering. "Why?"

		"There's something that I want to prove, and I think she'd make a useful demonstration."

		"Can't you just. . ."

		"I want to convince someone of something," said Chelle. "That is a normal position to be in? And I've come up with an experiment that should convince them that I'm right. I don't understand what you're objecting to?"

		"Yes you do," said Silla.

		Chelle laughed. "Okay, maybe. But look at it this way. You'll give me whatshername for the night. Then you'll go fuck her husband and sleep in her bed, and eat her food. Any objections to any of that?"

		"No," said Silla. "Her husband is a reasonably good lay, and she's got a nice house. I'm not saying you shouldn't, I'm asking if you could not?"

		Chelle considered the question, then laughed again. "At this point, I'm not sure. If it was necessary to not do this sort of thing—if I was being threatened with harm if I didn't, I would refrain. But since I am not being threatened, I intend to keep doing it. So, does that mean that I can stop, given that I have no intention of ever doing so? You'd have to define your terms."

		Silla shook her head and turned back to the owner of the salon, as one of the women working there started untying Reiah and Peri from their chairs.

		"I'm not saying it's not an interesting question," said Chelle, mostly to herself. "It's just that it can't be answered without being clear on what's being asked. That's. . ." she sighed, and shook her head. "Come here, pets."

		Reiah and Peri came over obediently. Walking felt a little odd, after being shaved; it wasn't the way walking was supposed to feel. Chelle considered them, a hand on her hip. "Turn around and bend over."

		Reiah's side was pressed against Peri's; Peri shuddered, and then Reiah did, when Chelle spread her open, lightly slapped her ass.

		"That's the looser one," said one of the workers. "We had her sweep while the other provided relaxation."

		"Hmm," said Reiah. "If the difference is too noticeable, it might interfere with what I'm attempting. Have you got something for them to wear? The clothing is yours of course, but there are public decency laws."

		There were, so they got dresses. The public decency laws didn't specify that people had to wear shoes, or underwear, or that their clothing had to fit or be comfortable. The dresses were cheap and scratchy, and it was hard to walk through the streets without shoes, and it was a long walk back to Reiah's home.

		Sillah had left right away, headed back to visit with Peri's husband, so Chelle amused herself by talking to Peri. It started with questions about what she did, and progressed to what it was that she was doing with the money that she raised, why her friends were only inclined to give to charity when pressed by friends of theirs for specific causes that they had interests in and so on. It was phrased as being interested in what she was doing, and it seemed like Chelle genuinely was interested in the subject, but it was also cruel.

		She was interested in philanthropic work in the same way that she was interested in what Reiah was doing, but it was harder to explain what Peri did than what Reiah did. Patents encouraged people to share their discoveries rather than keeping them secret in order to profit from them, whereas, yes, maybe Peri's projects weren't the most efficient charitable use of their funds, and yes, maybe they should budget for charity and give without being reminded or prompted, and so on and so on. But people weren't like that, and Chelle knew people weren't like that, and she knew that Peri couldn't explain why they weren't like that.

		But she enjoyed the conversation, and she also enjoyed tormenting people by pointing out that they hadn't really thought about what they did and why. And in other ways. By the time they got back to Reiah's home, Peri was looking defeated, both from the conversation and by having to walk that whole way without shoes, and Reiah was nearly as tired, and getting undressed as quickly as possible, so that she wouldn't get in trouble for wearing clothing when she shouldn't.

		Peri followed her example, getting an approving nod from Chelle, who poured them a bowl of water, and went to get Merin.

		It had been a long walk, and it wasn't like they'd been given anything to drink very often during the day. But it wasn't a very large bowl. They were both face down, lapping at it, when Merin cleared his throat behind them.

		Peri looked up, startled, which let Reiah finish what was left in the bowl.

		"So what do you think of the new look?" said Chelle, when Reiah finally looked up, her face wet. Chelle was pressed up against Merin's side, and there was a glitter in Merin's eye which sent a thrill down Reiah's spine. He looked so handsome. He deserved all three of them and more. He deserved everything.

		"It's a bit daring," he said. "And. . . mmm. More similar than I would have expected?"

		Chelle clicked her tongue. "Up," she said, and both Reiah and Peri stood up, awkwardly. Peri looked a little uncomfortable by how direct Merin's gaze was, how much he saw of her.

		"This is Peri. She is a philanthropist."

		"Is that—"

		"No that is not a term for a prostitute," said Chelle. "Prostitutes do work for a fee, and that is the opposite of what Peri does. After I explained what I have discovered with Reiah, my friend Silla has conducted her own evaluation of someone similar, but not the same. I hope to conduct some analysis by comparing and contrasting the reactions of the two subjects."

		"Analysis," said Merin.

		"Yes!" said Chelle. "Among other anal activities!"

		Merin shook his head, but Reiah could see his smirk.

		He wouldn't have been like that before Chelle had started working on him, and honestly, Reiah couldn't help feeling grateful for that. What Chelle was doing to her might be a bit more than she'd wanted. Than she'd known that she'd wanted. But maybe she had been wanting more, when she'd been throwing Merin at as many women as she could, and now she was getting more. And Merin was opening up a little more about what he wanted, as well.

		"Pet," said Chelle. "I'd like you to get our guest some of your clothing. Dress her like you, please. With your jewelry and your perfume."

		"I'm pretty sure that I'm not going to get them confused," said Merin.

		"Well, no," said Chelle. "That's not exactly my intention. Also, the new one is allowed to be fully dressed in my presence. And no underwear, please."

		She made a shooing motion at Reiah, who took hold of Peri's hand and more or less dragged her to the bedroom. Reiah never knew what Chelle was planning, and she was always interested in finding out, and also this was all Chelle's idea, and she wanted Peri to see how good Chelle was at. . . well.

		They were pretty close to the same size. Reiah's shoes were a little bit big on Peri, but not big enough that they didn't fit. The blouse and skirt and jacket fit fine, and the jewelry. . . it was a little strange, seeing it with that short haircut. Reiah had worn her hair long for so long that she wasn't really used to seeing the whole of her earrings at all times, or the backs of her necklaces. But it was her jewelry, and that was the way that Reiah would look if she wore it.

		It was a bit like having a dress-maker's mannequin, because with the haircut and so on, Peri looked more or less like Reiah, so that was more or less the way that she'd look now. And it was. . . well, it wasn't unprofessional, even if it was a little more daring than the cuts most lawyers preferred. It was a little bit of a younger look; it made it harder to hide the lines on her forehead and on her neck.

		She'd gotten Peri dressed, and she'd put her jewelry and perfume on her. So now Peri was dressed like her, and Reiah was naked, and neither of them was particularly comfortable about that, as she led Peri back out to Chelle and Merin.

		Reiah got a brief smile as Chelle considered her and Peri. "Very good," she said. "Now, bend her over the table, and tie her up there, and get to work on dinner. Merin will fuck her after we eat."

		Reiah's stomach dropped out, and her breath tightened. And from Peri's look, it had a similar effect on her. And Merin grinned, which was good. He hadn't been comfortable with the sort of thing that Chelle had been doing, but maybe he was starting to look forward to some of it.

		Since that night where she'd tried to get Chelle to sleep with Merin, Reiah had been tied up repeatedly. But she hadn't tied anyone up, and it was harder than it looked. Reiah crouched on the floor, looping rope around Peri's ankle, and Chelle sat next to her and told her what to do. When she was done, and Peri was bent over the table, and Reiah had to make dinner and serve it. It was doing something for Chelle so that she could talk with Merin and run things in general.

		Which was something that made Reiah weak in the knees, more than a little. It was just nice, serving. If she'd tried to explain that to Chelle, Reiah probably would've gotten confused about why it was nice to have to work instead of have work done for her. Which Chelle would probably enjoy, so maybe she'd try to explain it later.

		Or, if Chelle wanted, Reiah wouldn't mind being uncomfortable the way that Peri was. Her legs were spread apart, ankles tied to the table legs, and her hands were tied behind her back. Reiah could see the strain in her legs, the way she was leaning heavily on the table. And since she couldn't feed herself, Reiah had to do that, breaking off bite-sized chunks of bread and feeding her by hand, or giving her spoonfuls of soup.

		Peri's lips felt nice against her hand, when she ate the bread. And even though she was clearly uncomfortable, and even though her skirt was up over her hips, Peri was included in Chelle and Merin's conversation, while Reiah was mostly ignored, except when they told her to bring the next course or whatever. So Peri got to try to tell them if she liked her new haircut or not, and whether she would've liked her haircut if she'd chosen it, and whether she was looking forward to being fucked by Merin, and if she'd like it if Merin hit her ass with his belt before he fucked it.

		The way that Peri had been tied made her legs strain and tremble. That question made her tremble as well, but in a different way. When she answered, when Chelle made her beg for it, her voice was quieter and smaller and younger. Which amused Chelle. And which also amused Merin. He made her explain that she understood, that she knew that it was going to hurt, and that she wanted it anyway.

		"Pet," said Chelle. "Demonstrate our guest's enthusiasm for us, please."

		Reiah gave her a panicked look, and Chelle shook her head. "By which I mean, insert two fingers into her cunt, then remove them, and show us how much vaginal lubrication she has produced."

		Peri gave a helpless, aroused whimper, and then pushed back against Reiah's fingers as hard as she could, grunting. She was dressed in Reiah's clothing, she had the same. . . her pussy was so wet and smooth and warm, and so soft inside. Reiah hadn't touched another woman like that before, and she was tempted to linger, to. . . but that wasn't what she'd been told to do, and if Peri came because Reiah wanted to touch her, she'd definitely be in trouble. More importantly, she'd ruin whatever it was that Chelle wanted to do, and that wasn't what she wanted to do.

		So she pulled her fingers out, and showed Chelle and Merin how wet her fingers were, how a thread of moisture connected them even after she spread them apart.

		"Good girl!" said Chelle. "You can suck them clean now. And here, have a seat opposite our guest. After I tie you to your chair, I'll help Merin with his belt."

		Merin didn't actually need help with his belt. But he didn't seem inclined to rush things. He leaned against the wall, grinning, as Chelle fastened Reiah to her chair. It was a high-backed chair, and Chelle tied Reiah to it thoroughly; arms to the arms of the chair, legs to the chair legs, back and neck to back of the chair, loops tightening above and below her breasts, forcing them up and out.

		Just the roughness of the rope and the smoothness of Chelle's hand left her panting with need; when she gave a lingering squeeze to Reiah's breast, Reiah moaned and squirmed. It was probably for the best that she was tied up, or she'd have. . . it didn't matter what she would have done. She was tied up, and couldn't.

