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Emily shut the book with a sigh and moved on to the next one in the large pile at her desk in the library. It was term-paper time at Roberts University, and while the frats might have been full of parties in celebration of the end of the semester, she had no time for fun and games; her Human Sexuality paper wasn’t going to finish itself, and the more she did, the less of an idea she had of what she was actually going to say in it.

It was almost three years, now, since the chaos of the notorious Hollywood director and business mogul Ronald R. Roberts’ presidential run, a campaign that had collapsed in chaos and confusion when a whistleblower stepped forwards to reveal the nefarious inner workings of his business organization, as well as (more relevant for Emily) the bizarre products that they’d developed over the previous ten years or so. The suite of chemical substances the FBI had found in the bowels of the Roberts Institute had turned out to be capable of doing things to a human body and mind that had never been thought possible.

Roberts had lost in the primary, but his company’s intellectual property had been quickly distributed among America’s pharmaceutical giants, who had started to crank out new medications (sans the more sinister effects that the Institute had added). And that had made it possible for the hopeless teenage boy named Edward to become a much happier, more confident woman named Emily. So, all in all, worse things had happened.

Still, while the implications of the Roberts Organization’s mad science might have been positive for the trans community as a whole, Emily was having a lot more trouble with her paper, which was on the subject of the Institute’s motives, how and why its operatives had convinced themselves that they were doing the right thing even as they forced innocent people into – well, no need to think about that again, it was always so upsetting.

The problem was that, while there were pages and pages of testimony in court, thousands and thousands of documents that had been released from the Institute’s files, and at least forty books written on the subject by various reporters, historians, and anyone who was close enough to the room where it happened to know what had been going on without being close enough to have been slapped with a one-way ticket to the big house, there was no definitive answer to the question of why, why the Roberts people had committed such horrible crimes. Most of those who had gone to trial claimed to have done it for the money, which was fair enough, since all of the higher-ups (except Roberts himself, who’d pleaded ignorance and gotten off scot-free) had gotten plea deals to go to prison without expressly admitting guilt or exposing their decision-making process in a public trial.

Emily knew that it hadn’t been about the money. Keeping this kind of immoral business secret was always going to be almost impossible, but either way the Roberts Organization hardly stood to profit from it. The idea, according to a few of the books she’d flipped through, had been to sell the pills to dictatorships for use on political dissidents, but considering the development costs involved, that couldn’t be a profitable line of business, could it? No, there was another reason, and she was convinced that the answer to the question of what it could have been lay somewhere in the vicinity of the Roberts executives’ testicles. There was just...no evidence for that conclusion, and that was frustrating to no end.

Oh well. It was time to give up for now; if she skipped dinner again, she’d be miserable the next day. Getting up, she gathered her things and headed up out of the library’s basement and out the main doors. The warm California evening brightened her spirits a bit; even if it was sometimes far, far too unreasonably hot in L.A., at the very least it didn’t get as frigid in the wintertime as it did in Massachusetts, where she was from.

The cafeteria was mobbed, as usual for six-thirty, and Emily had to push through crowds as she forged her way towards the “healthy choices” station. She tried to eat vegan as much as she could, and HC (as it was referred to by those few students who went there regularly) was the only place where you could find a change from the usual Roberts fare of hot dogs and those crinkle-cut fries that she had previously believed to exist only as an element of frozen Kid Cuisine meals. Unfortunately, the food HC served was not only free of industrial waste and unhealthy fats; it was free of everything, from meat (understandable) to dairy products, to gluten (irritating), and everything on the list of the 20 most common allergens. That meant that her dinner tonight, as with every night, would be brown rice and unflavored lentils. At least there was never a line, she thought ruefully.

Once she had her tray of food-themed items, along with a bottle of water that she’d pulled from the midst of a massive display of sugary drinks, she headed to a far corner of the cafeteria and took a seat in one of the sections with smaller tables, far from the large groups of student athletes and frat boys sprawling out near the pizza counter. It wasn’t that Emily didn’t have any friends – it was more that she had just been too busy recently to connect with anyone. Like, there was Audrey, that girl down the hall she’d had lunch with a few times, and that other one, Simone, who she talked to whenever they ran into each other, and that...guy...what was his name?

Okay, fine. Maybe she was a little lonely. But that didn’t change the fact that she was busy, and work had to come first. Otherwise, what were her parents (and her student loans) paying for? Screwing up her resolve, she took the first bite of her terrible, terrible dinner.

She almost jumped out of her skin when she heard a voice. “Hey, can I sit here?”

Looking up, Emily saw a tall, slim, red-haired girl. She was wearing a sports jersey, but not a varsity one; instead, it read “ROBERTS INTRAMURAL TRACK & FIELD.” She wasn’t bad-looking, either, but Emily had never been into girls (at least not past her socialized-as-a-boy phase), so that was more of an idle observation than anything else. “Sure! That seat’s free!”

“Thanks,” said the girl, sliding into the seat. “This is my favorite table! So I wanted to sit here. Also, it’s really crowded today, so it was hard to find somewhere to sit, you know?”

Internally, Emily raised an eyebrow. The table was right next to the garbage cans; she had chosen it because it was in the biggest empty area of the cafeteria. There was no way...well, whatever. Maybe this was life’s way of telling her to branch out. “Yeah, totally. I’m Emily. Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Sarah,” said the girl. “Um...what classes are you taking?”

“American History,” said Emily, “Math 209, Econ 115, and...um...Human Sexuality.” It was always kind of embarrassing, saying it out loud, but she was a sociology major, for Christ’s sake; she should be able to tell people about that class, especially considering that it was a major requirement.

“Cool!” said Sarah. “I’m in...let’s see, Renaissance Art, Art of Asia, Photo 102, and Drama 112. They’re really fun classes!”

“They sound like it,” said Emily, nodding. That course load explained a lot. “Um...I’ve actually never taken an art. What are they like?”

“Oh, they’re awesome!” said Sarah, smiling widely as she launched into an animated description of each of the courses she was taking. Even though the two of them were certainly an odd pairing, Emily had to admit that it was nice having someone to talk to with so much energy. Or, well, someone to talk to at all. She’d have been lying if she’d said her standards were incredibly high at the moment.

“...and the best part is the way they all intersect! Early photographs in Europe were composed just like paintings because that’s what they knew at the time – it’s really cool!” At last, Sarah stopped to take a breath. “Oh boy, I was talking for a long time there. Sorry! I just get so excited when I think about art.”

“No,” said Emily, madly casting around for a way to frame Sarah’s long-winded spiel in a positive light. Um...what could she possibly say? Think! “...I think you’re really interesting, actually.”

Wait, what? That wasn’t...okay, maybe it kind of was what she thought, but why had it come out like that? She wanted to clap her hand to her mouth, but of course that would have been rude. Where was she...where had she gotten that impulse?

Sarah just laughed. “Oh, don’t say that. I know I was boring you! That’s what my dad – oh, well, never mind.” Her sudden pause left Emily a little concerned, but she clearly didn’t want to talk about whatever was bothering her. A moment of awkward silence ensued before Sarah started unloading her dinner from the tote bag she was carrying. Emily’s eyes widened as she watched the other girl pull out what looked like two burgers, a mega order of fries, a chocolate cake donut, a Cobb salad, and, last of all, a box containing half a cheese pizza. “It’s for the meet tomorrow,” explained Sarah. “I always eat like this.”

“That’s...impressive,” said Emily. Impressive, but mostly just hard to believe. Even though she had the food set out in front of her already, and was tucking in to one of the burgers, Emily couldn’t see her dining companion really putting her dinner away. How could that be possible? Still, it was rude to just sit and watch Sarah eat. She thought hard, trying to come up with a topic of conversation. “Uh...how have you been liking Roberts?”

“Oh, well, it’s been okay,” said Sarah. She had already finished the first burger and was moving on to the second. “It wasn’t my dream school, but the sports are decent! I didn’t want to do varsity, but I did want a good intramural program, and they have it. And the art classes are fun, too! The one thing I really didn’t like was the connection to Roberts – like, the guy – but the school kicked him off the board right before I had to make my final decision, so that problem solved itself. I hear he used the campus as a place to pick up girls.” She made a face.

