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To all my monster lovers out there.
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Chapter 1

You can do this, Gemma. Just like in training.”

I shift on my hooves, nervous sweat popping up in places that are only terrifying to me, not the sleeping human whose night I’m about to ruin. “Just like in training,” I repeat. “Easy peasy.”

Ralph, the demon I’ve spent months shadowing, places a large hand on my shoulder. Most of us demons are shape-shifters by nature, molding our bodies at our whim or to meet a specific demand. Our job, in particular, requires a certain . . . style.

Ralph embodies it effortlessly. He’s easily ten feet tall, his body a little too lean to support his elongated bone structure. He’s bipedal and vaguely human shaped, but he’s taken his job to heart, and each limb has one joint too many. His fingers have two extra. His skull is similar to a horse’s skull, bare and white and with a long nose, and the deep pools of darkness where his eyes are radiate kindness. “Breathe, Gemma.”

The tightness in my chest says I haven’t been breathing at all for several long beats. Demons don’t technically need to breathe . . . I don’t think? But I do breathe, and it seems important and no one has ever told me that I shouldn’t do it, so not breathing fills me with panic. I suck in an inhale, choking on the air that rushes into my compressed lungs. “Sorry. I can do this. I know I can do this.” Even if all evidence points to the contrary.

Normal demons need only about a month of training before they take off on their own, haunting their targets with ease. Normal demons don’t go through three freaking trainers before they land on one who takes pity on them and basically holds their hand through what should be as natural as breathing.

Except, as evidenced by my constantly forgetting to do it, I’m not that great at breathing either.

“Gemma.” Ralph clasps my other shoulder, forcing me to look at him and him alone. I know he’s terrifying—I’ve seen humans literally piss themselves when he reveals himself to them—but I want nothing more than to cling to him and beg for a little more time. If I had more time, surely I’d figure out where my natural well of confidence is hiding. Surely . . .

I hiccup out a sound that’s upsettingly close to a sob. “I can’t do this.”

“Gemma.” Ralph squeezes my shoulders. There’s no flesh on his hands, so his fingers poke me, but it’s comforting all the same. “You’re ready. You just have to believe it. They’re humans. They jump at shadows, and it’s their spooky season. They’re as primed as they can be to terrorize. They even seek out the scares during this month. Beyond that, you’ve spent a lot of time perfecting your . . . form.”

The slightest hesitation there. I have to clamp my jaw tight to keep a whimper inside. Even Ralph doubts me. How could he not? Every single time I’ve tried to do this, even with his guidance, I’ve messed it up. I’m a terrible demon, and an even more terrible sleep paralysis demon. Sometimes I can’t even paralyze my humans.

But I am proud of my form, even if it’s wildly different from Ralph’s. He encouraged me to put my own spin on it, and so I did. I like my bubblegum-pink skin and my gorgeously curving, pale-gray horns and the bright-silver claws that tip my fingers. I made my eyes upsettingly large and just as dark as Ralph’s.

I take a deep breath, and then another. He’s worked so hard to make me as ready as possible. I can’t let him down. “I can do this?”

Ralph doesn’t seem to register that I basically just asked him instead of told him. He exhales in relief. “Yes, you can.” He turns me around, nudging me toward the portal that will lead me to my human. My victim. “Now, you’re running out of night. Go.” He unceremoniously shoves me in.

My stomach drops and my head spins—literally. I pop back into existence in a dark bedroom lit only by a streetlamp shining in the distance. My target left the window open, and a slight, chilly wind flicks the curtains, leaving the room slightly more lit and darker by turns. Changeable is good; changeable I can work with.

I take a deep breath and slouch a little, allowing the shadows to shield me from view. My human—except he’s not mine, a demon should never be possessive of a human, not when they all belong to the gods, not to us. The only beings who get to be possessive are guardian angels, and no demon takes them seriously. I mean, sure, they’re pretty, with the wings and the holy light and all that, but they can’t actually interfere with much. They just comfort.

That sounds a lot easier than what I’m about to do, but Ralph is counting on me not to embarrass him.

I slide soundlessly over the carpet to stand next to the bed and look down at the sleeping human sprawled out on his back. All humans are beautiful in their own way, lit within by that spark of life that burns so hotly, but this one is particularly lovely, with his freckled skin and shock of red hair that I can pick up even with so little light. I catch myself wondering what color his eyes are and force myself to focus.

First, paralysis. Can’t forget that bit.

I summon my magic, visualize a net that will prevent the human from moving but won’t stop him breathing. The point is fear, not to actually hurt him. I don’t think I could stomach actually hurting them.

Once I’m sure I have that down, I move to where he won’t be able to see me without turning his head—which he won’t be able to do—and intentionally set my hoof down loudly enough to startle him awake.

I know it works when he inhales sharply and makes a low terrified animal noise in his throat, realizing he can’t move. This is the point, the bare minimum of my job, and I have to clench my fists to keep from reaching for him, snap my jaw shut to prevent myself from telling him that he has nothing to fear. Fear is the damned point. Of course he should fear me.

Every muscle in his body looks carved from stone as he strains against my magic. I lick my lips. Wait, no. That’s not what I’m here for. Gods, my head is all turned around.

Ralph. Remember Ralph.

I plant one hand on the bed and lean down, careful to keep out of sight. It’s no effort at all to breath heavily next to his ear. I haven’t stopped the awful panic that rose with Ralph. There’s been no time.

The man on the bed—my target, my task—lets out another low moan and shakes harder. I bite my bottom lip. I’ve seen all manner of reactions while shadowing Ralph, and while this isn’t out of the norm, I can’t help a sliver of worry. Maybe I should turn him on his side?

No, no, the net works better when he’s on his back. There’s a reason for the rules. I don’t have to remember the reason in order to remember the rules.

There’s nothing surprising here. Paralyze. Build tension. Then press him tightly to the bed, sucking down his fear like the finest wine. If I’ve always found fear to be a bit sour? Well, I might be a miserable disaster, but I’m smart enough to keep that to myself.

I can smell it now, the faint thread of pure terror. It should make me happy. This is what I came here for. Instead, guilt pricks my chest. He was sleeping so soundly, and I’ve ruined it. Even if he falls asleep again once I leave, the night will be tainted by my presence.

Stop it, Gemma. Stop thinking about stuff that doesn’t matter.

Frustrated that I can’t turn my brain off as effectively as I can turn off my human’s motor functions, I curse internally and climb onto the bed. The mattress gives beneath my weight, shifting his body, but I’m in motion and I’ve come too far to worry about screwing up this part too.

And, as much as I hate this, I’m starving. I’ve been existing on Ralph’s overflow for months, and I’m no longer eligible to pull from the community pool. I’m too old, and there’s no good reason I shouldn’t be able to feed myself in the job I was assigned. Thousands upon thousands of other demons manage just fine.

I shift up and slide onto his chest, finally revealing myself and allowing my weight to press him more firmly against the bed. He’ll feel like he’s suffocating, but I’m careful. He’ll be fine.

This is where he’ll gasp and the fear will flow, sickly sweet and intense enough to fill me up. It only takes one look at Ralph for his targets to nearly pass out from terror. He’s always glutted, and there’s still plenty left over for his mentee.

Except this human’s gasp sounds a little strange. Off.

I peer down at him, pausing to ensure I’m leering in a scary way instead of appearing absolutely terrified myself, expecting to see wide eyes rolling in their sockets. Instead, he’s staring at me and there’s . . . What is that look on his face?

There’s something there, some emotion I can’t quite grasp, but it’s weak and there isn’t enough to pull forth. Worse, the burst of terror that will chase away my hunger pains doesn’t appear.