		So was Peri. The way that she'd tied Peri to the table meant that her head was close enough to Reiah that she could have reached out and patted her hair, if her arms weren't twisting helplessly against the polished wood of the arms of her chair.

		"And what are you attempting to prove with this experiment?" asked Merin, as Chelle came in close behind him, and started working at his belt buckle.

		"As you've said," said Chelle, "paradoxes are not possible. So when an apparent paradox is observed, it's necessary to investigate further."

		"I'm not sure that's precisely I said," said Merin. "But close enough. You can't just say that something makes no sense after observing it."

		"Right," said Chelle. "So. Now we're going to establish that you will make this lady happier by beating her and then fucking her ass, than you would by being more tender with her."

		"And by dressing her in my wife's clothing. . ."

		Chelle sighed. "Do you really need me to hold you by the hand while you work out the logic here?"

		Merin chuckled. "You have nice hands," he said.

		"Thank you!" said Chelle. "So, let's start with the beating, then."

		She wasn't holding him by the hand, at least as far as as Reiah could see. But she did pay careful attention every time the belt landed on Peri's ass, suggesting that he aim higher, or hit harder. Whether it was Merin or Chelle who was responsible, it was working. The flush in Peri's cheek deepened, and the way she moaned and her hips moved started off as pain, but quickly became something else.

		When Merin started fucking her, Chelle did guide him in by hand. Reiah heard that, and saw the pain and desire in Peri's face. And behind her, the desire in Merin's face, the way he lost himself in the pleasure of what he was doing, his hands tight on Peri's thigh.

		And then, as he came close to finishing, his hand went around Peri's hip, to rest on her cunt. She made high pitched noises when he did that, her eyes tightly shut, cheeks flushed, one strand of her hair down on her forehead, and plastered in place by her sweat. It seemed like Silla hadn't been letting Peri come either, and that she was really ready.

		Reiah found herself struggling a little in her ropes as Peri came. Peri's jaw tensed up, and her face went red. She wasn't breathing, she was straining so hard that Reiah could see the ropes in her neck, and when she finished, she collapsed down to the table, eyes still closed. Behind her, Merin had finished, and was looking a little dazed himself, though not nearly as completely as Peri was.

		Chelle untied Peri, and half-carried her over to the couch where Merin was sitting, eyes half-lidded, with the smirk of a man who knew just how happy he'd made a woman.

		Two women. As soon as she was on that couch, Peri curled up under Merin's arm, her face buried against his side, and while Chelle wasn't as satiated, she was nearly as pleased. She sat down next to Peri, tightly, her arm across the back of the couch and her fingers in Merin's hair.

		"So," she said. "I take it that you've discovered just how enjoyable this sort of treatment can be."

		"I'd observed that already," he said.

		"So why the reluctance to beat Reiah?"

		He shook his head. "Because it's . . . well. There is the question of habits and responsibilities and so on. But I will concede your point in this case."

		Reiah stirred in her chair, her heart in her throat. Did he mean that he was going to. . .

		"And you will concede mine, I assume."

		Chelle looked across Peri at him.

		"And which point would that be?"

		"You've done your best to make the two of them as comparable as possible. So, which of them looks happier at the moment?"

		"Hm," said Chelle. She stroked Peri's neck and back, and Peri gave a pleased little shiver. "Well, yes," she said. "But I ask you: does Reiah want to be happy? The logic of her—"

		"I want her to be happy," said Merin.

		"Ah," said Chelle. "Well, that's fair. And I suppose that . . . hm. I have been considering what Reiah wants to the exclusion of what you might like. Or what I might like, for that matter."

		Reiah wasn't sure that was entirely true, and from Merin's smile, it seemed like he wasn't entirely convinced, either.

		"I think there are a few things that I'll have to try . . . you'll let me do this at my pace?" Chelle seemed nervous, maybe? No, not nervous. It was the way that Merin had been when he was close to some sort of breakthrough, but wasn't sure if it he'd be able to pursue it. Now, if he was going to chase an idea, he'd have all the support he needed, but back when he was younger, it had been more difficult.

		Merin looked at Reiah for a long moment. Reiah looked back, not saying anything, but hoping. . . it was hard to say what she was hoping for. "It seems to have been working pretty well thus far," he said, and she sank back into her chair with relief. Good, Chelle would. . . good.

		"Thank you." Chelle said, sounding younger than she was. Then she leaned over Peri, and kissed Merin on the cheek. "It's going to take a little work before this one is ready for me to test some theories, so I should really get started. If you'll put Reiah down for the night? She's going to be going through some. . . well. She's going to need her rest, anyway."

		Reiah gave a little moan at that and struggled against her ropes, involuntarily. She had no idea what it was that Chelle was planning, but it had been impossibly long since she'd been given an orgasm. Her skin burned wherever Merin touched her, as he untied her.

		Chelle had tied her up well enough that it took Merin a little while to figure out where the knots were, and how to untie them. His breath, his fingers on her skin as he worked it out. The knots tightened before they released, and her breath caught at the pain of the tightened knots, and she slumped where she was sitting at the release. It was like—in the state she was in, everything was like sex.

		"Having a good time?" asked Merin, with a half-smile.

		Reiah groaned. It was the only possible answer to that question.

		Merin hadn't gotten dressed, so Reiah could see that his cock twitched, even though it hadn't been that long since he'd fucked Peri's ass.

		He saw where she was looking, and shook his head. "I take it you wouldn't mind the sort of. . . it's a little difficult, but Peri did seem to enjoy it, I guess."

		Reiah groaned again, deeper. "It looked like heaven. And the way Peri looked. . . ." she looked away from Merin's stiffening cock, to look at his broadening smile, at the concern in his eyes. "Believe me, Peri isn't going to complain about that sort of treatment."

		Merin nodded. He was still holding the ropes that Chelle had used to tie her to the chair, and he looked down at them, and then back at Reiah. "I mean, if you want to, I could. . ."

		Reiah wanted to. She wanted to like she'd want to breathe if she was drowning. And yet. "I think. . . I mean, yes I want to. But Chelle. . ."

		Merin gave a shy sort of shrug. "She'll be a little peeved, probably, but it'd be okay. She's pretty happy that I'm willing to give this a try, after all."

		Reiah shook her head. "It's not that. Not just that. But I mean. . .some of the stuff she's done has been worse than others, but I guess she's been right about what I wanted more than I was before, you know? So maybe, I mean. . . I guess it might be good to try it the way she wants?"

		"Are you sure?" asked Merin. "I mean, I can't say that I've had many objections to what Chelle has come up with, but she's been asking a lot less from me."

		Reiah bit her lip. Chelle hadn't told Merin to torture her, but she wasn't sure if he would've been more effective at it if she had. "Please," she said.

		She wasn't sure what Merin's grin meant, or the way he shook his head. "Well, if you're sure. May as well stretch a little while I get something to drink. It seems likely that the coming experiments are going to need a little more in the way of lubrication, after all."

		Reiah stood up, touched her toes—almost touched her toes, stretched out the kinks in her shoulders and wrists and ankles. She'd been straining against her ropes without realizing it, and that had hurt a little. Merin had finished his glass of juice before she'd finished, and he looked at her, leaning back against the counter, his cock stiff. Reiah shuddered. She regretted turning down his offer, and she wanted to do whatever it was that Chelle wanted her to do, right away. Instead, she stood there, waiting for him to lead her to her cage underneath the bookcases.

		"Do you want to crawl?" asked Merin.

		Reiah moaned, just a little. He probably hadn't heard it. But she couldn't say anything, or it'd be clear just how far gone she was. She nodded, hard.

		"Go on then," he said, as she dropped to her knees. "You first. I like the view."

		She hadn't known what she'd wanted, when Chelle had talked to her instead of pursuing Merin, that night in the bar. But crawling through her house with Merin behind her, enjoying the view? That was definitely something that she wanted.

		He shut her into the cage and tied her to it, the way Chelle did. Then he left to have sex with Chelle and Peri, to work out whatever it was that Chelle wanted to work out before she did what she thought would make Reiah happy.

		It wasn't easy to sleep in that cage, and it wasn't easy to sleep with the heat in her lower belly as she thought about Chelle and Merin experimenting on Peri, deciding what they were going to do when it was time to make Reiah happy. Or perhaps Chelle was going to convince Merin that Reiah didn't actually want to be happy, or maybe. . . or maybe he'd come out one day, and hit her with his belt, and fuck her ass, whatever it was that Chelle wanted.

		She was tied so that her hands were through the bars of her cage, and she couldn't pull them back. If she could've, she would've touched herself to that thought, regardless of what Chelle wanted, and what Merin wanted. And what Reiah wanted. She would've come, thinking about Merin's hands wrapped around her hips, thinking about his hand on her clit, and she would've come until her stomach hurt, and she was sore everywhere and regretted it.

		But she couldn't, so she lay there, twisting in her cage, aching for a touch, burning for a touch, and getting nothing.

		Reiah was going to get what Merin wanted, and what Chelle wanted, and maybe what she wanted as well. She wasn't sure what that was, but it seemed like Chelle had some ideas. When she was very quiet, she could hear Peri's moans and cries and noises that were harder to describe, as Chelle tested her theories about what it was that Reiah wanted.

		She didn't test them immediately. The next morning, they were both back to work at Reiah's office. From time to time, Chelle would do portions of Reiah's work, and while Reiah had to check for errors, there were always very few of those, which meant that she was doing more than she had been able to do before, as well as spending more than an hour every day bent over her desk, or tied up beneath it. It seemed that Chelle had decided that Reiah enjoyed keeping her mouth on Chelle's pussy, which was true, and that enjoyed being beaten, which was less true, but still not wrong.

		Also, she liked putting her fingers in Reiah's pussy as she worked. One for a while, and then a second one, pushing them in slowly, and withdrawing them as she read through patent applications, or reviewed contracts. She would do that when Reiah was checking her work as well; sometimes she deliberately introduced errors, and if Reiah didn't catch them, she would be beaten.

		And she'd be beaten when Chelle wanted to beat her, or when Silla visited the office, and they'd make her lick Peri's pussy while she was being beaten, or they'd have Peri lick her when she was being beaten.

		Reiah came like that twice, tied to her back on her desk, Peri's face buried between her thighs, as Silla sat on the side, amused, and Chelle hit Peri's back and ass with a leather strap. The first time, Chelle told her to come. The second time, she told her not to, and she told Peri that she'd be punished if Reiah didn't orgasm.