Emily perked up at the mention of Roberts, which visibly confused Sarah until she could explain that the collapse of the Roberts empire was the subject of her research paper.

“So, like...you’re looking into why it happened?” Sarah asked, after Emily was done. She seemed a little skeptical, not of Emily’s choice to do the research (she had been listening intently to her), but of Emily’s chances of finding that out from publicly available documents.

“Well, yeah, that’s the million-dollar question,” Emily conceded. “I haven’t been able to find answers online or in anything in print. These guys testified secretly, and the evidence is still locked up in government archives. I feel like I’ve hit a dead end.”

“That’s too bad,” said Sarah. “Usually, reading other people’s papers is, well, a little boring, but yours seems really interesting! I genuinely want to know, you know? I feel like that’s covering new ground that even, like, fancy academic people haven’t touched.”

“Yeah, that was why I picked it,” said Emily. “But it seems like I’ll have to turn in something incomplete. And that’s a shame, because the conclusion – that the Roberts people did it because they were, you know, horny – that’s obviously related to human sexuality. But a pure investigation...well, I might as well be doing journalism. I’m worried I’ll get a bad grade if I don’t bring it home.”

“I can see that,” said Sarah, nodding. Before Emily’s eyes, she had destroyed her entire dinner except the donut, which she was saving for dessert, and a few slices of the pizza, which she had yet to finish. “Yeah, research papers are hard. I could never do one! That’s why I’m in art – maybe final projects are stressful, but at the end of the day, who can say what’s good and what’s bad? I can just insist that I’m being really abstract and meta.”

Emily laughed. “Yeah, I wish that was how research papers worked too. I’ve always wanted to be a professor, though, so I should learn these skills now, right?”

“Sure thing!” said Sarah. “Look at you, with your future all planned out. I do art because I like it, but...I mean, will it lead to a career? I don’t know.”

“Do what you feel!” said Emily. “I’m sure lots of people want to see your art. I know I do. And that means that there’s somebody out there who’ll pay for it, right?”

“I guess,” said Sarah. “You really want to see it? I don’t know if you’ll like it. It’s not really very good. But maybe tomorrow I can show you around the art studio. It’s Friday, so I’ll be free all day. Do you have any classes?”

“No,” said Emily, “but…” she was about to say something about the research project, but then stopped herself. Fuck the research project. The strength of her feeling surprised her, but it was the truth; she really didn’t need to spend another day in the library. In fact, she realized, she would go insane if she spent another day in the library. “Nah, never mind. Yeah, I’m free all day.”

“Cool!” said Sarah. “Then why don’t we meet at, I don’t know, three? Most of the art majors aren’t even going to be awake yet.” She laughed.

“Sounds good to me,” said Emily. Checking her watch, she noticed that it was almost 7:20 – she had a Social Sciences career talk to go to at 7:30. “Oh, I actually have to go here. But it was nice talking to you!”

“Sure thing!” said Sarah. “See you tomorrow!” She was just taking the last bite of the donut. She had really done it. As Emily walked away from the table and out through the cafeteria, she shook her head in amazement; that girl was incredible.

She realized she already felt a strange connection to Sarah, like she’d known her much longer than an hour. Before dinner, her social life had been empty and sad; now she was excited to meet a friend the next day. Funny how these things could work out.

* * *

The campus as a whole was a bit more inclined to rising “early” (or, well, before three p.m.) than the art students perhaps were, and things had already been buzzing for three or four hours when Emily emerged from the basement of the library, rubbing her eyes, typeset letters swirling across her field of vision. Nothing had changed with the research; it was just the same as it had always been. She had started to hate it more and more with every passing hour, despite a vague hope that having a pleasant distraction in her life like Sarah would reorient her and give her a new focus and drive. It was definitely a good idea to spend some time away from the project.

She had never actually been inside the art building, except for stepping into the main lobby on the tour, so she was mildly curious to see what it was like. The place was famous on campus for being an eyesore; it had been designed by Frank Gehry in the same style as that one museum in Seattle – she forgot its name – and looked like a mutant Jell-O mold. There were few windows, except for portholes scattered seemingly at random along the side of the building. The campus nickname for it was “the wart.” At least it was hard to miss, and its ugliness had made it something of a local attraction, if any tourists ever felt like battling two or three hours’ worth of rush-hour I-10 traffic to come out to the ‘burbs.

Sarah was waiting for her in front of the entrance; she waved when she saw Emily, clearly excited. Emily smiled; it was so nice to be around a person who would give her energy. After a morning in the library, it was what she needed most.

They greeted each other, and then Sarah gestured to the building. “Let’s go in! This is kind of exciting, actually. No one in intramural track and field is doing art, so I don’t get to talk about it with anybody.” Over the next ten minutes, she led Emily on an animated tour of the art studios and finally stopped in front of one of the cabinets, a hesitant expression crossing her face. “This is where I keep my portfolio,” she explained, pulling it open. “I mean...none of this is really very good…”

“I’m sure it’s really good,” said Emily, trying to sound encouraging. “I mean, whatever it is, it’s going to be ten times better than anything I could do.”

“Um...I don’t know…” Sarah stood for a minute, scratching her chin, before finally grabbing one of the canvases. “This is what I did for the Impressionism unit earlier in the semester.” Shyly, she cast her gaze to the floor as Emily looked at it.

The painting wasn’t quite like anything else Emily had ever seen. It was certainly in the style, with smears of paint serving to create a hazy, indistinct effect, but where most Impressionist paintings she knew of were, in some way, a celebration of their subjects, an ode to the view of nature or to the impressive buildings they depicted...this one was almost chilling. It showed a suburban house, seemingly only one of thousands in a vast development. The shapes in the painting were blurry, of course, which was traditional, but also distorted, somehow, and surprisingly sharp shadows created an angular, abrupt effect that served to unsettle the viewer. It took her a moment to find words for it. “This is...crazy. It’s really good, but it’s surprising too! I get such a strong vibe from it.”

“Really?” asked Sarah. “What kind of vibe?” Even though she’d been shy before, Emily’s praise seemed to fall on welcoming ears.

“It’s, like...sinister, I guess. Like, this feels like a painting that would be in a haunted house. I don’t know why, just that it...does.” As Emily spoke, Sarah’s expression went from excited to pensive to almost sad.

“Yeah, I guess you caught it. That’s kind of what I was trying to convey.” She took a deep breath. “This is the house...this is the house I live in when I’m not at school. Where my parents are. But...I don’t know if it’s really a home.” She paused, and Emily stayed silent, trying not to pressure her to speak if she didn’t want to. “I don’t know if it’s any one thing,” she continued, “but I guess...I guess my parents and I kind of...drifted apart during high school. My dad was threatening to divorce my mom, and even though it never happened, they spent so much time fighting that they never seemed to have any left over for me. I get that they were dealing with problems, but...I don’t know. I was a teenager. I couldn’t be left to run my life all by myself. The only time they did care about me is when I tried to do something without their permission, and then all the anger was suddenly coming my way, you know?” She fell into silence for long enough that Emily was about to respond, but then added, “I didn’t tell you, but I’m from Maine. I think that’s why I ended up in California!” She laughed, a little bitterly.

“Wow, that’s…” Emily paused, wondering exactly what to say. She had had no idea, and she felt terrible for Sarah. Her own family had been reasonably supportive when she’d come out as trans, and she’d been able to lean on them. If she hadn’t...well, she could only imagine. “That’s really tough. But...hey, I’m here for you. If you ever want to talk about anything like this, you can come to me.”

“Thank you,” said Sarah. “I...I really appreciate it. I feel like my friends at school are my family now, and...well, you’re the newest member. If that’s not weird.”

“It’s not weird,” said Emily. “I’m honored. Do you...wanna go get a coffee? My treat.”

“That would be...that would be great,” said Sarah. Together, they turned and headed out of the art building.

