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   For Carli, Dawn, Ashelyn, Vicka, and Helen 

You're all beautifully weird monsters. I am glad to share this time with you.








  
  Author's Preface


Her Bloody Creature is a book about love: spontaneous, instinctual love; love of found family; friendship preceding love; platonic love and self-love. It’s also about how messy love can be. These characters aren’t invincible, and precautions sometimes aren’t enough. What goes wrong is often because of bad judgement. 
That’s life. It’s also rarely the end.
Some caveats for mob: two characters are confirmed Aboriginal. One is undead and stays away from her community because of it. The other is disconnected by circumstance, and we don’t see her reconnect. Having said that, this is still for mob: for the sistergirls dealing with gender, and for women feeling things for other women. If I have my way, this is part of a healthy yarn that White Christendom can’t hijack. 
While this isn’t a kinkster’s guide, I try to show standards. These characters might be monsters, but it never excuses evil. If something hurts and it isn’t the point, play stops. If anyone isn’t in the right mindset to play, nobody plays. Every scene should be read with RACK (Risk-Aware, Consensual Kink) and FRIES (Freely-given, Reversible, Informed, Enthusiastic, Specific) consent in mind. 
But also remember that, if you want to have a spicy night you are not these monsters. You don’t have vampire blood or a cryptid bestie to look out for you. (If you do, I have questions.) Prepare your space: condoms and dental dams, rope-shears, gauze, cold and heat packs, PReP gear, and water at minimum. If a scene goes wrong, get help. 
Finally, a few terms and conditions of entry: always was, always will be, free Palestine, black and queer lives matter, land back to Indigenous peoples, stop Asian hate, end antisemitism, landlording isn’t a real job, destroy fascism, sex work is real work, abolish wage-slavery, housing and healthcare are human rights, copyright protections against AI scraping, sustainable living with the Earth, and eat the rich. If these statements offend you, close the book and have a yarn with someone you trust about when you became a traitor to me and human ideals.
And if you nodded along to all of that… welcome, fellow traveller. Get comfy, and proceed in good faith. If you find a kink you want to try — or feelings about who you are — know that there are communities that will welcome you with open arms. 
Relax, enjoy yourself, and I’ll see you for aftercare.
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  1 — Stagnation

Midnight


Suppose I should have counted my lucky stars that I was the only one in Folsom’s library tonight. The librarian office was on the second floor of six. It was a slot of bare walls, chairs older than the oldest staff, and balsa wood desks that would crumble by a couple of years. The stuff the students used had a few extra toothpicks of reinforcement. 
Being alone hid how far I’d fallen into a pit of can’t-be-fucked.
It was supposed to be an easy gig while I worked on my thesis: steady pay, residency apartment, free access to study materials, and opportunity to stay on afterwards. Cushy, quiet, unlimited free time; the dream job. Except there was one hitch. Cushy and quiet was perfect until you realised you needed something to keep your mind going.
Night after night of seeing the same oil-marked walls and scuffed green and black carpets was enough to make anyone spew. The fart-stinking beanbags and gummed up tables turned the gig into a glorified solitary confinement.
It was hard to tell which was worse: this, or the weekdays. I hadn’t touched my thesis in weeks. Lectures breezed past. I wasn’t even sure if the undergrad convenors cared that I dropped in on their sermons anymore.
Tonight’s torture relief was a printed guide on setting someone on fire with a mix of isopropyl alcohol and water. For fun, of course. That was where boredom took me: finding out what people did when putting on collars and calling someone “daddy” wasn’t enough. 
The sound of crashing waves and cawing seabirds rippled out of my phone. I threw the sheaf of paper on my overcrowded desk and thumbed the alarm off. Time to patrol the stacks and sort the night returns. 
After seven more hours of this, I’d get a weekend. As far as boredom went, one set landlord-white walls was as good as another.
I grabbed my key fob, ID and whatever enthusiasm I still had for Folsom. The lights on the second floor flicked on when I left my nook. I skipped the elevator and took the fire escape to the ground floor. Some exercise would warm me up, and it was less boring than standing in a moving coffin.