		She'd done her best not to come, but Peri's mouth had been insistent, and there'd been the way Silla and Chelle ahd been watching—amused, with the edge of cruelty in Silla's grin. Chelle had started laughing when Reiah tensed up completely, trying to escape from the soft touch of Peri's mouth, and that was what had pushed her over, into an orgasm that seemed to last forever. Then they'd whipped her, and left her tied up in the corner of her office, as Peri ate out Silla and Chelle, and then was allowed to get herself off, rubbing on the corner of Reiah's desk. If Chelle had decided that what Reiah needed was to feel horrible about feeling good, that was one way to do it; she'd been teary for the rest of the day, but it had also. . . it had felt so good, it had been impossibly intense, because she'd been holding back so long.

		And because. . . Reiah didn't know. She'd never really understood Merin's work, and maybe she'd never really understood herself, either. When she'd gone looking for other women for Merin, she'd thought that it had been because it was something that men would want, and that exceptional men like Merin deserved. Maybe also, when Merin was gone and she was alone, she did it because she was sure it was going to happen regardless of what she did, and she wanted to be in control of it a little, if she could. In the depths of night, when Merin was gone with another woman, and she was touching herself thinking about it, it was because she wanted to be with those women, but couldn't bring herself to even suggest that, because they were young and beautiful, and it wasn't right to suggest that Merin could be anything less than everything.

		It had hurt a little, to think about that. She'd thought that had been a side-effect, something that she'd weighed against the other things and decided to ignore. But maybe she'd wanted it to hurt. Coming when she'd been told not to, being punished for coming when she'd been told not to, that had hurt. Chelle had been hurting her a lot, starting with that conversation in the bar, and continuing from there. Hurting her like a child poking an animal with a stick, like a scientist measuring a chemical reaction, and then trying endless variations on that reaction. She'd hurt her in different ways, some worse than the other.

		The whipping, for instance—that had been lines of pain on her back and her ass and her thighs. They'd tied her to the desk so that Reiah wouldn't be able to escape, or to twist and make them hit where they didn't intend to hit. She'd hated it and it had hurt, but it'd also been good, in a way. Sharp lances of pain, the way it curled around her legs and made the heat rise in her. When they'd stopped, Reiah had been left feeling like she was floating, like she'd run a long way and was now resting, like she'd. It had hurt when it had been happening, and it had felt good when it had been happening, and it felt very good when it was done.

		Being told not to do something and then doing it had hurt more than that, and she really hated it. Even days later she hated it. Maybe that was what she wanted? No. Probably. She hoped it wasn't? If it was, Chelle would figure that out and she would explain it and give it to her, and Reiah wouldn't be able to argue about it, because Chelle was much better at arguing than she was.

		Reiah didn't know what it was that Chelle had decided, and she wasn't at all sure what to expect when Chelle made her clear her schedule for a day, for her attempt to demonstrate what it was that Reiah enjoyed, and to "resolve some of the paradoxes, while demonstrating others." In general, Chelle had been taking Reiah to bed with her and Merin, having her stand by the side of the bed and watching, sucking on Merin until he was ready to make love to Chelle, and licking softly at Chelle's pussy when he was done and she could taste his come and her juices. Sometimes, when she was done, Chelle would pet her hair as she fell asleep, and Reiah would fall asleep in the bed with them, Chelle's fingers in her hair, between Chelle's legs and Merin's.

		First thing in the morning, Chelle brought her and Peri back to that salon, and they were once again polished up to look as much like each other as possible—their haircuts identical, and all their hair below their eyes shaved or pulled off by wax. But it wasn't a whole day affair, and they weren't left there to entertain the salon's staff while Chelle and Silla went off to entertain themselves. They were in and out before the salon opened up for regular business, and then they were walked back to Reiah's house, where Silla had been working the whole time.

		There were two pillories set up on either side of the dining room, and while it was pretty clear who was likely to end up in them, not a lot else was clear; Chelle had picked up servant's uniforms for the two of them, and Silla had prepared a few more of those self-adhering metal rings for their upper arms and thighs. Unlike the bracelets and anklets, those weren't suitable for permanent use, because they were tighter than those, in order to stay in place. But with the short sleeves and the short skirts of the servants' uniforms, they were clearly visible, which both Chelle and Silla approved of.

		"There are going to be eleven of us at dinner tonight," said Chelle, after Silla was satisfied that the rings were going to stay attached and weren't cutting off circulation. "Make something nice."

		Reiah took a fluttery breath. "Miss?" she said, and her voice was breathier than she expected. "If we go out like this—"

		"When you go out like this," said Silla, "nobody is going to connect a pair of oddly-dressed middle aged servants with the two of you. There's money in the kitchen, make sure you bring back an accounting."

		"And set the table for eleven," said Chelle. "You remember. Eleven?"

		"Yes miss," said Reiah. She could do that. Eleven was a lot, and she hadn't cooked that much since Merin had started getting the recognition that he deserved, and the money had started coming in for her practice. Something nice. . . the problem was that she also hadn't spent that much time shopping for food. Chelle had left money out on the counter for them. Hopefully there'd be enough to cover what they needed. Unless she'd intended for them to . . . no. Chelle was always specific about what she wanted from Reiah, when she wanted it. If she'd wanted her to fuck shopkeepers for discounts, she'd have told them that.

		They were both immediately self-conscious as soon as they left, but Silla was right. People noticed that they were wearing metal circlets on their wrists and arms, ankles and thighs, and stared, or pointed them out to each other. Maybe they also noticed that the servant outfits were a little more provocatively cut than standard. But that was all. They didn't notice who they were, or that they were anything other than a pair of middle-aged servants, out doing the shopping.

		Peri had less experience doing shopping and cooking than Reiah did—her family had always had servants to handle that sort of thing. So she did most of the carrying while Reiah inspected cuts of meat and vegetables—they had enough money for chicken with dumplings, and a peppery apricot salad, if she was careful about what she bought. Tea and spiced wine for after? That would be reasonably cheap, because she could use lower quality wine with the spiced wine. . . .

		Every so often, Chelle would have her do something that she could've managed when she was younger, and which she could still manage if she was used to it, but it came in fits and bursts, so she wasn't ever ready to do it, and was always tired afterward. Peri was a little more tired than she was, after the shopping, and she was pretty tired. And that was just the shopping—not the cooking or. . . whatever it was that was going to come after the cooking.

		When they got back with their purchases, Chelle made some adjustments to their outfits. No underwear, and the front and back of their skirts were cut away, leaving nothing more than strips of fabric along their sides, and she pulled their breasts out of their shirts. And then they had to cook, and clean the dining room, and set the table for eleven, while Silla and Chelle sat on the couch and talked about what they'd been doing.

		It wasn't a conversation for her, but it was hard not to overhear it. Chelle was considering sitting the bar, as she found law, "if not particularly inventive, satisfyingly single-minded about following its axioms to their logical conclusion, provided that proved an efficient method of transferring money from clients to lawyers." Which wasn't exactly the way that Reiah thought about the law, but she did get a little bit of second-hand pride in that, like she'd been justified in her choice of profession, and that she'd earned respect by having been good at it.

		Which was an odd thing to think, when her freshly shaved pussy and ass were both going to be displayed to whatever eleven people it was she was cooking for, and with her breasts hanging out of her shirt, nipples tense with arousal.

		Silla had been looking into production facilities for a new design of . . . something. Chelle wasn't interested in precisely what that was, so Silla didn't expand. But it seemed that she had things that she wanted to build and she'd been able to connect to investors through Liad, Peri's husband.

		"The remarkable thing is the extent to which it's independent of the virtue of the plan," said Chelle.

		"The plans are virtuous," said Silla.

		Chelle waved that aside. "If two values are independent, that does not mean that I am attacking the quality of one of those values. It's just that it's strange that these people would not invest in your ideas when they were simply your ideas, but because you enjoy sexual intercourse with one of their acquaintances, they're willing to give those ideas a hearing."

		"It's not phrased in those terms," said Silla.

		"While I am considering certification in the legal profession," said Chelle, "I haven't reached the point where I am more interested in the phrasing than the substance."

		Silla laughed. "It's natural for people to trust on recommendations. It's a heuristic."

		Chelle shook her head. "That's just another word for an observed pattern. I would say that—"

		The clock chimed the hour, and Silla looked up at them. "Puddles," she said, in an authoritative voice. "When you hear that chime, I want your face between your friend's thighs. Lick her until she's close, but don't let her come."

		Reiah hadn't heard her calling Peri "Puddles" before. It seemed like it was something new. Peri flushed red. Which was strange, because they were both wearing clothing that left them less clothed than if they were naked, and doing whatever they were told, but the name was enough to—

		Reiah lost track of her thought, as Peri pushed up between her thighs, her head bobbing in her eagerness to get Reiah . . . not to get her off. To get her close to orgasm, and then stop.

		She'd done it twice before, and she knew what she was doing. Reiah backed against the kitchen counter, watching Peri's head bobbing as she pushed into her pussy with her tongue, and then licked and bit, and her hand drifted down to Peri's hair, and it was going to be too much, and—

		Peri pulled away, and left Reiah gasping like a fish out of water. There was the faintest hint of smugness in the way she smiled when she stood up, which wasn't exactly what Reiah had expected from someone called Puddles, but fine.

		The problem was that her clock chimed on the quarter hour, and the other problem was that it was just a little after lunchtime at that point, and they were preparing for a dinner party. Getting the dumplings right was fiddly, and it was more difficult when she was also trying to teach Peri how to make dumplings, and more difficult than that when Peri would be pushing her right to the verge of orgasm whenever the clock chimed. It got to the point where Reiah was tensing up, on the verge of tears just before the clock chimed, because there was something in her which had counted out the time, and knew when she was about to be tormented.

		In the end, the dumplings got made, the chicken was ready, and Reiah couldn't look at the clock, or think about time, or see the wetness on Peri's chin without shuddering. Her thighs were wet, and when Chelle noticed that, she had them both drink from a bowl of water on the floor near their feet. Which also made Reiah shuddery. Anything would, at that point.

		The last time that the clock chimed, Reiah's thighs were shaking as soon as Peri knelt, and if Peri had spent more than a few moments licking at her pussy, she would've come.

		"Well," said Chelle. "That's enough of that. Merin and Liad will be ready for us soon, and . . . well, it's a delicate sort of thing."

		Silla raised an eyebrow. "Delicate how?"

		"I don't have your expertise when it comes to Liad," said Chelle. "But while Merin does his best to keep up with Reiah, he's still. . . it's going to be a little bit awkward for him to see her being treated appropriately. And there is the question of pride. These are their wives, and thus is it is damaging to their pride for them to see that they require assistance in order to fully satisfy them."