* * *

Not long after they arrived at Bean Blast, the local coffee roaster, Emily had succeeded in cheering Sarah up (with the help of a Mexican hot chocolate and a gingerbread cookie). They were discussing pets on Instagram – obviously, parents exploiting their children for social media could easily veer into cruelty, but what about animals? It wasn’t as if they had an education to neglect, and the content was cute, right? As they talked and laughed, an hour flowed by like water.

Sarah looked down and checked her watch. “Oh shoot, it’s already four thirty? I have practice at five! This has been a lot of fun, but I think I should really go…”

“Of course!” said Emily. Both girls got up, gathering their things before starting out the door. “Well, have fun at practice!”

“Actually,” said Sarah, stopping suddenly. “I don’t know if you’re busy or whatever, but I was thinking...tomorrow is Saturday night, so do you want to...go get burgers or something?”

“Yeah, sure!” Emily turned to look at her friend. Something in the way she’d asked the question made her think that...well, whatever. Who was to say that her intentions were anything but completely innocent? “I don’t have anything else going on, so...I’ll see you then. Like, at seven?”

“Seven works!” said Sarah. “But, um...how about we...trade phone numbers? So that, you know, I can let you know if I’m going to be late?”

Now this was definitely fishy. Sarah’s hesitant tone and obviously fabricated excuse told Emily definitively that there was something else going on, and if it was what she thought it was...well, when she thought about it, she was okay with it. Something about Sarah made her feel...different than she usually did. And the way she had gotten so nervous...that was kind of cute.

Really? Was she already thinking this way about a friend? Sighing inwardly at herself, Emily smiled, getting out her phone. “Sure! I’ll text you.” They exchanged numbers before parting ways, Sarah heading off towards the track while Emily walked back to her dorm. Well, one thing was for sure; this dinner was going to be memorable. She was already excited.

As she crossed the street dividing campus from the neighborhood, Emily felt her phone buzz; it was the email vibration, not the text vibration, assuaging her fears that Sarah had already gotten desperate. Instead, she found a notification from the campus events center:

A Talk from Samantha Harrington

“Inside the Roberts Organization: My Captivity in the Machine”

TRIGGER WARNING: Sexual assault, physical and emotional abuse. In a discussion of her upcoming book On the Inside, Samantha Harrington shares her firsthand experience of the abuses of the Roberts Organization, and how she managed to survive and move forwards. Presented by the Departments of Sociology and Psychology, Students Against Sexual Assault, and the Roberts University Alliance of Women. Any students with disabilities requiring special accommodations should contact rholtz@robertsuniv.edu.

Lecture will take place in Grau Hall at 4:00 on Saturday, with questions beginning at 5.

Now this was an opportunity. Emily had heard all about Samantha Harrington - she was mentioned in almost every source on the subject as one of the survivors of the Institute’s program of human experimentation. Almost none of the dozens of people, mostly women, who’d been rescued from the facility’s hidden basement had ever said almost anything about what they had experienced, but Harrington had given several interviews, including a particularly tearful one on NPR, and generally seemed to be willing to open up, even if just a little bit, about what had really happened in the Institute. Now she seemed to have decided that it was time to reveal much more. On the Inside was coming out after Emily’s paper was due, which was a pity, since it was practically the only real primary source on the subject, but now here came a chance to hear about some of what was in it, and maybe even ask a few questions of her own. If ever there would be a way to fill in the gaps in her paper, well, this was it.

Pocketing her phone, Emily decided not to bother going to the library that night. Sure, there were more books to read, but they weren’t going to tell her anything she didn’t already have somewhere else in her notes. She had been pouring all of her energy into this thing for months, and she felt that it was time for a last throw of the dice, a last gamble to figure out whether it had all been worth it. There was nothing else she could do, and no point in making herself sweat for no reason.

As she walked back to her dorm, she started to hum tunelessly to herself. Maybe she would spend the night watching Selling Sunset. Ooh, and attacking the pint of vegan Rocky Road ice cream in the freezer - there was still some left in that. She was ready, at long last, for a much-needed break.

* * *

The next day, Emily took her seat in Grau Hall at 3:45. The morning had been uneventful - a run, some yoga, brunch - and now, armed with pen and notebook, she was ready to get shit done. A lot was riding on the next two hours; hopefully she would get what she needed.

The auditorium was reasonably crowded. Usually, talks didn’t get great attendance – even those that tried to sell themselves as “exciting” and “relevant” struggled to compete with the allure of jungle juice and League of Legends over LAN. Samantha Harrington had become a minor celebrity over the years, though, and some of the attendees were likely there just to be able to say that they had seen her in person.

The rustling of papers and murmur of conversation quieted when Harrington got up from the front row and took the stage. A spotlight swung down to focus on her, and for a moment she scanned the audience, seemingly psyching herself up to get started. Though she was in her mid-thirties and inexorably approaching middle age, it was easy to believe that she had once been a college student just like her audience - maybe it was the dramatic winged eyeliner, applied with an expert touch, that helped make her look more youthful.

At last, she cleared her throat and began to speak. Her voice was tired, and if she looked younger than her true age, she sounded older, like a person who’d seen things that she’d never forget. “I’m so glad to see so many people here,” she said. “Three years on from the revelations, I get the impression that some people feel like the Roberts stuff is old news. For me, though...well, it’s not. As someone who experienced the workings of that horrible machine, I can never really move on from it. For me, it always feels like it’s been three days, maybe three hours, since I got out.” She sighed.

“That was part of my reason for writing On the Inside. I get that not everyone is going to understand what I experienced, and that’s not my expectation. But by putting out the book, and talking to groups of people like you, I can bring a personal touch that’s missing from the congressional testimony, from the legal proceedings and the news reports. Ultimately, my goal is to make this all fresh in a way that I’m realizing would never happen if I didn’t speak out. Even though I really didn’t want to...well, it’s my duty to history.”

“None of the other survivors...well, that’s the term, survivors, even though none of us died, I guess. But there’s no better word, is there? Anyway, none of them wanted to speak out, not because they’re too afraid or because they’re selfish, but because they couldn’t bear to revisit those years. I felt the same way, but I managed to muster – I don’t know if it was the courage, or the resolve, or just the guilt – but either way, I managed to muster enough of what I needed to speak out, and so it’s also my duty to the rest of them to tell our story. They don’t deserve to be forgotten, even if they’re not here today.”

“Speaking of ‘here’...this is actually the first place I’ve spoken on my tour, and there’s a reason for that. I didn’t go to Roberts University, but two of my friends did, and I know they’ve fixed it up around here, kicked out the – pardon my French – fucking rat bastard who used to run this place, and reformed it from what it used to be. Still, though...since most of the Roberts empire, except the studios, has been torn down now, this is really the only place with his name on it that I could choose to speak at. And I wanted to do that. I wanted to show that I could return to, maybe not the place of my trauma, but a place connected to it, and to deliver my talk to people who maybe, if not for the luck of having been born ten years later on, would have fallen victim to that horrible machine, just like I did. I think that brings a new layer of relevancy to the whole thing.”

“So...without further ado, I guess I’ll start with my experience as one of the first three taken captive. And if, at any time, you need to leave the room, please, please feel free to do so. I won’t judge. I know how it feels.” She launched into an emotional recounting of what had happened to her, the abuses, the experiments, the mental alteration, all delivered with a cool, level cadence that would suggest emotionlessness if it weren’t interspersed with occasional moments when Harrington was clearly on the verge of tears. It was without a doubt one of the most powerful things Emily had ever seen, and she found herself fighting back her own emotions as she tried to take notes, not just for the paper but also because she felt that this story needed to be recorded, to be set down in some kind of lasting way.