The returns box by the glass doors had one book in it: a dissertation in Australian history, about pre-colonial agriculture and fish farming. I flicked through it to make sure nobody damaged the pages. It was a mercy when people remembered bookmarks were a thing.
My finger brushed against something wet and sticky over the book’s spine. A gummy blob hooked itself onto my hand, even as I yanked it away. Whether or not it was ink or a sooty snot rocket didn't matter. It was as welcome as a patch of shower mould. 
‘Eugh, great,’ I groaned. No matter how hard I shook my hand or scraped the blob over something, it clung to my finger. ‘The fuck?’ 
The black blob wasn’t spreading, burrowing into my bones, eating my skin, or taking me over. There was only my voice in my head too. Either every horror movie lied to me about black goop, or it was just a wad of gum with a crush on my finger. 
And I dared to hope it’d drown my boredom in a barrel of oil, set it on fire and chuck it in Port Phillip Bay. Starring in my own improv horror movie was something I hadn’t done on the clock.
I carried the book and the blob up to my office. At the second floor, huffing and puffing from the long climb, steam rushed out of my mouth. Gooseflesh ruptured my skin. I knew the air conditioners were off. It was cold enough in the autumn chills as it was. The lights didn’t flick off after I left either. 
Whoever else was on the level was in for a rude shock. The only palatable time-killer here was the film collection. Everything else needed a six-pack of grog to digest. The technical gear was on the top floor behind too many layers of security. 
The book, and blob, could wait. I had a guest to spice up the evening.
The closer I got to the psychology section, the more my breath steamed. Droplets of water froze mid-air. At the 152 rows, the blob jumped off my finger and floated around my head. If my mates were around, I’d be the one to say, “don’t touch the floating black stuff.”
 Tonight, I was bored enough to ignore my own advice. We climbed two flights of stairs together, and my smudge-buddy wouldn’t do me dirty after that. As soon as I reached for the blob, it squished into a spike aimed at my fingertip. When I moved away, it turned back into a gooey ball. 
‘Primitive,’ a woman growled.
At the end of the row was a waifish girl with a long-sleeved, black gown cinched in with a corset. Her skin under her onyx black hair looked like frosted porcelain. One hand glided over a row of book spines. The other held a sheaf of stapled paper.
‘Diverting from clay was a mistake.’ Her voice was like ice cracking in the wind. ‘Knowledge stored on pulped plant carcasses, written in liquefied corpses, and bound in dead skin. Fragments when wet, burns at extreme temperatures, and light ruins the pages but is needed to see the writing. Let the young alone for long, and you’ll find babbling adults.’
‘Can I help you?’ I grumbled with my best “disappointed teacher” voice. She could have been here with a reasonable explanation, but I wasn’t paid enough to care. She was in past opening hours, and smudge-buddy was more interesting.
‘Perhaps,’ she replied. ‘Where did this pamphlet come from?’
I stepped in closer. ‘Can’t tell you if I don’t know what it is.’
‘How droll.’ The girl looked over her shoulder. Her eyes were white-less pits sitting in the middle of a heart-shaped face. A row of needles sat where her teeth should have been. Cold shock tore through my neck. ‘Ah, I thought I lost that fragment. My thanks.’
The girl held up a bony finger. Smudge-buddy raced past my neck and sank into her skin. After it vanished, her eyes turned into a heaps normal shade of violet. ‘My apologies for not announcing myself, colleague of Despair.’ Small dimples formed around her polite smile. ‘I’ve been away awhile.’
‘The fuck?’ I breathed. The only despair I knew was what I felt about going back to my thesis. Nobody else was shuffling around this level. The acoustics were good enough that I would have heard them. I didn’t see anyone on the ground floor, and the elevator hadn’t moved. 
‘You uh…’ I began. The girl turned her head. She had a copy of the Phenomenology of Perception in one hand. The other held a sheaf of papers with equations to an alcohol-water solution. I pointed at the papers. ‘Did you get that from the librarian’s desk?’