		"Well," said Silla, "it's a less embarrassing display when they see what they have now."

		"Exactly!" said Reiah. "Which is why they're going to make sure we look our best for this."

		Reiah looked up from her water bowl to see Silla grinning down at her. "Are you sure they'd know what they're doing? Puddles mostly let maids take care of that for her."

		"She does seem slightly more useless than my pet," said Chelle, which wasn't exactly the most fulsome complement that Reiah had ever gotten. "My assumption is that this is because she's wealthier. But I would argue that this is their primary area of expertise, and while they may have allowed some of the responsibilities to devolve on hired help, they will do a fine job. Besides, there's relatively little skill involved in bathing someone."

		Which was more or less true, and which meant that that Chelle was going to let Reiah wash her.

		Reiah had always liked having a large bath, so hers was big enough that both she and Peri could bathe Silla at once, while Chelle sat by the side and read a book.

		It wasn't the first time that she'd served Silla, but it was the first time that she'd been allowed to see all of her at once; it had been hands or her legs or her pussy, which was always neatly trimmed. Now she could see all of her, the sharply defined muscles of her back and her shoulders, the soft curve of her belly, the power of her thighs and the calluses of her hands and feet. She was shorter than Chelle—she was shorter than Reiah and Peri as well, but mostly they didn't notice that; when she was active, it was hard to see her as small, as far as height or anything else.

		Now, she was half asleep, as Peri and Reiah carefully washed her, soap and washcloth tracing the smooth lines of her skin, the dark circles of her aureolae, watching her nipples stiffen under their attention.

		When it was time to wash her hair, Silla had Reiah keep stroking it when it was done, as she pushed Peri's face underwater, down between her legs. She couldn't breathe while she was licking Peri out, and Peri only let her surface briefly, her hands tight in Peri's hair. They'd both gotten it freshly cut that morning, so it was just long enough for Silla to get a good grip, and hold her where she wanted her.

		Sometimes Peri would struggle, and Reiah would see Peri's soft, satisfied smile at that, the tension in her arm and hips. And while Peri wasn't able to breathe for long, she was always pushing back down sooner than Silla made her, wanting her mouth on Silla's pussy, whether or not could breathe. Reiah wouldn't have wanted it that badly, not with Silla. But she would've with Chelle. She would with Chelle? Reiah snuck a glance at Chelle, who was wearing a bathrobe, and who wasn't paying attention to anything at all besides her book. The length of her leg peeked out from under the robe, her skin smooth and tan.

		Reiah turned to pay closer attention to Silla, whose hair she was working on. Silla's eyes were closed, and she had a dreamy expression on her face as she held Peri back, and then held her under. When she finally orgasmed, she dropped Peri on the side of the tub, and Peri lay there on the tiles of the bathroom, gasping, coughing, looking as wrung out as Silla looked peaceful.

		When Silla stood up, she stepped on Peri's back on the way out of the tub. She let Reiah wrap a towel around her, and the way she sashayed over to where Chelle had been sitting showed that she'd enjoyed her bath. The way Peri looked up at her, from the floor where she'd been stepped on, showed that she'd enjoyed it almost as much. Then Chelle took off her robe, and Reiah had a hard time focusing on anything else. Or on breathing.

		Reiah was used to evaluating womens' looks when from she was trying to find pretty women for Merin. Maybe it hadn't only been for Merin, and none of them had ever been as pretty as Chelle. She was slim and had the most gorgeous hair, and her skin was flawless and the way she moved, and her body, and . . . she'd seen her making love to Merin every night, and every night it took her breath away. They way she walked toward them, naked, that confident smile. Reiah was blushing and breathing hard and having a hard time thinking.

		Chelle seemed amused as she got into the tub. And while she let Reiah and Peri bathe her, she didn't have Reiah try to eat her out underwater, which was a little disappointing. But she did let them rub soap on her breasts, one of them on each side, and while they were doing that, she kissed Reiah, so long and sweet that Reiah was dizzy when Chelle finally broke the kiss.

		What Peri had been doing to her all afternoon certainly had its effects.

		And they got to wash her hair, and comb it, and Chelle's hair was the loveliest. But when they were done, Chelle didn't have Reiah lay on the floor for her, which was maybe a little disappointing. Only there was the way that Chelle smiled as she stepped out, and they toweled her off which showed that she'd noticed that Reiah was a little disappointed, and was amused by that, and so maybe she was going to do it to her, or she was going to do something with that.

		And having Peri between her legs like that, over and over, getting her up to the point of orgasm but not letting her come had worked a number on her. Reiah needed. . . she didn't know what she needed. She knew that all she was going to get was what Chelle gave her, though.

		Next Reiah and Peri had to get Chelle and Silla dressed, and that involved doing their hair, and having them try on different things from Reiah's jewelry chest until they were satisfied that they looked as good as possible.

		When they were satisfied that they looked as good as possible—which did involve both of them looking extremely good—they left. The instructions were to set the table, and then wait by the front door. On their knees, knees spread apart, hands behind their backs. Reiah was half hoping, half dreading the instruction for Peri to lick her whenever the clock chimed. Or maybe she could lick Peri?

		"Oh, and one more thing," said Silla, but instead of that, she grabbed Peri, turned her around, and then used the catches on the rings that she'd put around Peri's upper arms to fasten them to each other, behind her back. Then she did it to Reiah. Not that her upper arms were pressing against each other—neither of them were flexible enough for that—but there was a really short length of chain between those two, so it pulled them back in a way that made it really hard to set the table properly.

		It also made the instruction to kneel with their arms behind their backs unnecessary, as there wasn't anywhere else to put their arms. But it did strain their backs, kneeling on the floor like that, arms pulled back, not able to adjust them. They hadn't talked about it, but they'd arranged themselves on either side of the door, Peri on the left, Reiah on the right, both of them looking up at the front door, waiting and hoping.

		They hadn't been told not to talk, but at the same time, it was hard to say anything—hard to come up with anything to say, when they were both on their knees, a tattered remnant of a servant's skirt around their waists, concealing nothing, their breasts hanging out of the front of their shirts, wait for their husbands to come back in the company of the women their husbands were sleeping with. Reiah shivered, and Peri noticed, looking at her, and then looking away.

		"Did they. . . did Silla tell you what they were planning?" asked Reiah, softly. They hadn't been told not to talk, and they were kneeling like they were supposed to, knees apart, hands behind their back, but Reiah still was being quiet, because if she was wrong about what they were allowed to do, she didn't want to get into trouble.

		"Silla wasn't really planning anything, I don't think," said Peri, just as soft. "Chelle talked with her a while, when I was. . . she made a cage for me, out behind my house, and she locks me in it when she doesn't want me to hear what she's talking about." She shivered, the same way that Reiah had. It was odd, seeing her feelings in someone else, seeing that same sudden convulsion, seeing the same tension in Peri's nipples that she felt in hers.

		Maybe it wouldn't be as odd if Peri didn't look so much like her, if they hadn't made her and Peri look so similar. But as it was, it was like seeing a mirror, a mirror that had a cage out behind her house. Was it like a cage in the zoo, big enough for her to pace and to lie down, or was it tiny, so that Peri was contorted into it? Reiah watched Peri watching the door, her eyes unfocused, her breathing shaky, and the flush spreading on her chest.

		Then Peri shook her head. "When they let me back in, Silla told me to make her proud of her, so I guess we're going to have to perform. Or maybe just me? I don't know."

		Maybe it would be just her. Peri would perform, and Reiah would be displayed? Or maybe it would be both of them performing, or competing, or something. Reiah had no idea, which was just part of why she couldn't say no to anything that Chelle said.

		"Do you want to?" she asked, softly.

		Peri gave a sudden little nod. Like she'd accidentally touched some of Merin's lab equipment, and it had still been carrying an electrical charge. "It's very hard sometimes," she said. "Silla is. . . sometimes I think that she's trying to be crueler than she is. But it can be difficult to see her with Liad, and sometimes I feel like Liad . . . I don't know. But it is so much more than I had before. And it's always something that takes it further, and I don't know. I had wanted more, but I hadn't wanted to want more?"

		Reiah understood that. She'd spent a lot of time touching herself, before Chelle had started in on her. It wasn't that Merin didn't want her, it was that he didn't want her as often as she wanted him, so she'd gotten used to taking care of things herself. She hadn't even considered the possibility of someone else who wanted to pay more attention to her than she wanted to pay to herself. But—

		There were sounds outside the door. Reiah stiffened guiltily, looked down at the floor, spreading her knees just a little bit further apart; she could hear the hitch in Peri's breath as she made similar adjustments.

		It was Chelle and Merin, with Silla and Liad a step behind them.

		While Chelle and Silla had brought Peri over so that Merin could fuck her, Reiah hadn't met Liad before. He was tall, taller than everyone else there, with silver hair and a strong, craggy face. They were all dressed formally, but while Merin looked fine, Liad's suit was a lot more expensive than anything the rest of them was wearing. And he had an amused smirk for the way Reiah and his wife were dressed and presented.

		"Reiah," said Chelle. "You are the hostess. You should welcome your guests."

		"Uh, hello?" said Reiah. "I'm Reiah—" this was where she'd try to shake a man's hand, or give a woman a polite hug. Neither of those seemed appropriate from her knees. "Welcome to my home," she trailed off, looking up at them.

		"Well," said Chelle. "That wasn't very inviting."

		"Sorry," said Reiah, "I just. . ."

		"When your guests show up, introduce yourself, lick their shoe, let them know that you are available for service, and can be used at their convenience."

		Reiah swallowed, and Chelle patted her head. "Yes, that. But also if they want to use you in other ways."

		Silla laughed.

		"Now, try again, pet," said Chelle.

		Reiah took a deep breath, to steady herself, and looked up at Liad. "Hello, I'm Reiah," she said. "Welcome to my home." Her voice was a little higher pitched than usual, breathier, and they'd all be able to hear that. Then she crawled to him, and licked his shoe. It was very well made, and tasted of leather and shoe-polish. She looked up at him, and he was smiling at her, faintly amused. "I am available for service, at your convenience."

		"Hm," said Liad.

		"Use the plural, though," said Chelle. "While the two of you are obviously different people, your friend will be standing in for you when you're otherwise occupied. Also, while I did use that phrase, I fear that 'available for service' is not really specific enough. One more try, and I'm sure you'll get it right this time."