Over the next hour, Harrington covered the period around her initial captivity, focusing on the first week, which she said was the only period she had clear memories of. The years following had all melted into a drugged-out haze, with only brief moments of lucidity occasioned whenever she was left to go hungry as punishment, and then the confusing hours in which she was hauled out of the facility and into an ambulance to be taken to the general hospital in Denver, before it was discovered that most of the damage was mental rather than physical. Then, at last, she related the story of her life since then, which had been fairly miserable – damages awarded in a lawsuit had enabled her to live without having to work, which was good because some days it was hard to get out of bed, especially with the alcohol addiction she’d quickly developed as a way of numbing the pain. Even listening to the talk was an ordeal; though Harrington stayed away from the most graphic descriptions of the sexual abuse she’d endured, what she did share wasn’t easy to listen to.

The time allotted for questions began, but Emily found it hard to raise her hand. Her questions were all so personal, so probing and so close to the heart of Harrington’s trauma that it felt wrong to ask them in front of everyone. Still, her answers to other questions were unguarded and raw, and Emily found herself with a lot to take in. She was furiously taking notes, of course, but she also felt like she was growing as a person, just sitting there and listening. The world was evidently a cruel place, but the fact that Harrington was standing there despite everything that had happened to her...it was genuinely inspiring, and not in a fake, swelling-music, Hollywood way either. Harrington’s story wasn’t one of someone surviving something terrible and emerging out the other side somehow enlightened and perfected – it was the story of someone simply surviving, damaged by the experience but able to speak to it anyway because she felt that it was the right thing to do.

People filtered out over the course of the question hour, leaving only a dedicated few at the end, Emily included. She knew that she had to go get ready for dinner, that it would be rude to leave Sarah hanging, but she hadn’t gotten exactly what she wanted yet. At last, the host, one of the Psychology professors, got up and announced that time had run out, and she felt a twinge of desperation. The talk had been a memorable experience in itself – but she did have to write the paper also.

Screwing up her courage, she headed towards the stage, notebook in hand. She was worried about whether she would come off as pushy. “Um, hey, I’m Emily, and…”

Harrington seemed taken aback for a moment, but then smiled at her. “Have a question?”

“Um…” Emily was caught off-guard for a moment. Surely it couldn’t be this easy? “I do, actually. I was...embarrassed to ask it in front of everyone else, because...well, it’s kind of academic and impersonal. I’m writing a paper on this subject, is why, and…”

“Listen,” said Harrington. “Hey, you don’t mind if I swear, do you? Well, I guess you didn’t get up and leave when I did it the first time. Anyway, I don’t fucking care what you ask me. I’ll answer it. When I got out of the Institute, you know where I went home to? Rural Georgia. If there’s an insensitive, scarring question out there, I’ve been asked it. In an ideal world, I wouldn’t have been taken prisoner the way I was – but I think answering questions about it is a natural side effect. I’ll deal with it, the same way I dealt with ten years of captivity, because I think it’ll make things better. There’s just one condition, okay?”

“Um...sure,” said Emily, a bit hesitant. It was unsettling to hear someone speak so frankly about their trauma and scarring memories.

“It’s this: Find an undergraduate journal – they exist for almost every subject, and you can submit papers to them without having a Dr. before your name – and send your paper over. If they ask you to revise it, please do. Make sure it gets published. Whatever your focus is, I think the world deserves to know. If you promise, then you can ask me absolutely anything.”

“I promise,” said Emily. She felt almost honored, even though she was about to ask something so terrible and probably triggering, and just generally being a burden to this woman. “Um…my question was...well, my paper is for Human Sexuality, and it’s about how sex motivated the Roberts people to do such horrible things. The problem is, none of the sources I’ve consulted could really…get into their heads and figure that out, you know? So I was hoping…”

Harrington nodded, her expression stony. “You know, I know what I said, but...that’s not an easy one for me to answer.”

“I-I’m sorry,” said Emily. “I didn’t mean to…”

“No, no, it’s fine,” said the other woman. “I...I actually haven’t thought about that very much. It’s hard to imagine what...what a person who would do something like that would be thinking. But...well, I can tell you this. The work environment at the Institute was very...very sexually-charged. Often, I was...I was a performance bonus, I think, or something to do over a lunch break. Your approach to the story...it’s the right one. I’m sure of it. Money was never an object. I think the idea was to sell off the captives, but that never actually happened.”

“Thank you. I...I appreciate it,” said Emily. “Can I quote that?”

“Sure,” said Harrington. “You know, I think you and I are allies, of a kind. I feel like I’m getting old before my time. Old and broken. I’ll never love again. I’ll never have kids. I’m finished. But you...you can help make sure that what happened to me never happens again. That fucking shithole...maybe it’s locked off, abandoned forever. But we can’t be sure that no one will ever try to carry on its legacy. One day, I’ll die, and it will be up to people like you to keep watch.”

“Please...please don’t talk like that,” said Emily. “You have some fight left in you, right? That’s why you came here.”

Harrington shrugged. “Maybe. But I won’t be enough on my own. I used to get annoyed when old people said that the younger generation was going to fix everything, but now I understand why they did that. Because, in the end, that’s all they could say. The best thing they could do for the future was to ensure that young people kept the fight going. I’m not that old yet, but I’m getting there. Hell, here I am, having a midlife crisis at thirty-three.”

“I’ll...I’ll do what I can,” said Emily. “I promise. I’ll get this paper out.”

“Thank you,” said Harrington. “I feel...if I get a few more people to do what you’re doing, then this book tour will have been worth it. Which is good, because I hate staying in Holiday Inns. They’re so fucking soulless, they remind me of...well,” she laughed, “you’ve heard enough of my complaining. Good luck on your paper. And, hey, if you ever need anything, another interview or help finding a job in the nonprofit sector or something...” she handed Emily a business card. “I can probably help you. There’s nowhere I haven’t given a presentation over the years.”

“Thanks for your help,” said Emily. “I appreciate it.”

“Don’t be so thankful,” said Harrington. “I’m not that good of a person. Real talk? The only reason I helped you is your name. Emily...I once knew a girl named Emily. We were...we were friends.” Turning, she left the auditorium through the back door, leaving Emily standing there alone, overwhelmed by both a deep sadness and also a feeling of hope. Harrington seemed to carry those feelings everywhere she went.

Checking her watch, she noticed that it was already 6:30, time to go back and get ready for dinner. It was strange to think that she’d do something so mundane after such an emotional and memorable experience. Although...with how Sarah had been acting the day before, maybe dinner would be memorable, too. Smiling, Emily hurried off to go change.

* * *

A half hour later, she was heading towards Flaming Buns, the local burger place, feeling a strange mixture of excitement and trepidation. If Emily had been picking up correctly on what Sarah had been putting down...well, she knew what the other girl felt. But even though she was flattered by that, and eager to see what was coming next...at the same time, she wasn’t entirely sure she felt the same way. It was entirely possible that she did; she just didn’t know.

That uncertainty was reflected in her outfit. She’d chosen a cropped hoodie and skinny jeans, enough to show off her body, but not enough to make it look like that was what she was trying to do; it could really be read either way. She’d also put on a little makeup, but not much more than a daily look. Hopefully Sarah knew what she wanted, because otherwise this dinner could turn out to be a little awkward.

She found the other girl already waiting for her, wearing a nice casual dress that showed off her legs, which Emily couldn’t help but look twice at. Track and field suited her just fine. “Hey!” said Sarah, once they were close enough. “Want to go in and get a table? I think the rush is starting, so…”

“Yeah, we probably should,” said Emily. Together, they headed into the restaurant. As they sat down, Emily noticed Sarah steal a glance at her; even if she hadn’t seen it, it was impossible to miss the tension that was suddenly between them. These were feelings Emily hadn’t felt since...well, not since she’d become the person she really was, and not before then, and maybe never. She’d never been sure whether she was into guys or girls, or maybe both, and...well, that was still an open question, but she was at least a little into Sarah.

“So, um…how was your day?” Sarah’s voice was filled with the nervousness from the day before; Emily had to admit, it was ridiculously cute.

“It was all right,” said Emily. “I never get up to much on the weekends. I did finally get some material for my paper, though.” She didn’t feel like it was the right time to bring up Harrington’s talk; that was some heavy stuff, and this was a person she’d had a grand total of two conversations with.