‘A messy desk, indeed.’ I gulped. Talk about fucking around and finding out. My cushy job was in jeopardy. ‘Is that study yours? Curious why a librarian would invest in a torturer’s craft.’
‘I uh…’ I mumbled. I held my hand out. ‘Hey, if we keep this hush, I’ll pretend I didn’t see you. Nobody has to get in shit because I’m bored, hey?’
‘Bored?’ The girl giggled. ‘So you’ve begun immolating your species for relief?’
‘Something like that.’ I ground my hands into my arms. Whatever heat I could get from the friction drowned under the cold. ‘Hate to cut this short, but I’m freezing here.’
The girl snapped the book shut and slid it back onto its shelf. My skin sank back into its usual, dehydrated smoothness. ‘I would have you be comfortable, librarian,’ she said. ‘I will return your dead plants, but I have inquiries. May we adjourn to a side room?’
It was after midnight now, and there’s no way that the security cameras didn’t catch anything. If they hadn’t, this goth had a knack for breaking and entering. More to it, she seemed like she had a grip on the temperature. Between that and the fact she had a mouth full of knives, I wasn’t in any hurry to turn her down. 
If nothing else, I got my night off from boredom. ‘Follow me. We’ve got our pick of study rooms.’
I brought the goth around to the room closest to the librarian’s office. The door snapped open after I waved my key fob over the scanner. It was the right size for a few tables, chairs and an open window so I could keep an eye on the stacks. 
‘Wait here,’ I said after waving her inside. ‘Just gonna put this away and grab a drink.’
The goth handed me my fireplay instructions and sat down at the far side of the room. Her posture was ramrod straight, and she steepled her fingers under her chin. I turned and left once the temperature started dropping again.
When I got back to my nook, I dropped the reading material on my desk and snatched my phone. Campus security was a call away. Bored as I was, I wasn’t so far gone that talking to a witch felt like a good idea. Except driving her out sounded like a good way to get me and the guard cursed. I had enough problems as it was. 
The best plan looked like checking what she wanted, then nudging her out. My bag was stuffed under the desk, and filled with cans of whatever drink the situation called for: tea, coffee, soft-drink, even a cheeky coupla beers for a bad night. I took a can of whatever and stuffed the papers into the gap. 
 I swiped myself into the study room and cracked the can. The goth was sitting like how I left her. ‘Sorry about the wait.’ I pulled up a chair opposite her and took a sip. ‘So what did you want with me, exactly?’
The goth leaned in. ‘Your ennui. I thought it was the taste of the library, but it seems to be coming from you.’ She wasn't wrong, but the library tasting funky was a weird take. ‘The fragment you found was baffled as to why you were here.’
‘Need the money.’ Sleep crust fell onto the table as I rubbed an eye. ‘Supposed to be a for-now thing, but… I dunno. Like the quiet too. Helps me process whatever I’m reading.’
The girl giggled. Her needley teeth spilled over her lip and sunk into her meat. ‘Ah, the manual trawling for knowledge. But why be so alone in it? Humans thrive in cooperation.’
‘Looked out a window lately?’ I wiped my thumb against the can’s condensation. ‘The Nazis are back, the atmosphere's burning to the ground, and the rich are getting richer while people are starving to death. Easy to believe the world’s pretty fucked at the moment.’
‘Ennui and despair both.’ The girl nodded. ‘You’re stagnating and adrift in your existence. But we will concern ourselves with you, librarian, not the entropy of empires. It’s not in my nature to ponder such declines.’
Even if she was five-nil tall and made of sticks, I had to mind what I said. I had no way to prove the chill was the air-conditioning, and I knew thermodynamics didn’t work that fast. ‘Alright.’ Another sip eased my shaking hand. ‘I’ll bite. What are you about?’
‘Change.’ The girl crooked her cheek into her hand. ‘The best cure for stagnation.’
I put the can on the table and straightened up. ‘You here to give me a job?’ Even if the likeliest answer was “no,” there was no harm in asking. ‘Full time, cost-of-living covered?’