Cursing internally, I lean forward and let him take a little more of my weight. No matter how strangely he’s looking at me, surely the worry about not being able to breathe will accomplish that surge of fear . . .

A stirring behind me has me twisting to look over my shoulder. My eyes go wide as I see the blanket distend at his waist, rising in a long line and . . . “What the fuck?”

I know what an erection is. Of course I do. Young demons are educated on all the ways we might be utilized once we reach our majority, and feeding off lust is just as common as feeding off anger or fear or greed. I just had no affinity for it—any of it. I’m too awkward to seduce even the most willing human. I’m terrible at bargaining and inevitably get taken advantage of. Every other department rejected me, which is how I ended up being trained as a sleep paralysis demon. It’s the easiest job. Anyone can do it.

Anyone except, apparently, me. Because nowhere in the sleep paralysis demon manual was there a section containing “What to Do If Your Human Gets a Boner.”

He makes a sound that almost resembles a word, but with my magic holding him in place, he can’t speak. It’s good he can’t speak. I don’t need a human telling me that I’m doing a terrible job.

Desperation rises, the wave so intense that tears prick the back of my eyes. I’m so hungry. Ralph has been weaning me off his leftovers in an attempt to force me into doing this myself, and if I don’t eat tonight, I don’t know what I’ll do.

I turn back around and get in this human’s face. He’s got the prettiest green eyes, and they’re glassy with some strange combination of lust and fear and flat-out confusion, which is swallowing both the other emotions. I can’t feed on confusion.

“I’m going to fucking kill you,” I snarl. I wrap my claws around his throat for good measure. Surely this will work, and tip him over the edge and . . .

He grunts, a surge of pure emotion pouring forth so quickly I have to rush to swallow it down. I’m already grimacing, expecting fear, but it’s . . . spicy? And a little sweet?

Oh no. No, no, no, no.

I scramble off his chest as fast as I can. It’s not fast enough to avoid seeing that the tent pole he was sporting has disappeared . . . or that there’s a wet spot in its place. He just orgasmed. When he was supposed to be scared. Because I really am that terrible at my job.

“Wait.”

I freeze. In my panic, my magic slipped from my grasp and I didn’t even realize it. He’s free, and he’s sitting up, a blush flaming his pale cheeks, turning them nearly the same color as his freckles. He reaches out a hand. “Just wait. I’m sorry. I could—”

He’s sorry.

It’s not possible to die from mortification. I know, because I would perish on the spot. Instead, I’m left standing here as this human apologizes for orgasming, as if this isn’t a perfect demonstration of how inadequate I am. I take one step back and then another. My throat is so tight, I know I’m not breathing, but I can’t seem to break through the thick feeling there.

“Don’t go. I—”

It’s too late. The portal opens behind me, triggered by my proximity, and I tumble out of his bedroom and back into the demon realm. I land on my back and gasp in some much-needed oxygen. I don’t remember closing my eyes, but when I open them, it’s to find Ralph’s skull face hovering over mine.

He’s always grinning, but there’s clear amusement in his tone now. “See. I told you you could do it.”

He doesn’t know. He didn’t shadow me on this one. It was my first time solo, and all he can tell is that I’m well fed. I open my mouth to confess exactly how wrong it all went, but the words die in the face of his approval. When’s the last time I actually made someone proud?

I force a weak smile. “Yeah. You told me I could do it.” I’ll do better next time. I have to. I don’t want to disappoint Ralph. More than that, I don’t know what happens to demons who don’t do their jobs well . . .

Only that they disappear, never to be seen again.


Chapter 2

It only takes two days for the hunger to start again. Humans are assigned based on a number of bureaucratical policies—demons love bureaucracy—and the condensed version of it is that seniority is everything and I have none. So I get one human and only one. Initially that knowledge comforted me; I wouldn’t have to go into a bunch of new houses and find out exactly what scares a bunch of new humans.

That was before him.

I shift from hoof to hoof in front of the portal. Ralph’s got his own hungers to see to, but he said he’d be here when I’m done. Another thing that seemed great when I first heard it, only for me to realize it’s backfired. I have no one to shove me through the portal, and I can’t seem to make myself take that first step.

Portals are summoned for their respective demons in little alcoves to provide privacy. I think that’s why? It’s something I’ve been grateful for time and time again, because it’s never a smooth process to talk myself up to taking this first step, even if Ralph is there to lead the way.

My stomach grumbles, the sound bringing with it a memory of my human’s . . . lust. I want to taste it again. I want to devour it in great, greedy gulps. The problem is that I’m supposed to scare him, and even if I wanted to turn him on, I don’t know how I did it in the first place. Surely I can’t re-create the experience? I definitely shouldn’t want to re-create the experience.

“Come on, Gemma,” I mutter to myself and surge forward before I can think too hard about moving. The portal spins me to pieces and shoves me unceremoniously back together, dropping me into a now-familiar dark room.

The window is closed tonight, the air still. Just like before, the human is lying on his back, his arms outstretched in a sure sign of safety. That awful guilt pricks me again, but I make myself move forward to take him in more fully. His blankets are pooled at his waist and tangled around his long legs. One bare foot is exposed, and I stare at his toes for a long moment. I’ve tried to form my own a few times in the past, but toes are so weird, and they always turn out wrong and make it hard to walk. His toes are nice, though—square and creating a neat little stairstep from big to smallest.

He shifts in his sleep and I freeze. I’m not ready. I don’t have a proper plan, despite thinking about this endlessly for the last forty-eight hours, prodding the memory and wondering where I went so wrong.

“The net, Gemma.” I don’t mean to speak aloud, and the soft sound of my voice jars him awake. He starts to sit up, but I’m faster, launching my magic at him and freezing him . . . half sitting up. “Fuck.” I drop my head and curse, not even bothering to keep it internal this time.

He makes a noise that is most certainly not a moan of fear. Even as I tell myself to turn around and leave, I lift my head. He’s staring right at me, his eyes shifting as much as the magic allows. There’s heat in their green depths, the kind of heat that signifies exactly what happened last time. He’s not scared of me. He’s turned on.

“What is wrong with you?” Without thinking, I wave my hand and shift the magical net around to free his face.

He works his jaw and swallows visibly. “Um. Hi.”

“I asked you a question.” I dig frustrated hands into my long mane of purple hair. “You’re supposed to be terrified. A monster is in your room, holding you frozen, and threatening to suffocate you. Normal people would be terrified.”

“Yeah, probably.” He smiles a little, though he’s gone pale enough that his freckles stand out in stark contrast. “I’m Caleb.”

“Gemma.” I realize what I’ve done and shake my head sharply. “No. We’re not doing this . . . whatever this is. Go back to bed. I’ll scare you next time.”

I start to turn away, but his soft voice stops me short. “Probably not.”

“What do you mean probably not?”

He’s still watching me as if he wants to memorize every detail, his gaze tracing my body from the tips of my horns down to my cloven hooves. It’s strange to be stared at so intensely. I’m an embarrassment of a demon. I’ve been told as much my entire life.

We’re raised collectively from creation to adulthood, and for as long as I can remember, I’ve been unable to fit in with my peers. The things that come easily to them feel unnatural to me; it takes effort, and even when I try my very hardest, I never quite manage it. If I’m silent and still, they sometimes tolerate me, but it’s difficult to be either. As a result, I make the other demons uncomfortable and they avoid me. They look right through me.

Caleb clears his throat. “You are, uh, scary. I guess? But I’m scared every day, all fucking day. The world is in shambles, Gemma. And, forgive me if this is creepy, but you’re naked in my room, and the other night you were sitting on my chest while naked in my room. I had what I feel is a pretty normal reaction.”