“Neither do I!” laughed Sarah. “Well, except we had a track meet, but that was only for an hour in the morning, and then I basically did nothing all day, except watch Teen Wolf. Have you heard of that show?”

“Maybe,” said Emily. In reality, she’d seen several episodes when she had been much younger, and Arden Cho as the were-tiger girl had been a major factor in her sexual awakening...but that was probably a little too forward. “Isn’t that one kind of like Twilight with werewolves?”

“Kind of,” said Sarah. “It’s a lot of fun! It’s got just the right mix of, like, corniness and actual interesting storylines and stuff. I’m on the third season.”

“Maybe I should give it a watch, then,” said Emily. “I’m going to finish this stupid paper pretty soon, and then I’ll have some free time.”

“I’d recommend it!” said Sarah. “Hey, I should get our order in – what were you thinking of getting?”

“The, uh, the Garden Supreme and waffle fries,” said Emily. “I can get the order, though. It’s not a big deal.”

“No, no, I insist,” said Sarah. “I dragged you here, remember? I’ll get it, and you can stay here and guard the table.” Turning, she headed over to the counter. Emily wasn’t sure if she’d ever gotten a clear view of Sarah from behind...but it seemed like the other girl’s track and field career hadn’t just helped her legs. Damn!

Okay, no, mind out of the gutter. One of Emily’s tendencies was to get carried away on the knowledge that someone liked her or even had a crush on her, and then to say a bunch of stupid stuff. Not this time! No, she would keep enough control of herself to at least descend more slowly into mental debauchery.

Sarah returned from putting in the order and took her seat once again. Briefly, Emily felt eyes on her boobs, an ability she’d somehow gained during the transition process. Did Sarah like what she saw?

Her suspicion was pretty much confirmed by what the other girl said next. “That’s a really cute sweatshirt!”

“Thanks,” said Emily, deciding to try a ploy. Slowly, she unzipped her outer layer, revealing the cropped tank top underneath. “But it’s hot in here. I think bringing it might have been a mistake.”

“Uh…” Sarah’s mind seemed to be frozen by the sight of cleavage. Really? Was she going to act like a thirteen-year-old boy the entire time? Not that Emily minded. The attention was really nice – especially from a person she found so attractive. “Um, I mean, better safe than sorry, in case you, you know, get cold or something.”

“Yeah, true,” said Emily, deciding to try something risky, self-control be damned. “But I don’t really get cold out in the world anyway. For some reason, it’s when I’m alone in bed at night that it really gets to me. If only I had something to...warm me up, you know?” It was heavy-handed, but Sarah was hanging on to every word anyway. The expression on her face was almost one of wonder, that someone could be so forward, so hungry – but it was also one of desire.

“I...well, if an extra blanket doesn’t help…” said Sarah slowly, “I think I might...know a trick. I could show you if you wanted. You know...later.” Emily raised an eyebrow. Neither of them was very good at flirting, but that didn’t matter. What did matter was that she’d just been propositioned.

“That’s an attractive offer,” said Emily. “I might take you up on it one of these days. Especially now that it’s been getting colder. But hey, this conversation was supposed to be about my sweatshirt, wasn’t it? I don’t think it suits me as well as your dress suits you. Where’d you get it?”

“Oh,” said Sarah, reddening. “Thanks! Um, I got it online, on sale. I don’t really wear dresses very much, you know, but I thought, why not?”

“It’s cute,” said Emily, nodding. “But hey –” Just then, the buzzer went off, signalling that their order was ready. Sarah got up again, before Emily could say anything, and hurried off to get it. Emily suspected that she’d wanted a chance to recover; her face was beet-red.

Still, even though Sarah was the one losing her cool, Emily was finding it almost as hard to keep calm. She’d probably been a little more forward than she’d intended, but...with such an attractive woman right in front of her, she felt she could hardly be blamed for that.

Soon, Sarah returned, tray in hand. It had their burgers (Sarah seemed to also have opted for the vegetarian patty, making up for the lost calories by simply ordering three burgers to Emily’s one) and a medium order of waffle fries; definitely much better than could be expected at the Roberts University cafeteria.

“I’ve been looking forward to this,” said Emily, grabbing her dinner.

“The burger, or…?” Sarah eyed her nervously. 

The sight was a little funny, but then Emily hadn’t set out to torture her. “The burger was part of it,” she said, smiling, “But not what I was looking forward to the most.” Taking a moment to watch relief and happiness spread across her companion’s face, she dug into her food.

For a few minutes, neither of them said anything. Making conversation with a burger in front of your face isn’t the easiest thing in the world at the best of times, but dates – if this could even properly be called a date – were so nervous-making that a short break from the pressures of coming up with witty and charming things to say was more than welcomed on both sides.

At last, though, they finished their burgers (at the same time, despite Sarah having to work her way through three of them) and began to chat about things less sexual as they ate the pile of waffle fries. It was reassuring to know that even though they now had this extra dynamic of romantic tension between them, the things that had originally made their relationship work still did the job. Sarah was more energetic and excited when they weren’t flirting, and she did most of the talking while Emily listened, laughed, and nodded; it was a complete reversal of the earlier dynamic.

At last, though, they came to the bottom of the pile of fries. The last one, a dark-brown morsel that had clearly been fried twice, was so appealing that they’d both held back from it, trying to save it for last, but now, semi-unconsciously, they both reached for it, and their hands touched; Sarah, who had only just recovered from the earlier episode of sexual tension, blushed deeply, and Emily felt her own cheeks grow hot as well. For a moment, they both froze, staring at each other and the fry in turn.

Sarah made an effort to resolve the impasse. “I...um...maybe we can break it in half?”

“You...I think you’re missing the point here,” said Emily, “but sure, break it.”

With trembling hands, Sarah reached out and snapped the miniature waffle in half, handing the bigger piece to Emily. They both ate their pieces, and then Emily looked at Sarah. “Do you...wanna head out?”

“Um…” Sarah looked, if possible, even more flustered than she had a few minutes before. “Uh, sure! Let’s just clear the table, and then we can…” Realizing that finishing that sentence would entail revealing her desires, she fell silent instead.

“Sounds good,” said Emily, getting up. Together, they cleared away their tray and garbage, and then headed out into the cool night air. Just outside the door, Sarah drew to a halt, and Emily followed suit. They looked at each other for a moment, each wondering whether the other felt the same way she did.

“Um…” said Sarah. “I...I can’t describe what I’m feeling. But...it’s something I’ve never felt before, and I...I…”

“It’s okay,” said Emily. “You don’t have to say anything.” And then she was leaning forward, and so was Sarah, and suddenly their lips were meeting in a kiss. The feelings swirling in Emily’s breast were so wild, so confused, that she couldn’t form a coherent thought beyond the general feeling that this is good. She was flushed, heart beating rapidly, overcome by the passion of the moment. As far as first kisses went – well, this wasn’t too bad.

After a few moments, they broke apart, each breathing heavily, before going back in again. Someone hooted across the street, probably a drunken frat boy, but Emily couldn’t possibly have cared less. The world might be cruel and insensitive, but there was no way it was going to take this moment from her. After twenty years, didn’t she deserve it?

At last, they pulled away again, gazing into each others’ eyes as both women tried desperately to find something to say, some words that could fit the moment. At last, Emily made an attempt. “Do you want to...go somewhere more private, maybe?”

Sarah blushed and giggled. “I’d love nothing more. I’m sorry. It’s just...I’m so happy!”

“It gets better. Come on,” said Emily, taking the other girl’s hand and pulling her along the sidewalk. In fact, she had no idea whether it got better or not, but she was so excited to see where this rabbit hole went (and if it went where she thought it did), that she didn’t care; any time they didn’t spend hurrying to her room was time wasted. She had to resist the urge to just break out running; better not to be that desperate.