‘Nothing so mundane.’ A bright ball leapt from one of the goth’s fingers, pulsing back and forth between a warm orange and an inky black. ‘I am like the dawn. I wander creation and usher the needed change of a new day. Nothing destructive or creative, so much as mutative. I can make clay pots or gold bangles, but never golden crockery or clay finery.’
She didn’t have a marble to her name. I slid my spare fingers around my pockets. Security was just a phone call away.
The temperature dropped when the girl frowned. I wrenched my hand away from my side. Either she was in my head, or I was so obvious about it that she caught me. ‘I have lost your name, librarian. The fragment had it, and now it’s gone. That won’t do.’ 
I put my spare hand where she could see it. ‘I mean, I’m not just a librarian-’
The goth smiled at me. ‘You needn’t bother with introductions. Stay still. You’ll feel nothing.’
Shadowy tendrils under the table crawled over my legs. My breathing bolted away from me. I took my hand away from the can and left it on the tabletop. The shadows stabbed into joints and veins, and squeezed tightest around my chest. ‘What the fuck?’ I screamed.
I got my wish. I was in a horror movie, and I wanted to go back to my boring, little office.
‘Pity,’ my guest mumbled. The tendrils fell under the table. Her shoulders sagged as she fell deeper into the seat. ‘I should have expected identification artefacts.’
‘Jesus, I could have just told you!’ I shouted.
The girl closed her violet eyes and nodded. ‘Indeed, and I apologise. I have let Despair's lessons fall to the wayside.’
I looked around the room and ran my fingers over my clothes. I was still here. I was still me. Even though the door was open, the tentacle witch looking like she was sorry didn’t change anything. She could have killed me the second I bolted. My best hope to get out of this alive was playing along with what she wanted.
‘S’awright.’ I licked my lips, and took as many breaths as I needed to not have my racing heart explode my ribs around the room. ‘W-what do I call you?’
The goth hummed and scanned the room. ‘Aurora. The name is relevant for our meeting.’
‘Okay, Aurora…’ Draining my drink got me to calm down. I had to stop the impulse to crush the can after I was done. The best plan I had was no sudden movements, not for anything but keeping Aurora entertained. That, and the can was a free ten cents on a Saturday arvo. ‘What's ennui got to do with me?’
‘You’re like many people in this Naarm-Melbourne.’ Aurora’s teeth poked through her thin lips again. ‘Like your skin is unsuited to you.’
Sure, I was like any other random on the street: I woke up, saw me in the mirror, and got on with my day. It wasn’t an interesting life, but it was honest. ‘Thinking of anyone in particular?’
Aurora steepled her fingers together. ‘A fellow of Naarm-Melbourne.’ She smiled. ‘There are others, but you may understand me better with one of Lykaon’s brood first.’
I shook my head. ‘Understand what with who’s brood?’
Aurora laughed. ‘Don’t trouble yourself. This one’s memories are quite clear, and well rehearsed. You will understand in time. Shall I share them with you?’
‘You’re not going to use those tentacles again, are you?’ Cold sweats burst out of my hands, and liquid shock pumped through me. ‘I-I mean, it’s a bit weird. Like, you can’t just tell me, right?’
Aurora’s fingers drummed on the tabletop. She looked at the movie collection outside the door. ‘What I will show you is like a film in which you live and breathe. When it’s finished, you’ll feel like it’s part of you.’ She frowned. ‘But yes, I need contact. You may leave at any time if it pleases you. Know that if you do, I will take your memories of tonight and separate you from my inquiries. I value my privacy, as I’m sure you do yours.’
The choice was selective amnesia or a tentacle fondling by a stranger in the library late at night. The trick on forgetting was going back to thesis avoidance and war-crime levels of tedium. At least I wasn’t a prisoner with Aurora. 
‘Alright.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Let’s do movie night.’
