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Dedication

 

 

 

For anyone who does not yet have monsters to destroy your enemies -
may you find them in your dreams.








Author’s Note

This book contains sexual situations. It is not intended for anyone under the legal age of adulthood. All characters depicted in sexual situations herein are over 18 years of age. This book is not to be used as an informational guide to any type of sex or sexual education.

 

Some topics within this book may be sensitive or disturbing to some readers. Reader discretion is advised.

 

For detailed information on the topics addressed, please visit the author's website or scan the code below.
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Fear, and Other Love Languages

 

Maybe it’s the lack of windows. Could be the green carpet, dingy from years of nothing but fluorescents and filthy shoes. Or maybe it’s whatever the fuck the general manager is talking about, seated across the wooden desk so thick it feels like a threat.

Whatever it is, something about this office makes their skin crawl.

“Elia? Do I make myself clear?”

Their eyes drag up from the stain peeking out from beneath their shoe. A drowsy haze clouds the edge of their vision, but they’re not so fatigued to believe this scolding is anything but bullshit. Hell, they pulled double-duty opening the sandwich shop this morning when the new guy had to pick up his kids. Can’t remember a day in the past month that didn’t involve training one of the endless string of new hires. They’re busting their ass. So yeah, they’re tired; the recurring nightmares don’t help. Neither do GM Michael’s indecipherable reprimands.

There are words somewhere: a statement that will soothe over this sore spot with Michael. End this conversation in a way that makes him happy. Placating words and empty, apologetic promises, but Elia can’t find them...because they’d be lies. Because Elia doesn’t even know if they have the right vocabulary to pacify him.

“I’m trying to understand,” Elia exhales, fighting not to flinch. Their voice is too flat, too monotone, not pitching high enough in submission. Why can’t they do that? Why can’t their mouth work the way everyone else’s does? “But I don’t — “

They stop to gather some fresh phrase, some new sentence that will get the answer they need without pissing Michael off further. “I just don’t understand what I did wrong. You said I could have been fired, but I was following the policy —”

“Is that really what you want to argue about? Semantics?”

Every ounce of their frustration burns as they swallow, but it’s nothing to match the vein bulging in Michael’s bald head. His hands folded on the desk, the picture of managerial rationality — save for the violent twitch of his lip.

Their teeth scrape together, trying those same fucking words again because they don’t fucking have anything else. “I just want to understand exactly what I did wrong. So I don’t do it again. So I don’t get fired next time.”

Should have known better. Should have read his mind or somehow avoided everything they’d done the day before, because questioning Michael is a cardinal sin. His hands ball into fists over a stack of receipts.

“The next time I have to have a conversation like this with you, you will be fired. How about that?”

“Fine. Are we done?”

Elia barely waits for Michael to jerk a hand toward the door before they’re up, leaving the office open behind them.

They still know nothing. Understand nothing about whatever problem they’ve created. Intentionally obstinate, Michael calls them, but Elia’s the one locking up every other night. Unable to follow instructions when they question a process that takes twice as long as it needs to. Difficult to work with, when they’re training every new employee that flows through this place like a river in desperate need of a dam.

Difficult to manage, maybe.

Loryn rises from where she’s leaning as Elia runs a hand through the short strands of their hair.

“Trouble again?”

“Yes,” they hiss, still carrying the hazard of Michael’s eyes. They keep their back to the office, facing the front window, jaw clenched as Loryn matches their position. “I just don’t get it; it’s like he makes up shit to get pissed about, and then threatens me…”

But they trail off, resisting the tension in their shoulders...because it’s silly. Because there’s no way they should finish that thought with, ‘like he’s trying to make me desperate.’ Because there’s no way he’s tormenting them with some ulterior motive. It doesn’t make sense. It would be...weird. No one would do that.

But the gnawing thought leaves teeth marks in them.

“He’s full of shit,” Loryn sympathizes, returning her elbows to the counter. “Kind of relieved it was a performance thing, though. I was worried he might be, like...making some uncomfortable advance. Or proposition...I don’t know.”

She coughs a laugh, then seems to remember something, cutting her eyes behind her before she stands again. Turns her bottom half so it leans back against the counter. “There’s rumors about him having complaints at corporate — but I’m sure they’re just rumors. I don’t know…” Again, she brushes past it, tightening her arms across her stomach. Shakes her head like she’s talking herself out of something: a thought — or a memory. “Getting called into that office just...gives me the creeps.”

The stretch in her voice makes Elia’s eyes narrow — like a shirt that doesn’t fit right, straining to keep its shape, to be worn the way it once had been. But before Elia can ask any questions, the door dings open, and the business casual lunch crowd files in.

Elia’s not cut out for this; Michael's told them as much time and time again, and now the warning comes with the threat of a pink slip.

Fucking awesome.

They don’t know what they’re missing: what part of their brain doesn’t function the same way everyone else’s does, why they can’t smile and soothe the customers who insult every level of their intelligence. Why they can’t just bow and scrape every time Michael goes on one of his power trips. Why they can’t read between whatever lines they’re supposed to be seeing.

Elia scrubs a hand over their face, tugging on a pair of plastic gloves. They feel like shit, and they look it, going on the fifth day this week with little more than shards of sleep. Maybe that’s why they don’t have a clue what Michael wanted: a fifteen minute nap here, thirty there, with endless hours between before they sink into the same nightmare again. The dreams empty them until they’re a shell at work, and the stress of Michael’s regime only emboldens the nightmares. It’s a vicious cycle — so, Elia’s come to one conclusion.

The creatures in their dreams are assholes, too.

Sure, at first, the nightmare was scary. It’s a lot for anyone to be borne into a cornfield sapped of color as far as the eye can see — which wasn’t very far back then: Elia was pretty short at seven years old, and the stalks towered over them, dry husks rustling as wind whistled through.

Every time the dream returned, they could see more of it. Dark gray sky hovering with the threat of rain, stretching endlessly past the flat lines of corn. Swampland bordering the edges of the field with skulls hanging from the murky trees, like a vow Elia can’t escape. Water so black they aren’t sure there’s a bottom. A battered, weathered greenhouse with decaying plants sprawled amidst shattered pots and rotting floorboards.

And the manor, out of place in the middle of the dying husks, tall and wide without any sign of life.

It sets
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