As they hustled across the street and through the quad, they talked about easy things, silly things, laughing and joking, both in awe of the fact that they’d found a person who felt exactly the same as they did. After years of frustrated crushes for Emily, years of never quite being able to get out there because she had been in the wrong body or had never had the confidence to make a move...the fact that things had fallen into place for her so dramatically seemed like a godsend. The feeling of Sarah’s hand in hers was like a tether to the world, to the life and hope and joy that she wondered if she’d ever fully experienced before this moment. She wished that there was a way to fast-forward reality, to see what came next, but then maybe it was good that she was experiencing everything so fully. She would remember this for her whole life, after all.

After what seemed like an eternity, they were heading into Emily’s dorm, up her stairs, into her room. Emily’s heart felt like it would burst out of her chest for beating so hard – but no, she couldn’t die of happiness just yet. There was more to be had, after all. Gently but firmly, she found herself pushing Sarah down onto the bed, but then stopping, wondering if she was being too forward, too aggressive.

But Sarah’s desperate, wild expression, cheeks flushed with arousal, suggested that she was all right with it, and then came the magic words: “No, don’t stop, keep going.” The other girl was practically panting with desire, and Emily felt almost a moral duty to help her with it.

“Are you sure –” Emily began, still finding it hard to believe that this could really be happening, that the moment she’d dreamed of – and been getting off on for six or seven years now – could really be unfolding. Sarah only moaned and nodded, unable or unwilling to string together a coherent sentence, grabbing for the zipper of Emily’s sweatshirt.

Each fell on the other, lips locked in a kiss as fingers fumbled for zippers, buttons, trying to unwrap the gifts life had just given them. When they came up for air again, Emily’s sweatshirt was hanging off her shoulder, her tank top in disarray, and Sarah’s dress was unbuttoned, waiting to be slid down over her trembling body.

For a moment, they gazed at each other, each processing what was happening, and then Emily reached up and began to pull her sweatshirt down her arm. Suddenly, Sarah reached out and stopped her. “No...let me,” she said, sliding the soft fabric off of Emily’s body and onto the floor. “It’s better that way.”

“Okay,” said Emily, “but in that case...it’s my turn, right?” She gave Sarah’s dress a firm tug, and the other girl’s boobs popped out the top, still imprisoned in her bra...which was a little lacier than would be expected of a sporty, casually-dressing woman like her. “You…” said Emily, as Sarah giggled and hid her face. “You were planning this!”

“O-okay, maybe I was,” said Sarah, “but what were you expecting? A business meeting?” Reaching out, she hooked a finger into Emily’s tank top, pulling it away from her boobs, revealing the total lack of a bra underneath. “I’m not a Christian, but I think Jesus said it best, right? About the sin and the stones?”

“Don’t bring Jesus into this,” said Emily. “I went to Catholic school, and according to those people...well, he wouldn’t be too happy right now.” She pushed Sarah’s dress down further until it was gathered around the other girl’s navel, so tantalizingly close to the money shot...but it was best not to rush these things.

“I think,” said Sarah, pulling at Emily’s tank top as Emily obligingly wormed her way out of it, “I think you’re changing the subject. You came to that burger place just as ready as I was for what you knew was going to go down.”

“Can you blame me?” Emily slid Sarah’s dress down to her hips, then further, exposing a lacy and incredibly tantalizing pair of panties, clearly part of a matching set with her bra. Sarah cooperated to get the dress the rest of the way off, leaving her clad only in underwear. Emily drank in the sight. “You know, “ she said, “I have to confess that I wasn’t totally sure what you had in mind when you asked me to dinner. But I do know what I had in mind. And I think we can agree now that those two things were actually one and the same.”

“You put it so nicely,” said Sarah. “Like this was all some kind of romance novel or something.” She reached out and undid the button on Emily’s jeans, hand resting for a moment on the hard bulge encased within. Her eyebrows raised, and her movements grew a bit more frenzied, even more eager to see her lover totally undressed. Soon, Emily’s jeans were around her knees, and then she kicked them off, leaving her panties as the sole item of clothing hiding her body from Sarah’s gaze.

“Oh, it’s not a romance novel,” said Emily, reaching around Sarah’s back to unhook the other girl’s bra. On a whim, she leaned forward so that her mouth was just inches from Sarah’s ear. “For one thing,” she whispered, trying to achieve a perfect sultry smolder, “romance novels don’t give you all the juicy details.”

Sarah gasped, helpless with arousal. “I...God, I don’t care what kind of book this is anymore. I just…I need you now.” Her hands fumbled around Emily’s bulge again, pulling at her panties, until all of a sudden her dick, smaller than it had once been but still a perfectly usable piece of hardware, sprang out, standing at attention. The feeling of being attacked so desperately was a delicious one, and Emily found herself biting her lip, wondering what Sarah’s vagina tasted like, whether her nipples would be as fun to play with as they looked like they would be.

But no, she had to perform for Sarah, just a little bit more. She was, after all, but an actor in their masterpiece of a fore-play. “You do?” she whispered, eliciting the same delicious, nearly uncontrollable response from her lover. “Do you really need me? My hands? My mouth? My girl-dick? Do you?”

“Oh fuck,” moaned Sarah. “I...fuck, I really, really, do. Fuck me. Please.”

“Well, when you ask so nicely,” said Emily, “I really can’t refuse.” She leaned down and began to nibble on Emily’s ear, letting her teeth tickle her lover’s nerve endings, her hot breath send shivers down the other girl’s spine. At the same time, she kicked off her panties, leaving herself completely naked. Now wasn’t the time for fun and games with taking off each others’ clothes; now was the time for sex, dirty, desperate, mind-blowing sex.

But then, all of a sudden, she felt fingers on her nipples, gently tugging, pulling, twisting. It was all well and good to be in control, on top...but sex was a two-way street, and for a moment she was carried away on her own tide of pleasure. It was surprisingly erotic to feel the other girl trying to please her, but also to fulfill her own desire to explore Emily’s body, a body that Emily had never felt quite secure in even as she’d learned to love it in many ways. Now, the feelings of love and vulnerability, combined with raw, self-serving validation, combined to amplify the pleasure that Sarah’s touch brought.

The sensation was so exquisite, in fact, that Emily felt a need to pay it back. She began to plant a line of kisses down Sarah’s neck, tracing a winding path towards the other girl’s boobs, determined but unhurried. There was all the time in the world to get where they were going, so why not feel good along the way? She got up on the bed, knees on either side of Sarah’s hips, both to give herself better access to Sarah’s body, but also to give Sarah better access to hers. After all, both of those things were winning outcomes, weren’t they?

Sarah’s eyes widened at the opportunity that had just revealed itself. A bit timidly, she reached out and took Emily’s cock into her hand, sliding the shaft between her fingers. The untrained fumbling was shockingly erotic, and Emily found herself moaning into Sarah’s sternum, forced to pause, if only for a moment, her progress down the other girl’s body.

Still, though, she had places to be. Soon, she began again, and soon found her face right where she had wanted to put it all along: right between Sarah’s not-insignificant breasts. This...oh, it was a happy place indeed. The flesh pressing against her cheeks, the strange feeling of comfort and safety...it was all there.

After a moment’s enjoyment, she traveled up to one of Sarah’s nipples, locking her lips onto it, beginning to gently suck, nibble, pleasure, to luxuriate in the feeling of the other girl’s flesh in her mouth, at her mercy. If Sarah could resist this...well, she’d have to be some kind of saint.

And that she clearly was not. Even as she moaned at the new sensation, Emily’s lover was focusing her assault on the throbbing cock just a foot and a half from her face, falling into a steady rhythm of pumping. It was surprisingly skilled, not too gentle or too hard, with just the right amount of pressure. For a moment, Emily broke away from Sarah’s nipple. “Fuck...okay, tell me now. Where did you learn to please a dick?”

Sarah shrugged, looking a little sheepish. “I, um...read an article online. It said to imagine you were jerking off a banana. Don’t want to bruise the banana, right?”

“That’s weird advice,” said Emily, “but...actually really good. Oh shit, keep going just like that.” Sarah obeyed, holding the pace steady, which was gratifying; Emily had read more than a few Internet horror stories about partners who always had to speed up when they heard the request to “keep going.”