Naked . . . I look down at my body. I understand the concept of clothes, the same way I understand the concept of an erection. But clothes are a human thing, something to cover their bodies from the elements, to hide them from the shame their society drills into their heads. “You just said I’m scary.”

“You . . . are?”

Realization rolls over me in a thick wave. He’s lying. He’s not scared of me at all. He’s turned on, and worse, he’s nice enough to pretend I’m not catastrophically failing at my only job. “You’re not scared at all.” Now that I’m focusing, I can feel his emotions roiling in his chest. There is fear there, but it’s faint and once again wrapped up in confusion, which I cannot eat.

“Maybe we could try again,” he says slowly. His eyes are focusing very intently on my face, not dipping below my chin after that first intense scan. “If you release me, I’ll go back to sleep. You can come in again, and I’ll be scared.” He’s still speaking softly, as if he doesn’t want to spook me.

“I have to go.” My stomach chooses that moment to rumble loudly in protest. I had mostly gotten used to my hunger while living on Ralph’s scraps, but the veritable feast Caleb gave me two nights ago makes it hard to bear in this moment.

He jerks, but my magic holds him still. Except for his face, which I’m discovering is incredibly expressive, even if I don’t fully understand the meaning behind each micro movement. “Wait. Please. I’ve obviously done something wrong, and I’m sorry. Please don’t go.”

Now he’s apologizing. As if my mortification couldn’t get any stronger. I turn away and press my hands to my heated face, hating the tightness in my throat and chest. I don’t know how many more chances I have left. Will this be the one that disappears me? Or will they give me another human to bumble through attempting to scare?

“Gemma.”

At the sound of my name, I do my best to insert steel into my spine. It feels more like soft dough, but I manage to turn to face him again. “Close your eyes.”

Caleb immediately obeys. He’s still in that half-sitting-up position, which doesn’t look comfortable in the least, but he’s relaxed and resting easily against my magic, so maybe it’s fine. What little fear was present seeps away as I walk toward him. He’s happy I’m not leaving.

Frustration rots inside me, acidic and so intense it takes my breath away. “This isn’t going to work. I’m supposed to be feeding off your fear.” I didn’t mean to say that. Fuck. I am screwing this up royally.

“Okay,” he says easily. “Scare me.”

If it were that easy, I would have done it by now. I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him, relaxed and trusting me when he most certainly shouldn’t. “You don’t have a single shred of self-preservation, do you? I could kill you. That would make you afraid.”

“Probably.” He smiles, his eyes still closed. “Worth a shot, right?”

I blink. Maybe I’m not the incompetent one here. Oh, I am incompetent—I can’t pretend otherwise—but this man clearly has no survival instinct. Irritation rises, washing through my frustration. “Keep your eyes closed.” He likes this form? Well, I’ll give him another to gawk at.

It hurts to change my body. Not because of the shifting bones and cells and magic, but because I’m already so low on reserves. Demons like Ralph can shift in a heartbeat without so much as a flinch because they’re glutted on the emotions of their humans. Even the demons who don’t have a large number of humans can manage it, because there are always more emotions to plumb when it comes to humans. Normal demons don’t spend days avoiding their human until hunger drives them back.

I shimmy a little, getting used to the added height and lack of mass. I won’t claim any originality in the design—I shamelessly copied it. Once I’m sure I won’t topple over with my first step, I make my way to the bed and crawl onto the mattress, closer and closer to Caleb, until my nose nearly touches his.

With each shift of my weight, his breathing picks up. I can feel his anticipation as I settle over him, careful not to touch his body. There will be no need to sit on his chest tonight . . . hopefully. I’m not sure I can manage it in this form without hurting him, and as frustrating as this whole experience has been, it’s not really his fault that things aren’t going to plan.

“Caleb,” I whisper, my voice gone rough from the transition to a form I’ve never worn. “Open your eyes.”

He does . . . and screams. “Holy shit.” His whole body goes tight, his eyes wide and panicked, his fear so thick in the air that I gag on it even as I swallow it down. Just enough to stave off true hunger, but nowhere near enough to satisfy. I can barely stand to consume that much.

I launch myself off him and skitter backward toward the closet that hides the portal. Caleb’s eyes are still rolling in absolute fear. I should be feeling the satisfaction of a job well done, but all I feel is shame. He was trying to help me, and all he got for his efforts is terrified. His fear coats the inside of my mouth, tacky and acidic. It makes me want to spit it out, but I can’t afford to waste this sustenance after using so much magic. Damn it.

I release him just as I step through the portal. My stomach is no longer grumbling, but I take no pleasure in what just happened. The feeling gets worse when I land back in my realm and nearly run over Ralph.

He catches me by my shoulders. “Gemma . . . why are you wearing my face and body?”

In an instant, I’m back in my preferred form, pink skin and all. I shrink a full three feet in the process, but Ralph’s grip doesn’t waver. “Sorry.” It’s incredibly rude to assume another demon’s likeness in whole, the way I just did. “I panicked and—”

Ralph sighs. “If you need to refine your form, then take some time to do it—your own time. You ate at least?”

“Yes,” I whisper. It’s the truth . . . even if two shifts were enough to drain me to the edge of needing to turn around and go right back to Caleb. I can’t do it. Not tonight. Not after I failed so spectacularly. Again.

“Good job.” He releases my shoulders and ruffles my mane. “I told you that you could do it. If you want some tips on changes you could make—”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.” I’m speaking so softly, the words barely span the distance between us. “I’m sorry.”

“I won’t hold it against you this one time.” He’s being unbearably kind, even if there’s a thread of warning beneath his words. “You’ll be fine, Gemma. Just keep doing what you’re doing and have confidence in yourself.”

If only he knew.


Chapter 3

Iwant to say it’s hunger that drives me back to the portal leading to Caleb’s room. It’s even the truth—but not the full truth. It’s mostly guilt and curiosity.

I feel bad for scaring him. I feel guilty for lying to Ralph. Worst of all, I can’t get the appreciation in Caleb’s expression out of my mind. It’s the first time in my life someone has looked at me like I’m not a complete embarrassment. Sure, I botched the job I was sent there to do, but still . . .

I want to see it again.

Before walking though the portal, I cast a furtive look around and use precious magic to form a short dress over my body. It feels strange against my skin, but it covers the bits Caleb couldn’t stop staring at last night. A perverse part of me wants him to stare, wants to drink in the feeling of being seen. I’m not sure why I’m trying to meet him in the middle of some strange human standard. I shouldn’t be wanting to meet him at all.

I step through the portal before I can talk myself out of the whole thing. The darkness of the room washes over me, pressing against my skin pleasantly. Caleb sleeps in what I’m coming to realize is his customary position: on his back with arms flung wide. So trusting.

There’s one difference, though. Under his forearm is a white rectangle of paper, standing out against the dark-gray sheets. Strange. Curiosity takes hold, and I pad across the room to lean down and look at it. It’s a letter . . . to me.

Through some quirk of our creation—no doubt intentional—demons are chameleons with language. We adapt and understand within seconds. It’s a vital requirement for those who actively engage with humans, but it’s useful even for those like me, who aren’t supposed to go beyond lurking in a dark corner or leering from a position crouched on their chests.

I scan the letter, pause in pure shock, and go back to the beginning.

Gemma,

This is weird, right? I’m still not sure this is real and I’m not having a bad reaction to my new meds, but in the event that you’re actually a . . . demon? Spirit? Fae? Something I don’t have a name for?