		The only reason that she'd gotten anything wrong was because she hadn't been told what to do right. But going over the whole thing again, all of them watching her kneeling and then crawling and licking. . . Reiah was flushed, and not just with embarrassment. She bent back over his foot, and her lick was slower, more needy. Then she looked up at him. "Hello, I'm Reiah," she repeated. "Welcome to my home." she sounded even smaller and breathier than she had before. "We're at your service. You can fuck us however you like, whenever you like."

		Nobody else was talking, everybody else was looking at her. It was too . . . but nobody laughed, or anything. Merin had a faint smile, and while Liad still had that superior smirk, there was something else there as well; a hardening of his expression, a stiffness in his trousers. He ruffled her hair, and while his touch was intentionally light, there was a tremble to it that Reiah knew could turn into a sudden grab, pulling her up, toward his crotch. Reiah still wasn't used to her new hair, and it felt shorter with a hand in it. "Whenever I like," he said, musingly.

		"Sure," said Silla. "But honestly, Chelle is going to be talking for a while, and it might be a bit more bearable if you're not completely clearheaded at that point."

		Chelle frowned at her, and Merin choked back a laugh. Which wasn't fair to Chelle, but it was good that Merin was relaxing about what Chelle was doing.

		"Peri, show them to the table, get them drinks or anything else they want," said Chelle. "Pet, if Peri is busy, you can show your guests to the table as well, but I'd like you here, greeting them, whenever possible. Unless you're otherwise occupied, but I am sure that most of your guests will at least be slightly interested in what I have to show them, and may not be ready to take advantage of your other offers until they understand."

		Other guests. There were going to be other people there, people who Reiah didn't know. Or maybe people who she did? And she was going to introduce herself, skirt cut open to show her pussy and ass, breasts out of her shirt, and she was going to tell them that they could fuck her, just like that. And it wasn't going to be like with Liad, who'd gotten to hear her phrase it differently, work up to saying it. She was still on her knees, still waiting where Liad had been, but she writhed at that though, in place, where Chelle and Merin could see her—Liad and Silla had gone after Peri, to their seats.

		Merin chuckled, and Chelle patted Reiah's head. "There, you see?" she said, to Merin, as they went to follow the others to the table. "It is making her happy."

		"Hm," said Merin, who sounded vastly amused. It was something that Reiah would've also found funny, if it weren't for the blood pounding in her ears, if it weren't for how intensely real and significant it all felt, no matter how silly it actually was.

		But also it was good that Merin was laughing at it. Because Reiah did want what Chelle was doing to her, what she was going to do to her, but she didn't want Merin to be sad about her wanting that. And it didn't sound like he was, when he laughed. And why would he be? He was wearing a suit, and he had Chelle on his arm. It was Reiah who was on her knees, waiting to see who it was that was going to be coming through the door, ready to offer whoever it was whatever sort of sex they wanted, either with her or with Peri.

		Waiting was difficult; behind her, there was the low sounds of conversation, there were Peri's bare feet scurrying back and forth to the kitchen, to get whatever it was that they wanted from her. From experience, Reiah knew how hard it was to pick things up with her arms held behind her back like that, to see where it was, when they had to put the plates down on the table properly, arrange the silverware and the porcelain.

		Apparently, they were making Peri pour wine like that. There were giggles, and then there were amused noises. More scurrying, the sharp sound of a hand hitting bare flesh, Silla's breathy little gasps. Then—

		There was someone at the door. Two knocks.

		Reiah looked back over her shoulder. The rest of them were watching, amused, as Peri licked something from the floor, and Silla hit her butt. There was the ripple of muscle under the silk of Silla's gown. Reiah stood up, opened the door.

		There was a man standing there, who she didn't. . . who she sort of recognized. Young, about Chelle's age, and he was wearing a formal suit that was a little frayed around the edges, and which had been cut for him when he'd been a little heavier. Reiah had seen enough graduate students to recognize one.

		He was a little distracted by Reiah's chest. "Hello," said Reiah, dropping to her knees. "Welcome to my home."

		The guy flinched back, just a little, when she licked his shoe. She looked up at him from the floor. "You can fuck us whenever you like, however you like."

		"Yes," he said. "That was rather the impression that I got. But Chelle said that she had something to say about economics?"

		That was who he was—the graduate student who lived across from Chelle's flat, who'd seen her naked in the hallway.

		"She hasn't really explained what the . . . I mean, what exactly she's going to be talking about. But she's right there? Behind me?"

		He gave a quick nod, but as he stepped past her, he trailed his fingers through her hair. Then his hand clenched, suddenly, nearly pulling her off her feet. "Soon, though," he said, and let her go.

		Reiah was still gasping at that, when there was another knock on the door. It was a couple this time, dressed as nicely as Liad. The woman was wearing white sandals; she flinched a little as Reiah's tongue went over the straps of the sandal and her skin.

		She was dressed as well as the man, perhaps better. She was the same age as Reiah and Peri, maybe a little older; her hair was black, with streaks of gray, and when Reiah told them that they could fuck her however they liked, the woman gave her a curious look. "What if I want to kick you?" she said. "Instead of fuck you, I mean. Silla has been talking about this with—"

		Reiah looked back down at the floor. "Yes," she said. "If you'd like."

		"Hm," said the woman.

		"Dear," said the man, sounding patient.

		"No, it's interesting," said the woman. "But I'm sure that Silla's friend wants to talk about it for a little before we start in on her."

		Peri came up to show them to their seats, and left Reiah to wait on her knees for the next guest.

		The next knock was a pair of young women; one of them wrinkled her nose at Reiah, and pulled her foot away, rather than let Reiah lick it. "If you were going to bring me to an orgy," she said to the other girl, after Reiah explained what they could do to her, "you could have picked one which didn't require us to dress up." Another look down at Reiah, and wrinkling her nose again. "And one which had prettier women."

		The other girl laughed. "Chelle has been banging on about this for weeks. We're here to listen to her conclusions, and maybe fuck her friend if the conclusions aren't worth listening to."

		"But if I wanted to fuck women," said the first girl, like she was explaining something to someone slow, "I'd look for prettier girls?"

		The second girl looked down at Reiah. "She's fine. Don't be grumpy. Food's free, anyway."

		Which wasn't the most impressive compliment that Reiah had ever gotten, but which twisted her insides in the way that nicer things might not have. She didn't have long to consider that; even before Peri got them to their seats, there was another knock at the door.

		This was a man, who looked a little older and rougher than the graduate students that she'd been welcoming. He was wearing a suit, but it was a little behind the current fashion, and there were a couple of small tears that Reiah noticed, down near the cuffs of the ankle, carefully mended. He seemed deeply puzzled by the way Reiah was dressed, and when she licked his shoe. But when she finished her little speech, he gave a short nod.

		"Stand up, turn around," he said, and she did.

		There was a click, when he released the chain that was holding the circlets around her upper arms together. Reiah's shoulders slumped forward, and she let out a sigh of relief. It hadn't hurt that much, tying them like that, but it had been awkward trying to knee with her arms pulled back, and they'd been like that so long, and she couldn't—

		"Grab your ankles," he said, and Reiah tried. It wasn't easy, bending all the way in half like that, and—

		His hands were on her hips, and his cock was thrusting up between her thighs. She gasped—the angle wasn't quite right, and then he found the point, and sunk deep into her pussy.

		Reiah looked at the table, and the people there were sitting and talking. Merin was watching her, and raised his wineglass, in a sort of toast, and Reiah knew that her face was completely red. Everyone else was fully dressed—everyone except Peri, and the guy who was fucking her. And his pants were still up; she could feel the fabric against her legs, as he pounded into her, fast and hard.

		It'd been a long time since she'd been used like that. Sometimes Chelle would suggest that Merin fuck her, but even after he'd gotten used to beating her, he was always gentle. Whoever it was that was fucking her—maybe his cock wasn't as big as Merin's, but he was driving it into her, hard, over and over, making Reiah gasp with every thrust.

		If it weren't for his hands on her hips, she would've fallen over; he was holding her up, pushing her back into him as he thrust. Reiah's eyes were rolling back into her head, and she could feel little streamers of drool being forced out of her, spattered on the floor in front of her.

		She couldn't come like that; she needed something on her clit, something to push against. But she was pretty close to coming like that, she could feel it building, even if it wasn't going to release, she needed—

		"So, uh," said someone behind her. "Whatcha doing, Ayam?"

		The guy who was inside of her grunted, slammed Reiah back into him; she could feel his cock moving up inside of her, pushing in as deep into her as it could go.

		"Fucking the hostess," he said, holding her like that.

		"Uh. . ."

		"You ever get into something you don't understand, Klar?"

		"I think I'm doing that."

		"Yeah, so I'm not waiting for it to turn out that it's supposed to be something else. She said that I could fuck her, so I'm fucking her."

		"Hey!" said Silla, in the background. "If you want one, Klar, we've got another one here. Or you can wait until he's done."

		There was a pause, and Ayam started fucking her again, his pace getting faster and less regular. He was going to come, and she was going to . . .

		"I'll wait until I find out what it's supposed to be," said Klar, somewhere a million miles away, as Ayam rammed into her and held her there. She could almost feel him pulsing inside her, as he thrust, hard, and then hard again. Reiah gasped, her hands still clutching her ankles, until he let go, and she had to catch herself as she fell. There was the wetness of his come on her thigh, as he fastened his buttons, and followed Peri and Klar to the table.

		They'd set eleven places. Silla and Liad, Chelle and Merin—that was four. The couple that had come in, the graduate student, two girls, two guys. Eleven. Reiah looked up from where she was lying at the floor, and Chelle saw her, made a 'come here' gesture. Reiah staggered back to her feet, and went to where Chelle was standing, next to where Merin was sitting in his chair. The rest of them were on seats and couches, chatting, but also watching her and Peri, with varying degrees of comfort about what was going on.

		The girls were near Merin, of course, talking to Chelle; the wealthy-looking couple were on the couch, talking to Silla and Liad. The rest were in clusters or separate, and Peri was rushing around, making sure their wine-glasses were full, as best she could with those circlets around her upper arms keeping her arms back and her chest forward.

		Judging by the hand-print on her ass, her efforts had been appreciated.

		Chelle saw Reiah heading toward her. She stood up, made refastened Reiah's arms behind her back, and then pushed Reiah down to her knees, gently but firmly. "Legs apart, pet," she said, and Reiah complied quickly, jerking her legs open, and getting a smile from Chelle, as well as Chelle's hand on top of her head.

		Chelle cleared her throat, loud enough to get everyone's attention.