Still...Emily might have said such a thing, but Sarah certainly hadn’t, and Emily wanted to explore her body further. Still pleasuring her lover’s nipples, she traced fingers down her waist, her hips, until they were touching the hem of Sarah’s panties. Pushing these down, ever-so-slowly, she soon exposed the other girl’s pussy. She couldn’t actually see it yet – with her mouth full of nipple, there was no way to look – but she decided to challenge herself a little and go in blind. After all, she knew how vaginas should work. They weren’t on the front, which was a delusion shared by many online artists, and the clit was somewhere near the top, right? Okay, so she didn’t have a lot to go on, but...hey, Sarah would be understanding.

She ran her hand along Sarah’s thigh, feeling the curves of her flesh, until she knew she was well below Sarah’s crotch. Then, gingerly, gently, she moved her hand to the gap in between Sarah’s parted thighs and began to run it back up, slowly, gently, until...yes! There it was. A fold in the other girl’s flesh, a feeling of wetness, and then her fingers were moving across Sarah’s vagina itself, eager and dripping. Moving up, she found the clit in a furrow of flesh, a button that, when she pressed it, softly, gingerly, elicited a desperate moan from Sarah’s lips. This was...this was magical.

Sarah had some tricks left up her sleeve, though. “You know,” she said, “this is good, but...there’s something I’ve always kind of wanted to do, even though I’ve never been interested in guys.”

“Oh really,” said Emily. “By all means, go ahead!” She was disappointed to have to leave Sarah’s vagina behind so quickly, but she promised herself that she’d be back. The night was but young, after all.

Sliding down the bed, Sarah grabbed Emily’s ass (in the name of guidance, perhaps, but it was a little gratuitous, not that Emily wouldn’t have taken the same opportunity in a heartbeat herself) and forced her lover’s cock down and forward until it was finally in front of her face. Being stared down by a one-eyed monster...maybe it wasn’t something Sarah had ever expected to do, but she was clearly enjoying the experience immensely.

Using her hand to guide Emily’s member, Sarah leaned forwards and planted a kiss on its very tip. Even that small gesture felt like the pinnacle of eroticism; because of Sarah’s inexperience, her enthusiasm, and the affection Emily felt for her, she could have done almost anything and made Emily moan. But this...the fact that she was stepping out of her comfort zone, doing something new to both of them because it was an expression of her sexual desire...it was an especially sexy thing for her to do.

Emily leaned back, promising to herself that, at least for a moment, she wouldn’t worry about giving back. This was a moment they could both enjoy; why mess with greatness? Sarah broke off the kiss, beginning to gently pump Emily’s cock before taking the head into her mouth. Emily had to fight back a gasp at the sensation. It felt...it felt really good to have Sarah’s warm, wet mouth wrapped around the end of her cock, sucking gently, as she pumped away with her other hand. “Oh shit,” she moaned. “You’re...you’re good at this.”

Sarah grunted something, but of course it was impossible to understand, with her mouth full of cock. It didn’t matter. The connection they were achieving in this moment, had already achieved...it was beyond what words could express. Emily had always worried about sex, even though it had never seemed quite on the horizon. Would she be able to satisfy a partner, or even get herself off? Would she know what to do? Would she be too anxious to enjoy things? While that last one was kind of a natural result of her other concerns, there had been a lot filling her mind as they’d both gotten naked.

But now...sure, she wasn’t doing a lot of work herself, just moaning and generally trying to put on a good show for her lover. The fact that she felt secure enough to do that, though, really showed the seismic shift that had gone through her. Now, even though she was a novice, even though she had no idea really what she was doing except trying to ape what she’d learned from porn and the Internet, even though there was probably someone out there who could have blown Sarah’s mind ten times over already...none of that seemed to matter anymore. They were young, passionate, and already in love – and that was enough.

Just then, Sarah began to bob her head up and down on Emily’s dick, adding a new layer of pleasure to the already-wonderful sensations coursing through her. It felt almost like she imagined that sex probably felt – the rhythmic motion, the bursts of pleasure, the texture of Sarah’s eager mouth, all combined into a cocktail of incredible eroticism.

In fact...in fact, it was almost too erotic. The sensation of the blowjob was new, sure, but the sensation of pleasure building up in Emily’s crotch – well, that was all too familiar. Panic surged through her. Despite all the happy thoughts she’d been having about pleasing Sarah no matter what she did, she didn’t want to cum now. There was still so much to enjoy, and she didn’t want to have to wait fifteen minutes before she could go again! Just as things began to build to a peak, she gasped, grunted, and gently but firmly pushed the other girl’s head off her cock. “Shit! I was about to cum. You’re too good!”

“Why not just cum?” asked Sarah, evidently a little disappointed. She seemed to have gotten really into things.

“Because I’d have to wait before I could go again,” said Emily, “and I do not want to have to do that! Not while there’s still another course still in front of me, right?”

“Another course?” Sarah seemed to warm to the idea. “What could you possibly mean by that?”

“You’ll see,” said Emily, flipping her lover over and crouching down in front of her crotch. “See...you said that was something you’d always wanted to do, but this is something I’ve always wanted to do. That is, if you’re willing to indulge me.”

“When you put it like that,” said Sarah, “how could I possibly refuse?” She lay back, giving Emily full access to her pussy. This was going to be memorable, if nothing else. Placing a hand on each of Sarah’s toned thighs, Emily leaned down and tried to decide on the best way to start.

Eventually, she settled on a conservative approach. She’d give the other girl what she wanted either way – why not make her wait a little? Besides, she was new. It was definitely better to take her time. Cautiously, she flicked her tongue over Sarah’s lower lips, eliciting a soft moan. Well, if her lover was that sensitive...this would probably be a lot of fun.

She traced circles around the other girl’s pussy with her tongue, feeling every curve, every contour in the other girl’s pussy mound. Judging by Sarah’s continued heavy breathing, this was going well – so well that she felt confident in going a little further. Shaping her tongue into a spear, she just parted her lover’s labia, getting her first taste of the juice that had clearly been drenching the whole area for some time now. The sensation was electric; exploring Sarah’s most intimate parts in this personal, up-close way was awfully hard to beat.

The other girl gasped and moaned as Emily explored her nether regions. Emily could only imagine how it would feel to have a pussy, to have it ministered to by someone who turned her on so much. The pleasure from her dick wasn’t bad...but if Sarah’s performance was genuine, these sensations were clearly on another level.

Emily plunged her tongue-spear a little deeper, sliding it up and down her lover’s soaking, tight slit, getting the other girl ready for whatever would come next. She was already almost at her maximum depth, but Sarah trembled with every tiny movement she made; clearly, it wasn’t always size that mattered.

The musky scent of Sarah’s pussy, the incredible feeling of servicing someone so intimately, the pleasure of making someone she loved feel good...all of these combined to make the experience unforgettable for Emily as well, even if she wasn’t directly getting off. She decided to reward her lover for her trouble...and how could she better do that than by letting loose with the final ten percent she’d been holding back? She had already found the other girl’s clit hidden among the folds of skin at the top of her labia, and now she brought over one of her hands and began to massage it with her thumb, pressing it gently but firmly, twirling a tiny circle around it, just as her tongue plunged to its furthest possible depth in Sarah’s pussy. The other girl moaned loudly at the attack on her clit, louder when Emily pushed deeper into her pussy, and she didn’t stop after the initial pleasant surprise wore off, either. Instead, every exhale was a loud, throaty moan, each a bit louder than the last. “Oh...oh fuck,” she groaned, “oh God, just like that! Just like that!”

Emily sensed that she was entering uncharted territory here, that Sarah was reaching a new height of arousal, but she didn’t know exactly what would happen if she kept going – not that that stopped her, of course. This journey she was taking her lover on was unlike anything she’d ever experienced, and now was not the time to chicken out. As requested, she continued her explorations into the other girl’s pussy, not letting up on her clit either, enjoying herself more than she’d thought possible at Sarah’s loud, impassioned moans.