I meant what I said last night—or the other night, if it takes you a few days to return, I’m just going to keep this letter . . . Okay, now I’m being the weird one. I don’t think I’ve ever written a letter before. Emails, countless, but a handwritten letter? Sorry, I’m wandering. I do that, which makes some people uncomfortable. I promise I’m not trying to make anyone uncomfortable. Especially you.

I am so damned curious about you. I’ve always believed in the supernatural, but as I got older, I just sort of assumed clinging to it was my way of battling the monotony of adulthood. It’s really boring out there, in between bouts of existential dread about . . . well, everything.

After our last encounter, I recognize that you’re clearly here to scare me, but maybe we could talk for a bit before we get down to the scary part? That skeleton-monster-form thing was freaky as fuck! Well done!

Anyway, this is getting long and it’s entirely possible you don’t have the same curiosity about me that I do about you. I understand if this has to be strictly a working relationship that gives me nightmares. Honestly, they’d be preferable to the recurring one I have about being dragged through the woods, and everyone I know standing by and watching silently . . . Damn, I’m circling again. Sorry. This is already too long, so I’ll wrap it up.

I’d love to talk to you, Gemma. If that’s okay.

Sincerely,

Caleb

I read it a third time, utterly charmed. I like the way he wanders. It’s familiar, a well-tread path I’ve experienced time and time again throughout my life. More than that, there’s a deep sense of loneliness that calls to me. I’m lonely too.

I start to tug the letter out from beneath his forearm—only to pause when the muscle tenses. I bite my bottom lip as embarrassment heats my skin. “How long have you been awake?”

“Since you came through the closet door.” He matches my tone, so low it’s almost silent. Caleb doesn’t open his eyes, which I appreciate. I’m so tense, torn between fleeing and leaning closer. Everything about him has been so unexpected, it’s almost enough to drown out the truth of my utter failure.

I don’t know what to do. Oh, I’m aware of what I should do. But I can almost taste the tentative hope flickering through him. Hope isn’t something I can eat, but it’s intoxicating all the same. Figuratively, at least.

“Talking isn’t something I’m supposed to do,” I finally say. It’s not, strictly speaking, true. Aside from assigning us our initial human and adding to that number as we get more powerful, things tend to be pretty hands off as long as everyone is doing their job. Step out of line too much and you disappear, sure, but once you graduate to solo work, if you fail at your job and starve, no one will step in and save you. Demons are profoundly practical when it comes to failure.

“What are you supposed to do?”

I stare at his face. His features are deeply interesting to me. Beaky nose, sharply curved lips, and those freckles. So many of them that they layer on each other. I’m aware of what passes for beauty by human standards. It was covered in my training, before it became clear that I wasn’t suited for face-to-face interactions. That beauty shifts depending on the culture the person comes from, but surely Caleb must be gorgeous by any standards. I certainly can’t stop looking at him.

“Gemma?”

I start. I’ve been so busy staring, I forgot he asked me a question. I clear my throat. “I told you last night. I’m supposed to scare you.” I don’t know why I keep speaking. “My people . . . consume human emotion. It doesn’t really hurt you because there’s always more where it came from. We tend to orchestrate events to cause heightened emotions. It keeps us from starving, and given enough opportunity, adds to our power.”

“Oh.” He’s silent for several beats. His heart races, but it’s not with fear. I shouldn’t be happy I can’t taste a single sour note coming from him. “So you could feed from any emotion?”

“Not any. There are guidelines.” When I was very young and naive, I was foolish enough to ask why demons couldn’t feed on happiness. Surely the world—both our worlds—would be a better place if we focused on that.

In hindsight, it was only my youth that saved my life. I was written up and went through a series of private lessons to ensure I stopped with my disruptive presence in the classroom. They didn’t overtly threaten to disappear me if I kept asking questions, but even then, I was smart enough to understand I needed to shut up and keep my head down.

I’m just bad at doing both.

Caleb swallows, his throat bobbing in a charming way. “Could we spend some time talking before you . . . eat?”

I sit on the edge of the bed before I can think of why I most certainly shouldn’t get any closer to this man. “Why do you want to? I terrified you last night.”

“Well, yeah.” He chuckles, turning his head toward me but keeping his eyes shut. “I was not expecting a freaky skeleton monster. That was cool.”

My heated skin only gets worse. “I shouldn’t have done that. It’s the form of my mentor. Copying someone’s entire form isn’t . . . Well, it’s not good.”

“I won’t lie. I prefer your normal form.” His lips curve. He’s fully relaxed, not scared at all. It should represent a great failure on my part, but my chest goes strangely, pleasantly warm. “Have you been a sleep paralysis demon long?”

I sigh. “No. You’re my first solo experience. I was in training twice as long as my peers, and most of them have already moved up in the hierarchy to gather more humans. Judging from this experience, I won’t be moving anywhere—I’ll be getting disappeared.”

Caleb’s eyes fly open. It’s not possible that I forgot how green they are, but they seem particularly green right now. “What do you mean disappeared?”

I shrug, fighting to keep the tension from my body, as if this isn’t life and death. “Demons who fail one too many times disappear. No one knows where they go, but there hasn’t been a single one who’s been seen again.”

“Well, then, failure is not an option.” He reaches out tentatively and closes his hand around my wrist. It’s a gentle touch, one I could break easily without using even a fraction of my strength.

I don’t pull away. I relish the warmth of his palm against my skin. “That’s a nice thought, but I’ve already failed.” More than once, though I can’t be certain if both the encounters with Caleb have been marked against me. Maybe it’s only the old training failures that dog my steps . . . except that’s not right either. Ralph saw me stealing his form. He may care about me enough to have spent extra time nurturing my so-called skills, but that doesn’t mean he’ll look the other way if I keep screwing up.

His grip tightens as panic flickers through him. He seems to make an effort to loosen his grip, though. Caleb exhales slowly and visibly tenses. “You can scare me now if you want.”

I sigh. “I really don’t want to.” It’s unforgivable to admit as much, let alone to admit it to him, but I’ve already broken so many unspoken rules. What’s one more? That tiny thread of honesty leads to more. “I don’t like the taste of fear.”

“You don’t like my fear?” He sounds almost hurt.

“I don’t like any fear. It’s so sour and sticks in my throat.” Confessing that feels like a huge weight has been lifted from my shoulders. It won’t make any difference, not when this is my last shot to continue to be part of demon society. If I fail here, I fail everything.

Caleb sits up slowly, almost like he’s afraid I’ll flit away if he moves too quickly. He’s taller than I realized, only a few inches shorter than I am. And he smells good, like something earthy I can’t quite put a name to. “Okay, this is just a problem we have to solve.” He’s looking into the middle distance, not quite seeing me as he seems to focus his entire being on this problem. “Are you monitored on your . . . visits?”

“No.” I watch him closely. This distracted expression feels deeply familiar. “But if I start to starve, it will quickly become apparent.” A starving demon starts to literally waste away. It’s a horrifying sight to witness and agonizing to experience. Or at least it appears agonizing.

“You’ll be safe as long as you’re not starving?”

I don’t know if it’s as simple as that, but I nod all the same. “More or less.”

“Then we just need to figure out what emotion I can feed you.” His face flames and his lust surges, strong enough to make me warm, but he’s still very carefully not looking at me. “What are our options?”

I’m embarrassed, he’s embarrassed, but curiosity overrides my desire to throw myself under the bed and hide for all eternity. “You already know lust is one.”

He clears his throat a few times. “Yeah, but you didn’t seem comfortable with that, and I don’t want to put you in a position where you can’t say no.”

I blink. “Shouldn’t you be worried about yourself, not me?”