		"I believe that Reiah here has introduced herself to you all—with the exception of you, Klar—she was otherwise occupied when you came in, I'm afraid. She is my friend—"

		One of the two women near Merin coughed, and Chelle frowned at her. "My friend," she repeated. "I love her dearly, and thus I imagine that many of you will take her responses to what follows to be an attempt to satisfy the claims of someone who is fond of her. It isn't possible to entirely discount that possibility, so I will attempt to demonstrate in matters that would be difficult to feign, if that was the intent, and also I would like to assure you that what I'm going to demonstrate is what first brought her into my life; the fascination proceeded the fondness."

		Chelle loved her dearly? Reiah moved a little toward Chelle, and then froze when Chelle tapped her forehead, and shook her head slightly.

		"If you'll fasten her into the pillory, Peri? We'll start work on her after the first course."

		Reiah made an inarticulate noise at the corner of Chelle's grin, the swirl of her hips as she turned away from her, and went back to the table. Then Peri was helping her to her feet, and into the pillory.

		At least her hands weren't behind her back, but Reiah did have to bend over to fit into the shackles for her neck and arms. And she was facing away from the table, but close enough that whenever Peri walked past serving things, she was brushing against Reiah. And after the day she'd had, with Peri licking her, over and over, and never letting her come, Reiah's skin was alive to every touch.

		The first course didn't take that long, but then Merin was telling one of his stories, which put everyone at ease despite the fact that they were being served by a less-than-naked woman, and also that his wife was shackled to a frame not three feet away from the table. And then it was time.

		"Now, since Reiah is going to be used extensively," said Chelle, "She's been prepared for . . . well. Peri, why don't you clean off what Ayam has gifted her with, before I get started. Inside and outside, and with your tongue please, of course."

		Reiah had been trying to find a way to stand and couldn't find anything comfortable, so her legs were already shaking when Peri's small soft tongue started licking away at the dried come on her thigh. And then she was making inarticulate noises as Peri's tongue worked up into her pussy, licking her clean, and leaving her gasping when she was done.

		"Now, this is the sort of activity that you would expect a woman to find arousing, assuming that she was not particularly shy, and you can trace the signs of sexual arousal in Reiah; visible vaginal lubrication, moans and cries, and flushed skin."

		Reiah whimpered a little.

		"And thus?" said one of the men. The graduate student, perhaps?

		"And thus you have a baseline for determining her sexual arousal," said Reiah. "It is, at the moment, high. First I am going to offer Reiah a pair of sexual stimuli, one of which is the sort of thing that one expects a woman to enjoy, and the other is the opposite: something which is not generally enjoyed. Economic theories depend on people enjoying that which is enjoyable, and avoiding that which is painful. Because of the state in which Reiah is standing, it may be difficult to make fine distinctions as to which she is responding to more strongly, but I would like to prove that she responds positively to both of those things."

		Then Chelle walked around to the front of the pillory, and started kissing Reiah.

		Reiah knew that everyone there was watching her, looking for the vaginal lubrication and all that, but even if she wanted to hold back, there wasn't any way she could; Chelle was looking at her, the softness of her lips against hers, alternating licking with small sharp bites. When Chelle pulled away, Reiah was gasping helplessly, hands clutching and opening, trying to reach out, and secure in the fact that she couldn't, that she wasn't going to ruin what Chelle was trying to do.

		There were some laughs at that.

		"Not sure if you've proven your point," said someone—the rich looking guy, who'd come in with his wife? "but it's certainly interesting to watch."

		Another short laugh.

		"If you're too distracted," said Chelle, "Peri is available to ease whatever tensions you feel need easing."

		There was another short laugh, and then there were the sounds of chairs moving as Chelle stepped around to the back of the pillory. She ran her hand across Reiah's ass, and then laid something against it. Something firm and thin. It was a rattan cane, and Reiah hated the cane.

		From the corner of her eye, she saw Chelle bringing the cane up. Reiah squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to see it, as though that would help. It didn't. As the cane came down, Reiah struggled against the pillory, just a little, line after line of pain laid down across her ass and thighs. In the background, she could hear the rhythmic sounds of Peri sucking someone's cock. Which wasn't the only reason that when Chelle stopped and pushed three fingers into Reiah's pussy, they slid slickly in, and she could hear the liquid on them, as Chelle wiped them across the burning flesh of her ass.

		"So you've proven that some people like to be hit during sex," said a woman. "So what?"

		"To quote whoever it was that you quoted most often in your thesis: 'It is the nature of man to avoid pain and to seek pleasure.' It doesn't exclude the people who want to experience both together. And it's the foundation of what you believe in economics. That people will seek benefit and avoid harm, that people will seek leisure and avoid labor. If there are people who enjoy being hit during sex, there are people who do not avoid pain and seek pleasure."

		"You've got her tied up, though," said that same woman, sounding cross. "Wanting to avoid pain isn't the same as avoiding it."

		"I do have her tied up, because it's more difficult for her to participate fully when she isn't restrained, and because she enjoys that, as well," said Reiah. "But consider this. Reiah. Do you want to be untied, and to get dressed, and sit at the table? You can use Peri for as many orgasms as you'd like."

		It would ruin what Chelle was trying to say if she said yes. So, "No thank you."

		Chelle clicked her tongue. "No. Think about it. Not having to stand uncomfortably, nobody hitting you. Being served instead of serving. Wouldn't you like that?"

		Reiah thought about it. "No thank you," she said, again.

		"There, you see?" said Chelle. "According to the logic of economics, people prefer to eat than to serve. Thus, it is the patrons who pay at a cafe, and the servants there who are paid."

		"And you're suggesting that it should be the other way around?" said the graduate student. There were some laughs.

		"What I'm suggesting is that it isn't as simple as the economists make it seem. If there was a cafe that people could pay to serve, and be subjected to physical discipline for failing, I doubt that there would be a profitable business. The circumstances under which Reiah enjoys being made uncomfortable are more limited than that, and it took some time for me to discover those limits."

		"So what are you trying to prove?" asked the graduate student.

		"That the fields of economics and philosophy will present simplified axioms, and act as though they are true because they are self apparent. In the field of physical chemistry, the individual behavior of a particle is not explained, nor is there any serious work attempting to explain, or predict it. It is only the aggregate that is considered, and the results are analyzed with statistical tools. I would argue that the problem with economics is worse than that, as we will demonstrate upon Reiah, in accordance with her request."

		"Two orgasms," said Chelle. "One more intense, one less intense. In my experience, it is more difficult to achieve a satisfactory climax shortly after having reached consummation. Thus, let us schedule the more intense orgasm after the less intense one. Unless the assembled company thinks that it would be a better test if the one I believe to be more intense to come first? This is the difficulty with using a limited number of subjects—while Peri is similar, it would be rude to allow our guests to go unsatisfied during Reiah's performance."

		"And you wish to torment this one," said the rich woman.

		"Yes," said Chelle. "As I said, I love her dearly, and I want to make her happy. By tormenting her, because I do find that enjoyable, in concord with the axioms suggested with philosophy."

		"So it is an orgy, but also with saying wrong things about philosophy," said the woman who'd come in complaining.

		"It is in the nature of man to wish to achieve dominance over his fellow man," said the other woman, her friend. "It's not as though it's a universally accepted axiom, but it's—"

		There were other people talking, as Reiah twitched in the pillory, trying to find somewhere to stand, not sure what the less satisfactory and more satisfactory orgasms were going to be, but needing one of them, any of them, as soon as possible. It seemed like she didn't have that long to wait; there was a bit of argument, but the general consensus was that the first orgasm would be likely to be the most intense.

		"Peri," said Chelle. "Between her legs, please. You will bring her to orgasm, but not immediately. Take your time, make certain that's as full and pleasant an experience as possible. Lips and tongue only, no teeth."

		"Yes, miss," said Peri, as Chelle went around to the front of the pillory, looked down at Reiah, smiled, and started kissing her.

		Reiah was spread open in front of people who she didn't know, Peri's mouth busy at her crotch. They were watching her get fucked, and they'd fuck her later, if they wanted to. However they liked. And yet, it was Chelle's kisses which were so intimate that Reiah felt awkward knowing that there were other people there, other people who could see them. It wasn't jut lips and tongue with Chelle; there were nips at her lip, at her ears, whispered little compliments about how lovely she was, how clever, how proud she was making her. . . it was impossible to stay upright, would've been impossible if it weren't for the pillory. Chelle's hands were stroking her cheeks, soft and caring.

		Peri had been told to take her time bringing Reiah to orgasm. And given what Chelle was doing, that meant barely breathing on her pussy. Tiny little touches with her lips or tongue, withdrawn before Reiah could thrust into them. Over and over, for what felt like forever. Then Peri's mouth was there, all of it, hot and wet and urgent, pushing against her, as Chelle grabbed her face with both hands, kissing her with bruising force.

		Everyone was there, everyone was watching, and none of that mattered. Reiah bucked and moaned and she was coming, and Chelle let the kiss end and was smiling at her, and it felt so good it felt like she was falling apart. There wasn't anything else in the world than that; it felt so good it hurt, wave after wave of pleasure twisting through her stomach, Peri staying between her legs as she came, still pushing, wringing convulsion after convulsion from her, until she was spent, hanging limply from the pillory. There was a slight and possibly sarcastic round of applause from the guests. Reiah hung there and tried to breathe.

		"And you think that's going to be the less intense orgasm?" said the girl who was mad about having been brought to an orgy, or whatever this was.

		"Yes," said Chelle with absolute confidence. "Because I'm going to be abusing her rather than showing affection the next time. But we can let her catch her breath before then, and I'd like to sit down and have something to eat, anyway. Peri, when we've been served, feed her a little. If she's not in use, of course. And give her something to drink—not wine, I don't want that to interfere."

		"So you don't object to us using her at this point?" asked the graduate student.

		"Not at all," said Chelle. "I would prefer if you don't bring her to orgasm, but that shouldn't be too difficult."

		There were laughs at that, and more conversation from the table. Reiah was right there, but it just washed over her. She was exhausted, and she still couldn't find a comfortable way to stand, and yes, there was something more coming, that was going to be more than that, but just right then if Chelle had asked her if she wanted to sit down and get dressed and eat and drink at the table, it would've been hard for her to say no.

		Which was probably why Chelle hadn't asked—she was very good at giving Reiah what she wanted, whether she wanted it or not. Whatever that meant. She was far too tired to work that out, even if that's what the people behind her were talking about. Then the graduate student started fucking her ass. Just like that. A little bit of oil for lubrication, and then a cock in her ass, moving hard. His hands clenched hard on her hips, and she could feel the cloth of his trousers against her; he hadn't even undone his belt, just fucking her there, perhaps a foot away from where people were talking about whether something called the principle of pain applied to spicy food or not.