Aurora flicked a finger, and the library’s halogens shut off. Enough light from the moon shone through that I could see her, after my eyes adjusted. Shadowy tentacles rose up behind her. They reached over and around her, worming their way towards me. 
‘No better time to practice Despair’s lessons than now.’ Aurora flexed her fingers, and pops echoed from her knuckles. ‘Every memory of note here regards women. They identify as such, even against the nature of their form. Know that the agonies of their minds are as common as the pains of the flesh, and death almost claimed each of them.’
Shadows slid up my legs. One of the tentacles coming over the table coiled around my arms. Another one snaked around my chest. Hot and cold flushes tore through my body.
‘Their changes demanded suffering. Yours inevitably will too.’ More of Aurora’s tentacles wrapped tighter around me. ‘And strip yourself of any prudish attachments to coverings. You will see everything you need to. Do you consent, librarian? Or would you rather leave, and forget?’
The tentacles had wrapped over most of my body now. The threshold was missing its door now, and moonlight streamed into the study room. I lifted an arm away from the table, and the shadows came up with me. Aurora was telling the truth. I could get up and go. 
Still, there was no harm in seeing what I was getting into. ‘What’s in this memory?’
‘Blood. Pain. Bared skins and lust.’ Aurora’s tentacles stopped wrapping themselves around me. One hung above my head. Its head moulded itself to fit my face as perfectly as possible. Aurora stroked her chin. ‘Ah, perhaps one in need of Despair’s consent lectures.’
It wasn’t anything worse than what was at the movies these days. The shadows around me pulsed, but they didn’t leave a bad or slimy feeling. More like someone else’s cold hands were using me to warm themselves up. That thought about sticking around or leaving came back. I took a deep breath, and made my mind up.
Aurora smiled. ‘You’ll feel nothing, at first.’ The tentacle hanging over me wrapped around my face. My head fuzzed out until it felt like I was falling asleep.

      ***






  
  2 — Hibiscus & Lemon


Iopened my eyes to the first drops of rain smattering against the cafe window. Chills ran through my neck. The smell of singed milk and coffee grounds mingled with the petrichor and dew outside. There was something about a rainy morning that tickled me. Grey skies and a grey city, broken up by greenery and brick. 
Another boring day in paradise. 
‘Leah?’ called one of the baristas. ‘Double-shot cappa for Leah?’ 
A soft and round girl with heavy specs and a long, messy tail of red hair had a cardboard cup in her hands. She looked around with a soft smile. The cafe was empty. She must have caught me napping.
I stifled my squeaky yawn. ‘Yeah.’ I wasn’t a twenty-something anymore. Starting my mornings at stupid o’clock after a late night out was leaving me tireder than ever. 
The barista smiled at me. ‘Leah,’ she said with a fuzzy timbre, ‘with the cute yawn.’
Shit. Didn’t gag it fast enough. I took the coffee from her and blinked more than I should have. ‘Thanks,’ I squeaked. 
Squeaked. I was twice her size, and wore the suit jacket. This wasn’t the first time she dropped something flirty at me either, but I never stopped to chat over the last few months. I straightened up and cleared my throat. ‘I usually know someone’s name before they hit on me.’
The barista’s eyes widened. Her jaw wavered. Her next move was either a cough or a laugh. ‘Kay,’ she said as she bit into her pouty lips. I turned my head. She smirked and raised an eyebrow. Silence set in.
‘Okay?’ I shook my head. ‘Seriously, what’s your name?’
‘Kay.’ She laughed. ‘Like Special-K.’
‘Uh-huh.’ The coffee was a treat even if the milk was a touch burnt. It was a sweeter blend too, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Kay hadn’t taken her eyes off me. ‘So,’ I said, ‘do you flirt with every woman in a suit? Got a thing for tall brunettes?’
‘Mm, no.’ She let her head hang for a sec. I took another sip. Her mouth twitched. ‘Just the gay ones with hickeys.’
I coughed, but saved the coffee. I would have had a heart-attack if I sprayed a mouthful of drink in a cute girl’s mouth. She fluttered her lashes and ogled my neck. I took my phone out and checked my choker. By my sharp-cut jaw, there was a deep bruise sitting over my perma-tanned skin. The bruise that my choker was supposed to cover.