“Gemma.” He finally looks at me. He’s still blushing furiously, but he manages to hold my gaze. “I am absolutely on board with feeding you lust if that’s what you want. You’re beautiful and interesting, and the only side effect I noticed was being a little tired the next day. Whether that’s because you fed on my lust or because I stayed up the rest of the night, doing . . .” Against all logic, his blush deepens. “Anyway, I’m good with it if you are.”

Am I good with it? It’s not in the job description, but ultimately we’re left up to our own discretion on how to feed. It would mean lying to Ralph when he checks in with me, but that’s nothing new. I’ve lied to him from the moment I told him I was ready to do this on my own. I didn’t lie well, but I can work on that.

I take a deep breath, inhaling Caleb’s building lust. He’s filled with it over the possibility of me. It’s staggering on several levels, all of which I’ll spend entirely too much time obsessing over once I’m home and alone. “Okay.”

“Okay? Okay.” He exhales in a rush, shifting restlessly. “Um, how do you want to start?”

When in doubt, stick with what you know. “I guess I’ll start by sitting on your chest.”


Chapter 4

Wait, wait, wait.”

I freeze in the middle of leaning forward. I should have known this was a mistake. I’m breaking so many rules right now, and I don’t even know this human, no matter how nice and understanding he seems. “You’re right. I’m just going to go.”

“Gemma, wait.” He grabs my wrist again, still holding me almost gingerly. Not like I’m a monster he’s afraid will bite, but as if I’m made of glass and he worries about shattering me. It’s strange. I don’t know if I like it. “Believe me when I say I absolutely am into the idea of you sitting on my chest.” Caleb clears his throat. “But I was hoping we could talk for a little bit first.”

“Talk?” I blink. “But why do you want to talk to me? You clearly are attracted to this form.”

“I am. Very.” His gaze skates over me, almost as if he can’t help himself. “But I guess I’m a little bit of a romantic. I like knowing the people I have sex with. Not to mention, it’s not every day I get the chance to talk with a demon.”

I nibble my bottom lip. It’s not as if I can get into more trouble if I talk with him. The portal will hold until sunrise, which is hours away. Truth be told, I’m curious about him too. “What do you do when you’re not here?” I wave my hand around his room.

“I’m a pediatrician.”

My eyes go wide. “You work with kids? All the time? Every day?”

The roles responsible for raising, educating, and healing demon children are hotly sought after. Even if I were excellent at my job and quickly rose up the ranks and gathered power, I’m centuries from being able to even compete to claim one of those positions. I’ll never be able to accomplish that. But to work primarily with young children? That sounds like the stuff dreams are made of, if someone were brave enough to allow themself to dream.

Now it’s his turn to blink. “I do.” He runs a hand through his short red hair, suddenly bashful. “Most of my job is wellness checks as the kids grow up—giving vaccinations, reassuring parents that they’re doing a good job, and helping them navigate situations where there’s something more serious going on. The last part is relatively rare, which is nice. I’ve only been doing it for a decade, but even in that time, seeing the kids get older is really rewarding.”

Ten years seems like a blip of time, but it’s quite the stretch for humans. Especially when doctors have to go to school for so long. It means Caleb is a little older than I realized, close to forty. It means his life is half over. The thought leaves me cold.

I tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear and push the realization away. Humans don’t live as long as demons. I know that. Everyone knows that. It’s just a fact of life. There’s no reason for it to make me so deeply uncomfortable.

“What about you?” He leans forward, all bright eyes and interest. “I know this hasn’t exactly gone like you wanted, but surely your life must be so interesting.”

I roll my eyes before I can think better of it. “I guess it depends on what you consider interesting. It’s pretty boring from where I’m sitting. I spend a lot of time alone.”

There’s no reason to expect him to understand. He clearly doesn’t. “What do you mean? You’ve only been here a few times. Surely you do other things with your free time.”

“Not really.” I drag a hand over my face. Everything about Caleb seems designed to bring my inadequacies to the forefront. I know better. It’s not him that’s the problem; it’s me. It’s always been me. “I don’t fit in. I focus on the wrong things and ask too many questions, which tends to cross boundaries I didn’t even realize existed.” All the years of missteps bubble up, pressing against the inside of my skin. “When I was young, my eccentricities were tolerated, but only by the adults and elders. Kids, regardless of their species, always know the truth. And the truth was that I don’t fit in. I never have.”

Instead of turning away from me in clear disgust, he emanates empathy, soft and sweet and absolutely inedible. “Kids can be cruel, even if they don’t mean to.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I shrug, trying to play it off, but my shoulders are too stiff for the lie to be convincing. “I tried to blend in, but it’s so exhausting carving off bits of yourself so people around you will be more comfortable.”

“It is.” There’s understanding in his tone, and more of that soft empathy. “I’m sorry. I let my curiosity reign instead of thinking of your feelings.”

I shrug again, but this time it feels a little more honest. “I like your curiosity. What do you want to know about being a demon?” This, at least, I have the knowledge to answer. It doesn’t matter if I’m a bad demon; I’ve gone through the same training as all the others. More than that, I’ve had to spend so much time observing my peers and our instructors and Ralph, trying to figure out how to bend myself into a form they’d approve of.

Caleb’s curiosity truly is a delight. He’s smart too. He asks questions about how our society is set up, how my powers work, what kinds of emotions are edible, and even what they taste like. He’s baffled by the knowledge we are formed as babies instead of birthed by other demons. When we circle back to how we’re raised, he sits back with a choked laugh. “It’s honestly kind of depressing that demon culture is healthier than anything we have as humans. No child goes hungry? They’re all cared for? The elders too?”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. “The elders are the most powerful of us all. Sure, eventually they fade away, but even during that fading, only a fool would cross one of them.” I smile. “But, yes, our children are cared for. They’re our future.”

“Yes, exactly.” He’s even more handsome when he’s excited about something. His hands and expression are animated, and his zeal practically saturates the space between us. “I do a lot of volunteer work for communities who can’t afford wellness visits, but it’s absurd that they should have to pay anything to keep their children well. We petition and call and march, and the people who make the decisions just keep doing the cruelest thing possible in any given situation.” Just like that, the light goes out of him and his shoulders slump. “We truly live in broken times.”

“I’m sorry.” And I am. I know human history in the broadest of strokes. The more detailed education is given to those destined to spend more time among the humans themselves. A sleep paralysis demon doesn’t have to know much at all to generate enough fear to keep from starving.

It feels like only minutes later when Caleb glances at the clock and sighs. “I’m really enjoying talking to you, but you said we only have until sunrise, and that deadline is fast approaching.” He blushes again. “Like I said before, we don’t have to do this. Before you ask, I do want to, but I don’t want you to be pressured.”

Does he realize how absolutely charming he is? Probably not, based on how awkward he’s suddenly become. I belatedly recognize that suggesting I sit on his chest probably had connotations I don’t fully understand, so I try for a compromise. “What if we started with a kiss?”

He brightens immediately. “A kiss sounds lovely.” During our conversation, we ended up sitting cross-legged facing each other, but he stretches out and then moves to his knees. Something pops as he does, and he grimaces. “Old injury. Don’t worry about it.”

I absolutely do not want to put him in a position—literally in this case—that hurts him. Before he can say anything else, I scoop him into my arms and kind of topple us onto the bed. He immediately tenses, and I curse myself for being impulsive. “Sorry. Again. I was trying to help.”

Caleb inhales and exhales a few times. “Gemma, we seem destined to keep apologizing to each other. You surprised me. That’s all.” He reaches out and tentatively cups my face. It’s like when he held my wrist, but so much better. My whole body buzzes in response to his thumb tracing over my right cheekbone. He pauses. “Um, before I kiss you, I really need to know how old you are. I hope you understand.”

