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The lecture had started twelve minutes ago.

Emily knew this without checking her watch because the clock above the humanities building entrance had read 9:07 when she finally made it through the door, which meant she’d had to take a seat near the front rather than slip invisibly into the back row. Sitting at the back felt like giving up, and she didn’t give up, even when she probably should.

She settled, opened her bag, and began the quiet excavation. Notebook. Pen. The psychology textbook she’d already read twice. And then her fingers found the other one, the paperback with the creased spine, and she hesitated for only a moment before sliding it into the gap beneath the textbook where it would be invisible to anyone not looking directly down at her desk.

She was not going to read it. She’d brought it to return to Sophie, and she hadn’t seen Sophie yet, and that was all.

Professor Davis was discussing arousal thresholds. She was tall — Emily had noticed that in previous lectures, the way she commanded the front of the room without effort, moving with a kind of deliberate ease that made the space around her seem arranged for her benefit. Her voice had a carrying quality that meant you heard it even when you weren’t trying to. A voice that expected to be listened to and was never disappointed.

Emily listened. She took notes. She was very good at taking notes.

She lasted eleven minutes.

The book had a dog-eared page from last night and her eyes found the paragraph immediately, the way you find a bruise without looking for it. The heroine was on her knees. The prose was not subtle. Emily had read this section four times already and each time it produced the same specific warmth that started low and spread upward, and she had not yet managed to be clinical about this the way her psychology reading suggested she should be.

She kept her face neutral behind her glasses. She was very good at that too.

“Communication,” Professor Davis was saying, “is not incidental to power exchange. It is the architecture of it. The negotiation is the structure within which everything else becomes possible.”

Emily turned the page.

She was aware — distantly, the way you’re aware of a car alarm two streets over — that she was squirming slightly in her seat. She stilled herself. Crossed her ankles. Looked up at Professor Davis for a moment with what she hoped was the expression of someone who had been paying attention, and found Professor Davis looking back at her with an expression that was entirely unreadable. Almond eyes, very steady. Emily looked back down at the page.

She squirmed in her seat as Professor Davis’s voice seemed to fade into the background, replaced by the imagined sounds of leather against flesh and whispered commands. She knew she should put the book away, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop reading. The words consumed her, igniting a fire low in her belly that made it difficult to concentrate on anything else.

When she looked up again, Professor Davis had moved on. Gesturing at the board, something about the psychological literature on consensual non-consent. Emily made a note. The book lay open in her lap and she did not look at it again, but she could feel it there, the specific weight of it, the particular warmth.

The lecture ran until half past. She was aware of people leaving in her peripheral vision, the shuffle and zip of bags, conversation starting up in the corridor, but she was at the good part now, the part where the heroine finally stops negotiating with herself, and she needed one more page, just one more—

“Emily.”

The room was empty.

She looked up. Professor Davis was standing at the front, jacket on, a stack of papers under one arm, watching her with the particular quality of attention that made Emily feel simultaneously very seen and very foolish. It was a look that didn’t judge, exactly. It simply observed. Up close she was even more striking — sharp cheekbones, curly black hair cut close around her jaw, the kind of composure that didn’t need to announce itself.

Emily closed the book.

She stood, gathered her things with as much dignity as the situation allowed, and walked to the front of the room because there was nowhere else to go.

“I’m so sorry,” she started. “I was—”

“Reading.” Professor Davis held out her hand. Not for a handshake.

Emily gave her the book.

Professor Davis turned it over. Read the title — “Ribbons – A Tale of Submission”. Read the back. Turned to the first page and glanced at it briefly, the way someone glances at a restaurant menu when they already know what they want. Then she handed it back.

“You’re not enrolled in this module,” she said.

It wasn’t a question. Emily’s face went hot. “No. I — no. I’ve already completed the credits. I just wanted to—”

“What are you reading? For your actual course.”

“I’m in my final year. Cognition and decision-making, mostly. Some neuropsychology.”

Professor Davis regarded her for a moment. “You’re sitting in on introductory sexual psychology while finishing a neuroscience thesis.”

When she said it like that it sounded considerably worse. “I found the intersection interesting,” Emily said, which was true, and also not the whole truth, and from the slight shift in Professor Davis’s expression she suspected they both knew that.

“Dinner plans?” Professor Davis asked.

Emily thought about her evening. Thesis edits. A chapter of reading. Dinner alone in her room because she’d run out of the capacity to make conversation with her flatmates three weeks ago and hadn’t yet recovered it. “No. Nothing.”

“My husband and I are having people over. Come at seven.” She picked up her papers. “We’re on Selbourne Road. I’ll email you the number.”