Suddenly, her lover’s thighs clapped onto either side of her head, pushing her arms aside, and a hand grabbed her head. “Oh God!” cried Sarah. “Oh God, just like that! It feels so good, feels so good, feelssofuckinggoodI’mgonna...I’m gonna…”

Then, with a scream, she lost control to what was clearly an enormous orgasm. Her thighs locked on to Emily’s head like a vise, trembling madly, and a new wave of juice splashed Emily’s face. Emily’s cock was harder than ever before; it trembled with arousal, ready to smash diamonds in its quest for sexual gratification. The knowledge that she’d made Sarah come, that she’d given her lover so much pleasure...it was the hottest thing she’d ever experienced, and it seemed that her body couldn’t help but reflect that.

For half a minute, Sarah’s convulsions continued, and then she began to relax a bit, breathing heavily. Emily took her mouth off the other girl’s pussy, waiting for some sign from Sarah that she was ready to continue...of course, only if she wanted to, but hadn’t Emily just made a pretty convincing argument for why she should? Finally, her lover collected herself enough to speak. “What...what are you waiting for? Get on me!”

“On...you?” Emily understood, of course, but she couldn’t quite believe that she was really hearing the words she’d been hoping for ever since Sarah had asked her to dinner, since even longer ago than that.

“Fuck,” moaned Sarah, “fuck me! Stick your cock in me! Tab A into slot B! I can come again, but only if you hurry!” She waited anxiously on the bed as Emily ran to her jeans and got a condom and a packet of lube out of the hip pocket; for all her teasing of Sarah, it was true that she’d come prepared as well. It was erotic to the extreme, watching her lover waiting on the bed, so desperate for Emily’s loving touch that she had already started to masturbate, to fill the few seconds until Emily was ready to take her.

As Emily slipped on the condom and lubed up, she reflected on how far she’d come. She hadn’t been sure, since transitioning, whether or not she wanted to use her dick to have sex. It seemed like a throwback to the body she’d been born with, the body she’d always hated, the body she’d moved on from in every way but that. But...now that she was in the situation she’d been wondering about, she realized that it didn’t matter. Sure, she had a dick, but that didn’t make her any less of a woman, and fucking her lover’s brains out wasn’t a masculine thing to do, if she was a woman doing it. She could do whatever she wanted, and it wasn’t as if the Gender Police were going to come arrest her for it – if they were ever going to, they would have done it years ago.

Finally, she was ready. Placing her hands once more on Sarah’s hips, she leaned over the other girl, looking her in the eyes. “I’m going in.”

“Don’t just say it!” said Sarah. “Do it! I already said I wanted you to!”

“Your wish is my command,” said Emily, lining her cock up in front of Sarah’s pussy. Taking a deep breath, she pushed it in, gently, slowly, the lube ensuring it went smoothly and without any trouble. Sarah sucked in her breath as the head of Emily’s cock passed her pussy lips, and Emily felt like doing the same. The other girl’s pussy was...it was tight, hot, wet, everything Emily had ever dreamed of. But this was far, far better than any dream.

Emily’s experiences with anal play had taught her that it was better to go slowly at first when it came to this kind of thing, so she took her time, inching her cock oh-so-slowly into Sarah’s pussy. Her lover was breathing hard, gasping as Emily penetrated her, but those sounds didn’t seem to be coming from pain; instead, combined as they were with a stream of obscenity and encouragement from Sarah’s mouth, they came from a place of anticipation, of eagerness.

For Emily, the feeling was unforgettable. Having her cock pressed on all sides by Sarah’s tight pussy – it was like nothing she’d ever experienced. As her lover moaned and gasped, her pussy spasmed and trembled, adding to the potent cocktail of sensation that was coursing through Emily’s lower body.

At last, the final inches of Emily’s cock slid into Sarah’s pussy. For a moment, she stopped there, letting them both savor the feeling. Then, slowly, cautiously, she began to thrust. After years of wondering what it would feel like, years of battling feelings of insecurity and self-doubt around her gender, her genitals, her sexual prowess – this was the culmination of many things for Emily, as undoubtedly it was for Sarah too. Emily wondered if she’d ever had sex before. Either way, she was having a good time; each thrust elicited a gasp, a moan, a groan, or something somewhere in between the three. The knowledge that she was giving pleasure to someone else made her own pleasure so much better.

She began to speed up her thrusts, a little harder, a little faster, trying to find the sweet spot, that perfect zone of pleasure where they could both forget about everything except the wild sensations of sex. She felt like she was getting closer to it, but she wasn’t quite there, hadn’t quite hit the right speed…

“Oh fuck,” moaned Sarah. “Oh God, that feels so good, but fuck me harder!”

“G-got it,” grunted Emily, trying to go deeper with each thrust. “Fuck me, your pussy - it’s so goddamn - so goddamn tight!”

“Then keep - keep going!” said Sarah. “I’m...shit, I’m getting close to another - another one!” Sure enough, Emily could feel her lover’s vagina twitching more and more, squeezing her cock harder. She wasn’t too far from an orgasm herself; there was a familiar heat building up in her pelvis, and each thrust brought greater pleasure than the last. If this kept up...well, she was bound not to last long, that was for sure.

Emily was thrusting almost as fast as she could now, trying not to go overboard but unable to completely control herself. The sensations were just overwhelming, and it would be too easy to let her animal brain take over, just to throw caution to the wind and jackhammer her lover’s pussy. Holding herself back from that...it was practically all she could do.

Her cock felt so good now it was almost painful, and each thrust left her gritting her teeth, biting back a groan. Sarah wasn’t bothering to exert even that much self-control; she had abandoned individual moans and had settled into a long, continuous sound that got louder whenever Emily struck a place particularly deep inside of her. They were almost there, each locked in pursuit of the culmination of her pleasure, desperate to reach it, to feel the explosion of ultimate ecstasy –

And then, suddenly, Emily was there. Her cock twitched, the pleasure utterly overwhelming her as warm, sticky cum flowed into the condom. Her insides felt like they were melting, a storm of electricity crackling through them as pleasure pulsed through her very core. She gasped, moaned, and became vaguely aware that Sarah was doing the same, that she had also gone over the edge, and that only made her cum harder, blast after blast of ecstasy rippling through her. A scream was escaping her lips, but she couldn’t stop it, couldn’t think about anything but her pleasure, and her lover’s pleasure, both sensations swirling together in a beautiful symphony of eroticism. This was...this was something she’d remember forever. Oh God…

At last, after what felt like a long time but had probably only been a few seconds, the pleasure began to abate. Emily tried to catch her breath, cock still inside Sarah, as the other girl did the same. Once she was sure that her lover was done as well, she began to pull out, gathering her thoughts as she did so. Could she ever put words to what had just happened? Where did they...where did they go after this? Was Sarah her girlfriend now? The questions swirled in her mind...but then, there would be plenty of time to answer them later. She grabbed a washcloth for herself, and another for Sarah; together, they got cleaned up, a pensive silence filling the room.

“You know,” said Sarah, at last. “I...wow, I’ve never felt like that before. That was...that was awesome! Or is that too corny of a thing to say?”

“No,” said Emily. “It’s just right. Everything you say is just right. God, promise me we’ll do this again.”

“Where did you get the idea that we wouldn’t?” laughed Sarah. “We definitely will! I wouldn’t give that feeling up for anything in the world.”

“Good,” said Emily, “because otherwise...well, otherwise, I would have been pretty disappointed.”

“Hey,” said Sarah, sitting up and taking Emily’s hand. “Listen, you can count on me. I’m not going to abandon you. I’ll stick with you through thick and thin. Tonight was just the beginning.”

“I...I feel the same way,” said Emily. “Promise?”

“I promise,” said Sarah. Their lips met once again, Emily tasting a hint of her own pre-cum on her lover’s breath. She really had found someone she could depend on, someone who would make her life so much richer, so much more enjoyable and fuller.

As they broke apart, she breathed out, a sigh full of happiness. It was hard to say what the future held...but as long as it held Sarah, well, she could be sure everything would be all right.

And as for that paper, well, it would practically write itself.
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