I do. Immediately. A breathless laugh escapes me. “I’m not a youngling by any definition of the word, yours or mine. I’m seventy years old, Caleb. Demons reach majority at fifty. I promise I’m an adult and consenting to this the same way you are.” I lean into his touch. “I’ve never had sex with a human before, but I’m not new to sex as a concept or act. It’s just . . . different with demons.”

He keeps stroking my cheek, his lust growing in slow waves that make me dizzy. “Different how?”

I’m having a difficult time focusing. He’s barely touching me, but the intent way he stares feels like an additional touch. “Um, I don’t even know where to begin.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d try to explain it to me.”

“Well, to start off, we can all shape-shift, though obviously the more powerful the demon, the easier time they have doing so. And everyone has their own personal preferences, so the act is unique between the demons involved. Sometimes it’s a wild frenzy of shifting and magic. Sometimes they don’t even touch in a way you’d understand. I’ve had partners of all preferences.” Even as I tell myself not to, I place my hand against Caleb’s bare chest. He’s so warm and his heart is beating a frantic rhythm, as if it’s trying to get to me through his rib cage. “Humans get plenty creative with sex, especially with the various tools you can use to amplify things, but you’re still restricted to your body as it is in the moment.” I’m wearing the same form as the first night. My body right now is humanoid enough, right down to the erogenous zones, though I’ve left off the finer details of genitals. Since I’m supposed to be generating fear, not lust, I’m not supposed to need them in my day-to-day life.

“I guess we are.” He hesitates and finally nods, almost to himself. “One last question, at least for now.”

“Ask whatever you want.” I’m enjoying this conversation. He doesn’t seem to mind the times I bumble through things. His kindness is a balm against a wound I hadn’t fully processed possessing. I don’t have to worry about acting normal with him. I can just be . . . me.

“I can’t in good conscience agree to anything related to sex without talking about the possibility of pregnancy or sexually transmitted infections. I probably have some condoms around here, though I can’t guarantee they’re not expired.” This brings about another charming blush. “It’s been a while since my last partner.”

I laugh in relief. This, at least, has an easy answer. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about anything like that. Demons and humans can procreate, but the demon has to make the intentional decision to form the interior anatomy to facilitate that possibility. As far as disease or infection, our magic wards us against such things, so we can’t give or receive.”

“Well, that makes things remarkably simple.” His gaze drops to my mouth and I lick my lips, though I couldn’t begin to say why I’m licking my lips. “I’m going to kiss you now, Gemma.”

“Okay,” I whisper. I find myself holding my breath as he leans in and presses his lips to mine. It starts so slowly, I have a beat of wondering if he’s kissing me at all, but then the pressure increases and my lips part and I can taste him. He’s minty and filled to the brim with lust and something infinitely more complicated. The emotion—both emotions—surge into me through our contact, pouring down my throat with a strength that makes me gasp.

Caleb immediately retreats. Distantly, I’m aware that he’s going to ask if I’m okay, but I’m too busy chasing him across the finite distance between us and claiming his mouth. The combination of physical and emotional leaves me loose in a way I’ve never experienced, and I want more. My hunger banishes entirely in the second kiss, the slow slide of his tongue against mine filling me in ways I can’t quantify. Caleb grabs my hips and jerks me closer. I’m alight from every point we touch, his hand sliding over my ass bright and needy, his mouth dragging along my jaw leaving fire in its wake. And the weight of him as I partially roll onto my back, tugging him with me.

I want to consume him.

That thought reaches me through my need, but only barely. It’s an itch I can’t scratch, a piece of friction in a perfect moment. Even as it threatens to be swept away in my need, I make myself break the kiss. “Are you—” I can’t catch my breath. “Caleb, are you okay?”

“Yes.” He presses his forehead to mine. “Are you?”

I don’t know. I brush my lips against his and whimper at the new rush of emotions. The lust is there, so strong that I almost feel drunk on it, but it’s the softer emotion that warms my chest and makes me loop one leg around his waist, bringing us closer. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Gemma.” His grip on my hip tightens and then eases. “I’m feeling a lot of things right now, but hurt isn’t one of them.”

“Oh. Right. Good.” It’s difficult to think beyond the demand for more. “Do you want to stop?”

He gives a choked laugh. “Not even a little. Do you?”

“No.” I’m already shaking my head, already clutching his hips and rolling mine to meet the hard length pressed against me. “Don’t stop.”


Chapter 5

For the first time in longer than I care to think about, I’m not worrying about my next inevitable failure. It feels so good to press my body to Caleb’s, to have his hands roaming down my spine, tracing over the curve of my ass, stroking the back of my thigh to leverage it higher, to allow him closer yet.

And, gods, his emotions. They pour into me in wave after wave, until I’m filled to bursting. I break our kiss again, panting. “Do you have a preference on anatomy?”

He’s breathing just as hard as I am. “No. I like all kinds of people. Whatever you’re most comfortable with.”

I don’t have strong preferences either. Being able to shift your body on a whim—as long as you’re powerful enough—means I can try on different forms as the mood shifts. Right now, I’m comfortable with my body, like the heavy weight of my breasts on my chest, like the softness between my thighs. With his emotions still surging, it takes no thought at all to shift that softness into a vulva, inner and outer labia, vagina, and—of course—a clitoris. The lessons in human anatomy stressed the importance of utilizing that when seducing a partner who possesses one. “Let’s try this one.”

Caleb kisses me in response. Later, I’ll be amazed at how easy that small shift was, how quick, but right now I’m too busy rolling him onto his back and perching on his stomach. His hands immediately go to my mane of hair, his fingers digging in as he smooths it back from my face to keep kissing me. His emotions are so clear on my tongue, and knowing that he feels the same way I do in this moment—needy and amazed and almost . . . gentle?—gives me the courage to sit up. “I would like to revisit the subject of sitting on your chest.”

“Gladly.” He’s already gripping my thighs and sliding down the bed. He doesn’t stop when I’m even with his chest, though; Caleb keeps going until I’m straddling his face. His eyes are on my face as he presses a devastatingly gentle kiss to the apex of my thighs. It feels good. It feels like he actually cares, which doesn’t make any kind of sense, but I’m awash in pleasure and have no time to consider the potential implications of crossing this boundary with the human I’m supposed to be scaring. Not with Caleb carefully parting my folds and delving his tongue into the very core of me.

“Oh.” Without thinking, my claws are in his hair and I rock my hips to meet his mouth. It feels good and he moans, so I keep doing it. I ride his tongue as he focuses on my new clitoris, both of us quickly finding a rhythm and pressure that has me feeling like I might explode right out of my skin. His lust drives mine, slick and forbidden and all the hotter for it.

I don’t break the rules. I fail to follow them, but that failure has always made me sick to my stomach with the knowledge that I’ll never be good enough. This is intentional in a way I’ve never even considered attempting before meeting him. There will be a penance to pay, and I don’t care because it feels too good to stop.

“Caleb,” I moan. “Keep doing that. Right there.”

His fingers dig into my thighs as he obeys, rubbing the flat of his tongue against my clitoris. Bright lights flare behind my eyes and then I’m orgasming with a shriek of pure glee. He makes a muffled sound and I realize I’ve been suffocating him with my pussy and quickly rise onto my knees again. “Sorry, sorry. Are you okay?” My voice is all wrong, thready, as if I’ve been running a great distance.

Instead of calling me a monster, he turns his head and nips my thigh. “Don’t you dare apologize.” He shifts his touch back to my pussy. “I’m not done yet.”

I’m not done either. Even as the aftershocks of my orgasm alight in faint waves, I’m greedy for more. “I want to taste you too.”