She was at the door before Emily found words. “Should I — is there anything I should—”

“Just come,” Professor Davis said, and the door swung shut behind her.
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​Selbourne Road
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The house was larger than she’d expected.

Emily stood on the pavement for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, checking the number against her phone even though she’d checked it twice already on the walk over. A Victorian terrace, end of row, bay windows warm with light. A bicycle locked to the railings. A terracotta pot by the door with something green and unkempt growing out of it. These details reassured her, slightly. Normal house. Normal people.

She’d changed three times. She was wearing the second outfit, not the third, because the third had felt like she was trying and she wasn’t sure she wanted to look like she was trying, though she wasn’t sure why it mattered for a casual dinner with her professor and some other people. The silk blouse. The pencil skirt. Her good coat. Fine. Normal.

She rang the bell.

Professor Davis answered the door in a different dress than she’d worn to the lecture — deep green this time, against which her skin was very dark and very smooth — and behind her the hallway was lit and warm and smelled of something good from the kitchen, garlic and wine and something herbed. She had a glass in her hand already. She looked at Emily the way she’d looked at her in the lecture hall, that same quality of attention, and smiled.

“You found it,” she said, stepping back to let her in.

Emily stepped into the hallway and looked around as Nerissa closed the door behind her. Coats on hooks, books stacked on a console table, a narrow staircase going up. She looked toward the dining room, where she could see a table set — and counted, quickly, the way she counted everything — two places. Not four, not six. Two, plus the setting already occupied by the glass Nerissa had brought to the door.

Three places. Three people.

“Am I — are the others not here yet?” Emily asked.

Nerissa was already moving toward the kitchen. “Others?”

“You said you were having people over.”

Nerissa glanced back over her shoulder, and the corner of her mouth moved. “Did I? I meant you. Come through.”

Emily followed her into the kitchen. It was a proper kitchen, lived-in, copper pans hanging from a rack, herbs on the windowsill in varying states of survival. A man was standing at the hob with his back to them, stirring something, and he turned when they came in.

He was somewhere in his forties. Dark hair going silver at the temples. The kind of face that had probably been merely handsome twenty years ago and had since acquired something more useful — authority worn naturally, without display. He was still in his work clothes, shirt untucked, sleeves rolled to the elbow.

“This is Davis,” Nerissa said, in the tone of someone making a simple factual statement.

He offered his hand. “Good of you to come.” His voice was unhurried.

“Emily,” she said, which he presumably knew.

“We know.” He turned back to the hob. “Drink?”

They had drinks in the sitting room while dinner finished. Nerissa poured without asking what Emily wanted, which produced a glass of something white and cold and very good. She sat in the armchair nearest the fireplace — an actual fire, low, the kind that makes a room amber — and Nerissa and Davis took the sofa, not pressed together but close enough that the alignment between them was obvious. They had the easy physical grammar of people who have spent a long time sharing space.

“So,” Davis said, “how long have you been sitting in on Nerissa’s lectures?”

“Since the start of term,” Emily said. “Three weeks.”

“And she only just noticed you today?”

“She noticed her some time ago,” Nerissa said, not to Davis but generally, without looking up from her glass. “Today was just when it became worth mentioning.”

Emily wasn’t entirely sure how to take that. She took a sip of wine instead.

“What are you working on?” Davis asked. “Nerissa said neuroscience.”

“Decision-making, mostly. The gap between what people know they should do and what they actually do. How much of choice is rational and how much is—” She paused. “Constructed. Post-hoc.”

Davis looked at her with new interest. “You mean people decide and then invent the reasons.”

“Often, yes. The literature suggests the narrative we build around a choice frequently arrives after the choice itself.”

“That’s either very reassuring or very unsettling depending on your relationship with your own decisions.”

“Both,” Emily said, and he smiled at that.

Dinner was lamb, slow-cooked, with things that had clearly been attended to. Davis cooked the way he moved — without fuss, like a person accustomed to competence in themselves. The wine was red now and better than the white. Emily was on her second glass.

The conversation had moved through several territories by the time the plates were cleared: a film they’d seen recently, a paper Nerissa was reviewing that she described with fond exasperation, something Davis said about a project he was working on that he declined to specify. Emily had relaxed by degrees, the specific unwinding of someone who has been braced for something that has not arrived.

She’d asked what Davis did.

“I write,” he said.

“What kind of thing?”

He and Nerissa exchanged a look across the table. Brief, private, the full content of it invisible to Emily. “Fiction,” he said. “Various kinds.”
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