		He didn't take too long before he finished inside of her, quick hard jerks at the end which knocked the breath out of her with every thrust.

		Reiah had been worn out and tired and sore, and her back was hurting—her back and her legs, and every time she shifted position, it was a different part of her back, or more on her calves or her thighs, and she might have been willing to end the whole thing because of how sore and tired she was.

		Then a stranger fucked her in the ass in front of a crowd, and Reiah wasn't as tired and wanting to have a nice sit down and maybe some dinner.

		"Clean her before feeding her, Peri," said Chelle.

		There were laughs about that.

		"And why have your brought two of them, anyway?" asked the rich man.

		"Well," said Chelle, "a thesis based on a single case is weaker than one with a second example. You want your tongue up your friend's ass there, don't you, Peri?"

		"Yes, miss," said Peri quietly, which made other people laugh.

		"Why?" asked Chelle. "Do you get pleasure from this act? Do you believe that Reiah will get pleasure from this act, and do you wish to please her?"

		"I. . . a little, I hope?" said Peri, with that breathy tension in her voice which Reiah knew from having it in her own, when she was backed into a corner like that. "It's degrading."

		"And there you are," said Chelle. "Off you go. Tongue her clean, Peri, I want her ready for use as soon as possible."

		As Peri spread Reiah's butt open with her hands, and then tongued her asshole, there was an argument behind them about what 'degrading' meant, and whether it was possible for someone to want that, or if wanting that meant that the activity wasn't degrading, by definition of the term. It was a strange and uncomfortable thing, the softness of Peri's tongue there, and it was strange that Chelle was able to get people to talk about her theories like that, while this was happening right behind them.

		But that was what they were there for, apparently. It wasn't that either Reiah or Peri was devastatingly gorgeous and the guests wanted them. They were there, they'd get fucked by them when they wanted something to fuck, but they were there because they were the sort of people who Chelle wanted to talk to, and who enjoyed the sort of things that Chelle enjoyed. Both in terms of trying to figure out whether 'degradation' implied an established gradient, and in terms of enjoying degrading Reiah or Peri, regardless of whether this was something that could be established as a universal, or if it was purely context-dependent.

		Peri had started feeding her, but then the rich woman came over, and made Reiah ask not to have food, and get slapped in the face instead. Then she slapped her, and enjoyed how Reiah squirmed away from her slaps, and begged for her slaps instead of food.

		Then she got bored, and had Peri do that, while she went back and ate. So by the time Chelle was ready to give her the second orgasm, Reiah hadn't had much food, but her face hurt. And she was twitching and had that breathy little voice and was ready for whatever it was that Chelle had planned, which was going to be wonderful and horrible.

		"To keep the differences between the experimental and control runs as similar as possible," said Chelle, "It's just going to be me and Peri again. Peri will alternate between licking Reiah's pussy, and hitting her ass and thighs with a belt. And I will be on this side of the pillory, as I was last time, though there will be less physical contact between us than before. Assuming that Reiah performs as expected, would it be fair to say that we can proceed as though I have established that it is possible to prefer pain to pleasure?"

		"Under limited circumstances, and depending on your definition of the terms 'pleasure,' 'pain' and 'prefer'."

		"What about the definition of 'to'?" asked Silla, who had mostly been talking to Liad during the party. Which got some laughs. But Peri was already there, and she laid the broad leather strap of a belt against Reiah's ass, just measuring the height and distance, and Reiah was already moaning a little when Chelle pulled a chair up in front of the pillory, and looked up at Reiah with a thoughtful smirk.

		"When Liad and Silla need to spend some time alone together," she said, clearly enough that everyone could hear, over the slap of the belt against Reiah's ass. "Peri will visit with us. She will wear your clothing, and take your place. At your office, at your table, in your bed. You will be kept caged except when you're used for sex. All of us will use, from time to time, when we need a quick release. None of us will speak to you, and you will be fed on table scraps, until it's time for Peri to return to her home."

		Reiah whimpered, helpless, trying to reach out to Chelle, but not able to move at all from the pillory.

		"When I need a little time alone with Merin," she said, "I will rent you to Tesia—the woman who wanted to kick you?—and she will hurt you."

		Peri had stopped hitting her, and Reiah tensed, trying not to orgasm as soon as Peri's tongue touched her pussy. She was already soaking wet when Peri started. The way Tesia had said that she wanted to kick her. . . she wasn't like Chelle. It wouldn't be tempered by Chelle's affection, and what Merin didn't see wouldn't bother him as much as it did when he was there. It was going to be—

		"She will return you physically undamaged, but. . . " Chelle gave her a bright smile. "You are going to have a difficult time with my acquaintances, Reiah."

		She was just on the verge of orgasm when Peri started hitting her again. Reiah hung from the bars of the pillory, as Chelle described torture after torture, ways in which Reiah was going to suffer both physically and emotionally. And there wasn't anything implausible about any of it. Each of those things were things which she could do, and which she probably was going to do.

		Everyone there heard all of that, heard Reiah's moans and whimpers, the way she tried to push down against Peri the instant the beatings stopped, how badly she wanted to be hurt like that, by Chelle, by Peri, by Merin, by every acquaintance and stranger. Reiah was dizzy, and could barely make sense of words as she heard them; she panted there, hung from the pillory, feeling barely more than an animal, grunting with need at every swipe of the belt, and every lick.

		She couldn't always focus on what Chelle was saying, but the way she was talking, each word was designed to hurt, and each word did.

		Until Chelle said, "Now," and Peri pushed back into her, instead of pulling her head away from Reiah's questing hips.

		Reiah was sore and tired and couldn't handle what was happening, but she was also burning. The heat from where the belt had hit her had melded with the heat behind her hips, with her need, with the heat in her skin and her fingers, and it spread and pulsed and burned. She was grunting out in animal noises, she was screaming, not words, she didn't have words. The pleasure built and built and she was falling apart.

		When Peri finally pulled her mouth away, Reiah kept convulsing, falling . . . Chelle unfastened her from the pillory, and she lay down on the floor, still shuddering, still convulsing.

		The conversation continued behind her. The girls who'd come in together were finding reasons why Peri hitting her didn't mean exactly what Chelle thought it meant, and Reiah couldn't. . . she just lay there, and tried to breathe, until Chelle looked over at her, and clicked her tongue.

		"Take her to the guest room, please, Peri," she said. "Tie her to the bed. If anyone wants to use her, she's available, of course. When she is somewhat recovered, we'll bring her back out, and I will put her through a third orgasm, I think. Perhaps it will help resolve some apparent contradictions, but perhaps it will raise other questions."

		A third. . . Reiah tried to stand when Peri tried to lift her, and between the two of them, they got her to the guest room, where Peri tied her wrists together, and tied them to the headboard. Then Reiah fell asleep, and didn't wake up until there was a woman in the room with her, lowering her pussy down onto her face.

		Reiah didn't know who it was, she couldn't see anything, and the woman's thighs were strong, squeezing down on her; she licked, desperate for air. She was so sore and so tired and yet. And yet that was part of what made her desperate, that nobody cared if she was worn out or enthusiastic, if she wanted or not. She was there to serve, and she served. The woman came, squeezed down on Reiah after she was done, and then slapped her face, once, before she left.

		Reiah lay there, the woman's juices drying on her face, drifting off to the sound of Merin's voice cutting through the conversation, hearing people laugh at his joke, knowing that he didn't mind that this was something he wanted, too.

		She didn't know how long she slept. She kept waking up, trying to shift her hands and discovering again that she was tied to the headboard. She'd slept in the cage that Silla had made for her, but this was harder because it was a bed, and also there was that party going on in the living room, and there was the promise and threat of a third orgasm.

		When Peri came to get her, Reiah wasn't anything like recovered. But she followed obediently, the remains of her servant outfit still hanging around her, back to the pillory, where Chelle bent her over and reattached her, and then stood, her hand resting comfortably on the small of Reiah's back.

		"The question was raised as to what it means to make someone happy, when they wish to be unhappy; if you give them what they want, you are giving them the opposite of what they want."

		"What difference does it make?" asked Tesia. "If she will serve, that's all that we really need to know about people like that."

		"That is absolutely untrue," said Chelle, sharply. "Reiah is a lovely woman, and if she was actually suffering, rather than enjoying her suffering, I wouldn't be inclined to allow you to torture her, whether or not she would do as she was told."

		Tesia sniffed.

		"What's your theory, then?" asked the man who fucked her first. From what little Reiah had been able to pay attention to, he was one of Silla's friends, who was there because Silla thought that he was reliable and possessed common sense. And because he was the sort of person who enjoyed this sort of thing.

		"Contrasts," said Chelle. "That is to say, I believe that her reactions are heightened by contrasts: pain is felt more strongly when it close association with pleasure, and vice-versa. Which could be a partial explanation for Reiah and Peri's impulse to seek pain rather than pleasure; that they have experienced a surfeit of the one, and are looking to heighten their experience of the other, after it has begun to pall."

		There was some conversation about that, but since Chelle was stroking her ass while everyone else was talking, Reiah lost the thread of the conversation. Maybe that was it. She liked being hurt because she hadn't been. Maybe.

		"There are other factors," said Chelle. "I've never asserted that this is a complete justification, but I do feel that economic and philosophical system need to consider the impulse of perversity in this regard; that people cannot be made happy by happiness, and will stop seeking happiness after they reach a certain level of satisfaction."

		There were snickers at 'perversity.'

		"If you like," she said, primly. "If we are going to attempt to make sense of human behavior, it's necessary to examine the exceptions and perversions, to make sense of the whole. I do not propose to examine all of them, but I have examined this one, extensively. And as I was saying, it's not a complete explanation. It's also the fact that while people prefer to be served than to serve, people can find themselves requiring the immediate reality of difficult physical service, when they've become too used to ease, or to harder to define and harder to explain rewards; serving properly and being rewarded, serving poorly and being punished is satisfying, beyond the simple metrics of the reward and the punishment."

		"You're complicating things," said one of the girls. "The nature of both economics and general philosophy is to take the simplest model and proceed from there. Can you establish that everybody has these contradictory impulses? Can you demonstrate that there is an—" She sounded genuinely angry.

		"If the simplest model is inaccurate," said Chelle, "then it has to be discarded for a more complicated model, annoying though that may be. I can't prove that everyone is like this because I don't think that everyone is like this, and because Reiah's house isn't big enough to hold everybody. But, very well: take this from an economics standpoint. If people enjoy working, the compensation for a job ought to consider the possibility of finding people who enjoy that work, and be adjusted accordingly."