‘Okay, okay.’ Lucky for me, the lump in my chest stayed stuck there. ‘Hold that.’ I put my phone down, Kay took the coffee back with a grin. I wasn’t used to being flat-footed like that. She was good. To be safe, I cinched my shirt up to the top button. 
‘Shouldn’t tease.’ The smirk slipped off her face as I took my cappuccino back. ‘Someone special give you that?’
My fingers brushed over my neck. ‘Nah, it…’
It was a hickey from a pain doll I strapped to a crucifix last night. She took one look at my metal claws and riding crop, and she jumped into the straps. I scratched her back, whipped her thighs, and smacked every soft part of her body. She shook and cried all the way. The hickey was a thank-you from her, a little bruise for a body full of nicks and welts. She was a great kisser too. My cheeks flushed while I thought about her on the rigging.
‘Just last night’s hook-up.’ Hell’s bells, I couldn’t even remember her name. ‘One-nighter from the club.’
‘Club?’ She furrowed her brows. ‘The only club on a Thursday with that crowd-’ Her brows shot up. She bit her lip again. ‘Lunar Light. Knew you were a freak.’
‘Guilty.’ I took another sip. I swallowed before she could get another word in. ‘So what’s got you interested? Plenty of gay brunettes in the city.’
Kay smirked again. She flicked her eyes up. Another long silence. She was leading me somewhere. ‘Hmm,’ she purred as she adjusted her glasses. ‘Girlboss me, pretty lady?’
Nope, she was testing me. I had to respect the nerve to do it on someone getting a coffee too. Well, if she wanted a reaction, I’d give her one.
‘No.’ I tilted my head. ‘We just met.’
Kay’s smirk turned sour. The rain seemed louder now that she wasn’t trying to command the room. Her voice seized in her throat. ‘Oh, hell, I’m sorry. I- you’re right. I didn’t mean to make you… I’m sorry. Leah, right?’
My phone buzzed. I pulled it from my pocket and thumbed the screen. It was quarter-past nine, and the buzzing was from the floor manager. I was late. A cafe half a street down from work, and I was fucking late because I was chatting up a barista.
Oh well. My head was going on a plate anyway. In for a penny, in for a pound.
‘You can make it up to me.’ I took a long drink while I let Kay marinade in her own panic. With a good taste of it, I realised why it was sweet. Her hibiscus and lemon perfume tinged the coffee into a perfect balance. 
After I gulped the drink down, I gave her my best office smile. Kay looked up, expectant and pleading. It was the same look that pain doll gave me last night. My heart thumped. I hid my free, buzzing hand behind my back. The cute girl, the smattering rain, and the limp plants in the windowsill: the right moment.
I brought the coffee back to my lips. ‘Free this weekend?’ 
Kay stifled a gasp. She looked over her shoulder and started rattling.
The other guy working here tried to hide his grin behind his oiled, swept hair. Kay had the look of every other pretty thing I had cuffed to a rack: eyes wide open, mouth quivering, and her eyes darting between me and every exit. She knew she got herself into this mess. If she said yes, it would out her freak flag. If she said no, there was no promise I'd come back.
I finished my thought. ‘Just a wine and dine. A game of Twenty Questions too.’
Kay jumped when the baristi tugged the handle for the steam wand. He couldn’t hide his grin now. Kay shook again when she turned back to me. ‘Where?’ she squeaked. She cleared her throat. ‘And Saturday night. I have Sundays off.’
I blinked, and turned the office manager face off. ‘The Horn? I’m in the mood for spice.’
Kay laughed in a quiet and reassuring way. ‘Wouldn’t have guessed.’ She braced herself against the counter before continuing. ‘I’m more of a whips and chains kind of girl though.’
A girl after my heart. ‘Add ropes and you have a deal.’
‘I tend to bust out of those.’ Kay leaned in. ‘Chains make me work for it.’