Caleb goes still and closes his eyes. “Gemma, baby, I need you not to say stuff like that while you’re dripping on my face. I want to make you come a few more times first. I’m not going to last long. Fuck, I almost came just from tasting you. I want you too desperately.”

I glance over my shoulder to where his hard cock strains against the thin fabric of his underwear. The high is still making me brave—or reckless. “Then you can come a few times too.” Before he can argue further, I rise and turn around so that I’m once again straddling his face, but facing his body this time. It feels so good to stretch out over him, to press my skin against his, to feel his heat pulsing beneath me. “Oh, Caleb.” I whimper. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to get enough of you.”

“Then don’t.” He tugs me back a bare inch and exhales harshly against my throbbing core.

I hook my thumbs into the band of his underwear and tug the fabric down to reveal his cock. He’s as perfectly formed here as everywhere else, long and strong with a wicked curve. I carefully wrap my fist around his base and angle his length so I can take him into my mouth.

Did I think I was glutted on his emotions from a kiss? It’s a thousand times stronger now. His need bursts over me as he grips my thighs and devours me before I can get the round head of him between my lips. His frenzy rises in a wave that pulls me along with it. There’s no technique here. I need to devour him in return, to take him deep within me, to bring him even a fraction of the pleasure he’s brought me.

On a whim, I shift my free hand’s claws into fingers and cup his balls. They’re soft and strange and pleasing, and he clearly likes what I’m doing, because his cock suddenly goes even fuller in my mouth. Caleb cries out against my heated flesh and then he’s coming, filling my throat in great spurts that leave me dizzy. It feels like I’m drinking him down, smart and kind and caring and sexy in a way I have a difficult time putting into words.

I go limp and slump off him, drunk on his emotions. I didn’t know a demon could be drunk on emotions, but the faint light in the room spins merrily, and my skin practically crackles with the energy now filling me. For the first time since I was a child, I’m not hungry, not even a little.

“Gemma.” Caleb reaches for me, somehow getting us lined up properly so I can sprawl on him instead. “Are you okay?”

“Feels good.” I nuzzle his throat. “You?”

He gives a breathless laugh and gathers me tightly to him. “Feels good,” he echoes. “Really good. Give me a little time and I can show you how good.”

This feels good, too, albeit in a different way than when our mouths were on each other. His lust remains a delicious undercurrent, but soft satisfaction takes over. It’s not an emotion that can sustain me, but it creates a lovely sensation, like being wrapped in a heavy blanket during the cold season.

Minutes tick by as his heart rate returns to something I imagine is normal—or at least close to it. My body buzzes with energy, but it’s a distant sensation, one that can’t quite touch me while I float in bliss.

At least until Caleb’s cock stirs against my thigh where it’s draped over his waist. I smile as I shift a little, teasingly rubbing him until he groans. “Gemma, you’re going to kill me.”

“I hope not. I like you.”

His arms tighten around me. “I like you too.”

This feels dangerous in an entirely different way than kissing him did. My job isn’t to like him. In fact, that’s a direct inhibitor to me doing my job, at least in theory. It’s difficult to focus right now with him so close and deliciously warm and his wide hands on my hips as he shifts me more fully on top of him.

And then there’s no space for worrying, because I’m tilting my hips and he’s pressing up into me. Smooth and slick and oh so full. My eyes threaten to flutter shut, but I force them open. I don’t want to miss a single moment of this. He’s so beautiful, every emotion playing across his face in real time as it surges into me. More and more and more, blossoming with each thrust. No wonder humans don’t notice when a demon siphons off their emotions for sustenance.

I plant my hands on his chest and move over him. We have limited time, but the temptation for frenzy is so distant. There is only Caleb and me and this moment of pure, perfect pleasure.

He grips my hips, his fingers digging into the top of my ass, and guides me into a rolling motion that makes my spine tingle. I moan. “Do that again.” He complies immediately, his face a mask of agonized concentration even as his lust increases to nearly overwhelming levels. I didn’t know it could be like this—any of it. The care he takes with me in this moment, how quickly he adjusts to increase my pleasure, the perfect anguish of being joined with someone who seems to see me.

Imperfect in every way, and yet someone to be valued, to be desired, to be liked.

I want it to last forever. I want to keep riding him for all eternity, to never have to leave this moment.

“Gemma,” he rasps. He hardly sounds like himself. “Gemma, baby, rub your clit for me. I want to feel you come on my cock.” All the while, he keeps me moving in that very specific rhythm that has him rubbing against my G-spot.

I snake a hand between my thighs and stroke my clitoris with the same pressure and motion he used with his tongue earlier. It seems impossible that it would get better, and yet that added stimulation has my body taking over. I grind down onto him, onto my fingers, chasing my own pleasure even as he curses and digs his heels into the mattress, driving up into me.

“Gemma!” His orgasm erupts into me, bringing a new surge of his tangled glory of emotions. I can’t tell if it’s the physical or emotional that pushes me over the edge, but I’m coming. I cry out his name as every bone in my body seems to turn liquid. For a moment, I panic that I’m shifting on accident and about to traumatize us both, but it’s just joy that has me collapsing on his chest and kissing him deeply.

Caleb holds me tightly to his heaving chest. “Holy shit.”

“That was amazing.” I kiss his chest, his shoulder, his jaw. I want to stay like this forever. What would happen if we never left this room? We only talked for a short while in the grand scheme of things; surely he has so many stories to tell, a lifetime’s worth of experiences to share. And I suppose I do, too, even if most of mine has been spent in one version of training or another. I have learned a lot, even if I could never successfully bring it to practical use.

Caleb goes tense beneath me, and fear spikes the space between us. “Gemma?”

“What’s wrong?” I lift my head, ready to search his face for what I could have possibly done to scare him now, only to find that he’s not looking at me. He’s staring to the side . . . at the closet. I twist to follow his gaze. “What is it?”

“I just saw two . . .” He clears his throat. “Two eyes. Very large eyes. In my closet.”

Oh no. I slither off him and jump to my feet. “I have to go.”

“Gemma—”

“This was so good.” I can’t stop myself from kissing him. “Thank you.”

“Gemma, wait.” He grabs for my hand. Misses. “When will I see you again?”

Dread is a weight in my gut. It’s not sunrise yet. There’s no reason someone would have come looking for me, and yet that’s clearly what happened. “I don’t know.”

“Gemma—”

“I’m sorry.” It’s too late. I’m already across the room and standing in front of the closet. I can’t stop myself from looking over my shoulder, from memorizing exactly how he looks right now, rumpled from spending so much time chasing pleasure with me. Gods, my heart aches. “Goodbye, Caleb.”


Chapter 6

What have you done?”

I barely make it through the portal before giant clawed hands grab my shoulders and shove me against a wall. Maybe I should be relieved to recognize Ralph, but the disappointment coming off him in noxious waves ruins any chance of that. “I fed. You should be happy.” The words come out small. I know this isn’t how I’m supposed to feed. There are rules and regulations for every type of interaction with humans. You get your job and you do it. You don’t deviate.

He leans forward and inhales deeply. Sneezes. “Oh, Gemma, no.” Ralph looks at the portal that just closed. “We can fix this. You’re full enough that you can cloister yourself in your rooms until the stink of this fades. No one has to know. We’ll switch your human for one of mine so this never happens again.”

Give Caleb to Ralph, who wears the same form that scared him so much when I donned it? I’m already shaking my head. “It’s wrong to scare him. He works with children, Ralph. He does good in their world. If he’s losing sleep because of terror—”

“Gemma.” Ralph shakes me sharply. “You’re not talking like a demon right now. You don’t smell like a demon.”