		"It is," said the graduate student, peevishly. "The market rate for a position tends toward the lowest rate that is necessary to find a candidate who will perform the work to the desired standard. If people are willing to work for a lower rate because they enjoy the work—for whatever reason!—the work will be recompensed at a lower rate than work which is less enjoyable, because there will be more qualified applicants willing to work for less money. Money's a signal. If a job is paying more or less, that signals how much value people place on that job, and how much extra is required to get people to do that job."

		"And what about attention?" asked Chelle. "Money is a signal. I understand. But what it's signaling is that people are responding to the situation as it is. My argument is that when calculating how much compensation is being received—when noting the signal, in order to understand the message, it would be a good idea to pay attention to the entire signal. Telling someone that they've done a good job or a bad job is both part of work, and a form of compensation. But it's a form of compensation that some people enjoy, and other people do not enjoy."

		The whole time she was talking, Chelle was caressing Reiah. She'd started with her butt, but her hand had moved between Reiah's legs, and she was stroking Reiah's pussy from behind. Reiah had been tired and sore and worn, and she wasn't . . . she was. She was already wriggling under Chelle's touch, hoping for attention, and the sort of work where she'd be praised if she did well and punished if she did poorly, and everything else that Chelle was talking about.

		Also, so she wanted someone to fuck her. Which was something that Chelle hadn't been talking about. Which the people that Chelle had invited mostly weren't talking about, either, because Chelle had been the one directing the conversation. Because maybe there was the working thing, and wanting attention paid to whether or not she'd done a good job, and so on, but Reiah felt a lot more like that about sex than she did about things in general, and she felt that in particular about being fucked by Chelle, and she was having a hard time paying attention to her train of thought, because Chelle was alternating between stroking the length of her pussy, and sticking fingers into her: first one, then two, then one.

		Chelle wasn't saying that it was about sex. She wasn't saying that Reiah had been wanting more sex than she'd been getting. Whether or not that was true, Chelle wasn't saying it. She was making the argument that it didn't matter. But also that it did matter. That people were there because they enjoyed hearing her argument about the nature of the compensation that was assumed in common economic models, and they were also interested in fucking a stranger in the ass in front of a crowd.

		Because that was what was coming next, apparently. "Obviously," said Chelle, "I wouldn't want anyone to feel pressured into anything they're uncomfortable with. But for those who are willing to extend themselves in this fashion, it will be appreciated, both by Reiah and the company at large. Peri will be at hand, both to make sure that Reiah is adequately cleansed between uses, and to provide whatever supplementary assistance that you might require. And while her rear is being used—not her genitals, please: if you wish to hurt them, that would certainly be appreciated, but I don't want the possibility of orgasm to interfere with what will be happening to her, until the time comes for her to have release."

		"I want to hurt her," said the rich woman, and Reiah could feel the smile, in the way that Chelle's hand caught and held the edge of her pussy, her fingertips just pushing in.

		"Of course," said Chelle, with a smile. "That is the function, more or less. There will be the contrast between the pain and sexual discomfort inflicted by acquaintances and near strangers, while she is holding a loving conversation with someone who she loves and who she wants to please. There will be no direct sexual stimulation, but it is my belief that she will respond more fully to this form of stimulation than any of the previous occasions."

		Reiah wasn't sure. She'd never responded to anything as strongly as she had to that most recent occasion, and now she felt like a towel that had been used and left to dry in the sun until it was stiff and worn and unable to . . . Chelle's fingers pushed into her pussy, and she lost the thread of her metaphor. And the doubt that she had in Chelle's plan.

		"She's already responding," said Chelle. "And I know that it will be a sacrifice to avoid using that aperture, given how inviting it's looking. But that is what Peri is here for, as well as cleaning up any excess that she might find." Then she gave Reiah's ass a firm slap, and walked around to the front of the pillory, where she pulled up a chair, so that she was looking up into Reiah's face.

		"You're very pretty," she said, as someone started rubbing oil into Reiah's asshole. Someone . .. hard hands, and not very patient. Silla's friend, who'd been the first to fuck her. "That was what struck me, when we met. I was . . . there was a pretty woman who was paying close attention to what Merin was saying, so I was paying more careful attention to his speech than I otherwise might have, because perhaps she would want to talk about what he had said, if I approached her properly.

		Reiah gasped because of that, and because of the cock that was thrust suddenly into her ass.

		Chelle smiled at that. "You do take a cock wonderfully. It's always as though you're surprised by it, you know? Surprised and delighted, no matter where you're getting it, or how hard."

		She was getting it hard. Silla's friend was fucking as hard as he had the first time. He hadn't been that interested in the conversations, but it seemed that he'd been interested by at least some of what had been going on that night. His hands were clutching Reiah's hips as he rammed into her ass, not giving her time to adjust, to get used to the pressure. Chelle reached up, wiped a little bit of drool from Reiah's lower lip.

		"Silla, Liad, and Peri are reaching toward their own accommodation," she said. "That's the difficulty of being unconventional, I suppose—you have to come up with your own solutions, rather than following models which have been tried and tested by others, over the course of years. But I believe that we will be hosting Peri for a week or so, probably soon."

		Chelle smiled up at Reiah as the guy jolted another streamer of drool from her mouth, ramming his cock home, deep into her ass. "I think that I can manage your work well enough that Peri will be able to pose as you in the office as well, so you will have a little bit of a vacation there as well. Perhaps we'll keep you in a box in the office, in case we need to check something?"

		The guy behind her came; three stiff jerks into her, then a last one that pushed in longer, before pulling slowly out. And then Peri's tongue was there, as someone else started pawing at Reiah's breasts, squeezing them hard enough to bring tears to her eyes.

		"It is going to be a little work for all of us," said Chelle, "but I know how much you'd appreciate it, so we'll make the effort."

		It wasn't that different from the last time. Except for the way that Chelle was looking at her, the soft touches at her face, the way she smiled at Reiah's reactions. Reiah whimpered, reaching toward her.

		"And while you're not going to be allowed to talk, and Peri's going to take your place, we're all three of us going to take care of you. Peri will keep you nice and clean and tended to, I'll come up with fun games for us to play with you, and—well, obviously Merin is going to be sleeping with me and Peri, because she's going to be taking your place, but I think he'll find the time to give you a seeing-to when you really need it."

		Reiah gasped, and Chelle kissed away her tears, as Peri stopped licking her asshole, and someone else pushed in. Someone with a thicker cock, that seemed to reach all the way up inside of her as it stretched her out.

		It went on. Some of the men beat her before they fucked her, and sometimes women beat her while Peri tried to clean out the come from her asshole. And the whole time, Chelle was sitting in front of her, smiling at her discomfort, talking about things that she'd do to her, lovely things, terrible things.

		Sometimes there were hands on her breasts, sometimes she'd be scratched, or hit, and she felt all of it more intensely than she'd ever felt anything before, everything impossibly intense, everything completely unavoidable. And nobody touched her pussy, not even to hurt it. Reiah was more turned on than she'd ever been, she was burning with it, and she wasn't getting anything. She was so wet that her thighs were slick all the way down to her knees, and there were drops from her pussy spattering on the floor, when whoever was fucking her ass gave a particularly violent thrust.

		Reiah thought that she might be losing her mind. Everything drifted in and out of focus: the sudden sharp pain of rough fingers squeezing her nipple, or small teeth on biting her side, hard enough to leave marks. And the slick, sliding pressure of cocks in her ass, one after another.

		"You know," said Chelle, "I told Merin to make you come, while he took your ass. When he thought you'd had enough. He's used you twice already, but apparently that wasn't enough."

		That cut through the fog. There was someone hitting her ass, with something broad and rigid, hitting hard enough to jolt her forward with every stroke. Merin had. . . but he was. . . .

		Chelle smiled and gave Reiah an encouraging nod. "It took a little while for him to come around, but I think he's finally noticed just how much you enjoy all of this, and he's relaxed enough to try to make you happy."

		There were hands on her hips, and they were Merin's, and there was a cock in her ass, and it was Merin's.

		Reiah's ass had been used, brutally, over and over, so hard that it wasn't closing fully up between people using her; Merin's cock slid right into her, without having to push through. It filled her, though. It was perfect, it filled her, and his hands were on her hips, pulling her back into her.

		She had been keeping quiet, except for occasional moans and grunts and little needy noises during those brief periods when she wasn't being fucked. But she screamed, then, struggling in the iron of the pillory, and against the warmth of Merin's hands and his cock, and the way it felt, moving in her, over and over, back and forth.

		"Now?" he said, behind her.

		Chelle shook her head with a smile. "Only when you're about to finish. She'll appreciate that more."

		Maybe she would. It didn't matter. Reiah was doing everything she could to get loose, to get him inside her pussy, to touch him, and she couldn't, and it was terrible, and she couldn't stop struggling. And then he sped up, and his hands gripped tighter, and then one of them wrapped around her, down to her pussy.

		She hadn't been touched there at all, the whole time. The instant he touched her, Reiah's orgasm started, and it didn't stop. It was his hand, his orgasm in her ass, it was Chelle's hand on her cheek, that little tremble in her touch, it was the crowd that had heard her yelling and watched everything. Who knew what it meant, what it meant about her and about Chelle and Merin and . . . everything that Reiah had been thinking was washed away, by wave after wave of pleasure; it all blurred together. In some distant way, she knew that she'd lost control of her legs, that she was being held up by Merin, that he'd finished, and she was still coming, spasming around him, all of her muscles tensing and opening, and everything hurting and everything feeling better than it had ever felt before.

		Reiah couldn't breathe, she couldn't think of breathing. Darkness swirled up everywhere around her, and Reiah fell into it, still orgasming.

		When she woke up, she was in her bed, and she was naked. Merin was there, and Chelle was there, and they were sleeping. Reiah lay there between them. Then she reached out, and wrapped her arm around Chelle. Reiah could feel her smile, and she pulled Reiah closer. Merin didn't wake up, but he pulled in closer, his arm stretching around the two of them.

		Reiah lay there for a while between the two of them.

		Chelle had said that she was going to have Peri over, and that Peri was going to take her place, and Reiah knew that Chelle meant it, and that it was going to happen, and it was going to be wonderful and terrible. And when it did happen, there was going to be the contrast with the way she was right then, between the two of them, to make it more wonderful and more terrible. She fell asleep again, as satisfied as she had been with Merin's cock in her ass, proving Chelle's points to the crowd that Chelle had assembled.
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