An escape artist too. I leaned my cheek on my knuckles. ‘Then brat me all night afterwards?’
She shook her head. ‘Biting and scratching privileges after that.’ Her eyes flicked up and away, and her smile became a smirk again. ‘Until you can get me back in.’
‘Deal.’ I drank my coffee down to the dregs. My phone buzzed again. I sighed. ‘Sorry. Lemme see this.’
Kay took the empty cup as I fished out my phone again. A missed call, and now a message: Leah, where u? Meeting started. I glanced at the time. Work started half an hour ago.
‘Well, shit… now I’m really late.’ I put the phone back in my breast pocket.
‘You’re welcome.’ Kay smiled and bit her lip. She giggled. ‘Worth it?’
In every way. ‘Get me another coffee,’ I said, ‘and it will be.’
Kay racked a fresh puck from the grinder with a shimmering smile. ‘Double-shot cappa again?’
‘I’ll need it.’ If I wanted to survive work today, it was non-negotiable. 
The baristi flicked glances between us. His buttoned shirt was open, and a series of straps and studded bracelets lined his arms. I might have seen him at Lunar Light once or twice. I couldn’t be sure. He looked too much like every other scenester.
‘Leah?’ Kay pushed past the baristi with a fresh cuppa. ‘With the cute yawn?’
‘You’re never letting that go, are you?’ I savoured the drink this time. The milk was sweeter, and brought a blueberry tinge out of the coffee. The perfume was a nice bonus on top.
‘It sounds like a puppy, and I’m a dog person.’ She blinked, leaned in, and nudged her glasses up. The heavy lenses drew me into her mossy, green eyes. She fluttered them for a little flourish. My heart thumped. ‘See you tomorrow. Mind your nail polish too.’
She was up to something again: I never painted my nails. Still, I moved my fingers away from the underside of the cup. ‘Alright, I should go before someone kills me.’
The baristi threw the steam wand on again. He smirked at his joke before turning to refill the grinder. Kay sucked her lips in as she waved me away. As I turned to leave, she gave the baristi a look so filthy I could have bathed a pig with it.
The bucketing rain outside gave me an easy out for work. I slugged the coffee back, and tried to look like I hadn’t spent the last hour chatting someone up. Once I reached the safety of the lobby, I turned the coffee cup around. Her phone number was on the underside.
A number right after a flirt was the closest thing I’ve had to a U-Hauling yet. Once I was sure I had the right number, I threw the cup away. If I was lucky, I could slip into work without anyone the wiser.
Crossing the bland, stony atrium to the elevators was the easy part. Most of everyone was still in their offices. I called the elevator from its top floor perch, and tried to hide my face. Until the stupid thing got to me, I had to hope nobody on my floor looked too closely.
My mind drifted back to Kay and her fluttering lashes. The way she turned her head, her tied-up hair behind swaying in time with her hips. The pleading look when I turned her game around. The playful grin she had lingered most of all. I gasped and undid my shirt’s top buttons, desperate for cold air. 
My heart raced as new thoughts pushed their way in. The fragrance of hibiscus and lemon came back. Kay was on her knees, hands cuffed behind her. I held her cheeks while she suckled on my thumb. Sweat mingled with the rainwater and soaked my neck and chest. Kay tried to get free from the cuffs, but I cinched them with padlocks. I teased her with the keys, and told her to scream for me. She begged me to claw her back. I obliged her, raking her soft flesh with the claw tips. 
The elevator dinged as the doors opened. ‘Leah?’ asked a man’s voice.
I opened my eyes. The one half-reasonable guy in HR was inside. He looked like a missionary who stumbled on a pair of cuddling nuns. How was I going to explain how hard my nipples were? My lip gloss was smudged from all of the coffee I drank. He had to be brain-dead if he missed my flushed cheeks too. 
‘Stuck in traffic?’ he asked, trying to inch past the doors.
‘Something like that,’ I said as I scurried inside. God, I was a mess. The elevator doors closed before he got another word in. I sighed. It was going to be a long wait until the weekend.
I had time before my floor and I went for my phone. Plenty of time for a quick tease. Hey you. Found that nail polish~
If I sent anything too flirty now, I’d look desperate. I could wait until Saturday. At least she had my number now.

      ***
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Ididn’t know what I was expecting in the office when the elevator doors opened. A flaming from management, some lip about looking like a drowned dog, or even a rumour about getting horny in a hall: something would have been nice. 
Instead, it was the same moth-eaten polo vests and coffee-stained jackets shuffling off to their desks. It was the smell of stale bread and someone’s cheap bergamot and clove hand wash. It was another junior’s dreams being ground to paste, and another senior trying not to rock a boat that hadn’t floated in years. 
Another boring day in the methane mines.
I sat in my old, abused swivel chair with a huff. The only thing I didn’t drop at my desk was my phone. Yesterday’s work was where I left it: time-sheets and task projections smeared over some dingy, outdated screen that would never see a cleaner.
‘Leah,’ the customer service manager hollered by my cubicle. A tall man with a salt-and-pepper haircut and a decent shirt posted himself at the entry hole. Ben was a nice guy, but too loud for his own good. 
‘Turns out we didn’t need you at the meeting.’ Today’s least shocking news was the same as yesterday: Ben stating the fucking obvious. ‘Lucky for you, hey?’
‘Marketing doesn’t talk to my team,’ I murmured. ‘They talk to you, and you talk to me.’ 
And thank fuck they didn’t talk to me. Every time a wannabe playboy in a manicured suit talked down to me about costs, I thought about using my kink toys for getting legal confessions. The only thing that stopped me was costs: I’d lose my salary replacing the leather.
Ben’s bushy beard fell. ‘You’re in a state. What’s up?’
‘Is there another meeting that could have been an email?’ I inched around in my chair until I was facing him. ‘Did someone die? Or is someone else’s problem holding up my team again?’
Ben’s eyes darted around. ‘No?’ He leaned back a touch. ‘Definitely not, and maybe?’
It was my turn with the obvious. ‘Then I’m not in a state.’ 
I flexed my fingers. All ten of my digits snapped. Ben dropped back and shielded his face with his shoulder. If a man as big as Ben flinched, that meant I didn’t take my domme face off after I left the cafe. 
I sighed, rolled my arms around and loosened my neck. A few extra pops took a load of pressure off my back. ‘Anything urgent today?’
Ben shrugged. ‘I’unno. The money ghouls and IT haven’t told me to tell you anything.’
‘Right.’ The task board on the monitor wasn’t much help either. Lines, graphs, numbers, names, and pieces of a new widget all blurred together to make a simple, slovenly image: my warrant for death by boredom, signed by upper management after under-resourcing my team again. I groaned. ‘I could have taken today off.’
‘Not too late for a sickie.’ He was smiling again, and leaning against my cubicle wall.
HR would never take “late night sadism” and “cute barista in my area” as reasons. There was my date tomorrow night, and eating out wasn’t cheap anymore. And tempting as it was to crawl back into bed, there would be some fire or other if I left.
‘I’m here now,’ I sighed.
Ben pushed off the wall to leave. ‘Fair’nuff. Happy hour pizza when we’re done?’ I shook my head. He started grinning again. ‘Aw, you met someone last night. Knew something was up.’
I caught myself smiling. Ben knew me, I had to give him that. ‘This morning,’ I whispered. ‘Kay. Barista down the road.’
The small noises of the floor went quiet. Ben’s lips drooped into a tired, thin line that vanished behind his beard. ‘Chief zombie’s coming. Try not to look too happy.’
The bald floor officer trundled through with a clipboard welded in his pudgy hands. His air of self-importance was held in place with a metal rod in his big, bloody hole. He probably thought he looked good in a beige suit, but listening to other people’s opinions was never his strength. If he learned to do that, he would look less like a sewer pipe. 
My inner-manager tapped a warning sign. Chill, hun. You need this job. Seeing what he wanted wasn’t the worst

      ***
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