“I don’t know what that means.” I shove his hands off my shoulders. “I fed on his lust. It wasn’t fear, no, but it was still demonic to do so.”

His shoulders drop. “But you didn’t only feed on his lust, Gemma. You fed on his fondness, on his caring.”

I blink. “That’s impossible.”

“No, it’s truly not.” The defeat in his tone scares me more than anything else he’s done or said so far. “Switch humans with me. Keep your head down. Do your job.”

I register how kind Ralph is being right now. He’s still attempting to look out for me, despite all the ways I’ve crossed the line. If I were a smart demon, I’d take his offer and . . . spend the rest of my life choking on the acrid taste of fear.

There’s peace in finally facing the truth you’ve been avoiding for your entire life. Peace and no small amount of mourning. Caleb isn’t the first who’s seen me truly; I wouldn’t have been so isolated if I could hide better. But Caleb saw me and embraced my truth, rather than shunning me for it. I smile up at Ralph even as my ribs feel like they’re cracking into a thousand pieces. “I can’t do it, Ralph. Even if I wanted to give him up, I hate scaring people. I hate lying. I hate manipulating.”

His sigh rattles in his empty chest. “I’m going to be sad to lose you.”

Because I’ll be disappeared. I can’t help looking at the empty space where the portal used to be, wishing I’d had a little more time with Caleb. A lot more time, if I’m honest. I know it’s greedy, but I want to know him, to make him feel just as seen as he made me feel tonight. I’ll miss you. “Just get it over with, please.” Hopefully it won’t hurt. I don’t like pain that much.

Another of those deep sighs and Ralph takes my shoulder with one hand. “This way.”

I try to be brave as he guides me down a hallway I’ve never been in and to a portal that shines with a strange silver light. I mostly fail. I’m shaking so hard, my teeth are chattering. “What is this?”

He squeezes my shoulder. “I’m going to miss you, Gemma. Keep your chin up. It won’t be all bad. Probably. Goodbye.” Ralph shoves me through the portal.

I scream before I can remember I’m trying to be brave and curl into a ball. The pain will come next, fiery or icy or maybe just sharp. Except . . . it doesn’t. Nothing happens at all, except I land on a solid floor.

“If you’re quite done with the theatrics, we can get moving.”

I peer through my claws up at a tall humanlike being. They’re nearly as tall as Ralph, with blue skin and a short crop of golden curls, but otherwise are missing any of the delightful little flourishes demons prefer. Because they . . . aren’t a demon? “What is this?”

They sigh. “Demons never explain things before they toss you lot through the portals. We give a full briefing before we send our misfits over.” They shift, drawing my attention to the clipboard in their hand. “Gemma, is it?” They glance at the board. “You fed off unsanctioned emotions from the human you were assigned.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“They never do. But don’t worry, we’ll get to that. I’m Raven, by the way.” They motion long fingers at me. “Up, up, we have a lot to do and little time.”

Since I don’t seem in danger of immediate death, I rise slowly and follow them down a tiled walkway nearly identical to the one I just left behind. “What is this place?”

“You’re an angel now,” Raven says briskly. They move at such a quick pace, I’m struggling to keep up. “Same dance, slightly different tempo. While your original brethren prefer to feed off the quick and lazy emotions, we angels spend time investing in humans and reaping the mass rewards of true emotions.”

Raven sounds like a bit of a snob, but my head is spinning too much to bristle on behalf of demons. “I didn’t know angels fed off emotions.”

“Of course not.” They push through a door. “It’s bad press if people realize we’re functionally the same as demons. The higher-ups prefer us to be delineated.” They spin and run a critical eye over me. “The hooves, claws, and horns have to go, though the rest of your form is fine. Proper number of eyeballs and limbs.” At my slack-jawed stare, they sneer. “Humans get precious about such things. It’s fine if you’re angling for a jump scare, but if you want to preserve a relationship and mine their emotions, we’ve found it’s best to present a more familiar—if fantastic—form.”

Even in my shocked state, something quickly becomes clear. “This is where demons who are bad at their jobs disappear to.”

“Bad at their jobs.” Raven scoffs. “It never ceases to irritate me that they present it like that, but . . .” They wave their hand. “Essentially, yes. Demons feed off a specific set of emotions. Angels do the same with a different set. Crossing that line results in the experience you just endured. I’m sure I don’t have to spell it out further.”

Angels become demons. Demons become . . . “I’m an angel now?”

“Semantics, but yes.” They pull a packet of paper from their clipboard and shove it into my hands. “Take this to the end of the hallway and speak to whoever’s on staff at the moment. They will get you set up with lodgings and a schedule to revisit”—another brisk glance at their clipboard—“one Caleb Sullivan.”

Just like that, the floor seems to drop out from beneath my feet. “I get to see Caleb again?”

“You did mine his fondness and caring for you to feed, did you not?” Raven raises golden brows. “That’s not a connection to be wasted. If things change and he’s no longer a good fit for you, we’ll place you with someone else. Unlike the demons, our limit is three humans. It’s difficult to maintain meaningful relationships with more, at least for our purposes. That packet will tell you all you need to know.”

“I, uh, thanks?”

“Don’t thank me. Keep it moving. I have another one coming in shortly and can’t linger.” They turn without another word and rush off.

And so begins my reeducation in what it means to be an angel. In truth, it’s not so different from being a demon, no matter what derision Raven holds for the world I was born into. Angelic society is run damn near identically. The only exception is that they focus on deep relationships with humans. I suppose it makes sense now why guardian angels are focused on comfort instead of doing literally any guarding.

A week later, I’m standing in front of a portal and hoping my heart doesn’t beat right out of my chest. When I step through, it’s not into Caleb’s bedroom in the middle of the night. It’s into his kitchen with the midday sun shining through the windows. He sits at a small table, a bowl of cereal in front of him, and drops the spoon the moment I appear.

I hold up my hands. “I know I look different, kind of, but it’s me.”

“Gemma,” he whispers. He’s on his feet in an instant and around the table, pulling me into his arms and hugging me tightly. “When you didn’t come back, I feared the worst. Are you okay?”

“Um, yes.” I hug him back, inhaling his sheer relief. “I guess I’m an angel now.”

“What?”

I quickly bring him up to speed. Through it all, he doesn’t stop touching me, finally linking his fingers through mine as I finish. I glance at the stairs. “But, like, we can still have sex if you want. We don’t have to, though! It’s just not forbidden or anything.”

He’s looking at me strangely, and I suspect it’s going to take me some time to fully understand the flavor of his more subtle emotions. I bite my bottom lip to keep from babbling on. Finally, Caleb says, “I have the day off.”

“Oh. Did you want me to leave and come back later?” Did he have plans? Part of my new training was how to shift my body to be properly humanlike so I can go out in public—public!—if the situation calls for it. I just didn’t expect to use the new skill so quickly. I still haven’t figured out toes, and while my hands can pass a cursory glance, it’s best no one stares at them too long. Even so, I made active progress there, and that’s more than I can say for most of my previous training.

“No.” He glances at our linked fingers with a frown and seems to give himself a shake. “I know shifting is a little painful, but I’d like to take you out. It’s Halloween.”

“Halloween?” I’m familiar with the celebration, of course. Demons love this time of year. I might not be a demon any longer, but surely I could enjoy it too? With Caleb? “What are you going out to do?”

“There’s a new scary movie. I was going to see it this afternoon, and then one of the local grade schools is hosting a trunk-or-treat for the kids.” He smiles. “It’s really great seeing them in their costumes.”

“And you want me to come with you?”

“Yes.” He squeezes my hand. “If you want to.”

“Of course I do.” The pure glutting of emotions I got from him last time is still sustaining me. It takes no effort at all to concentrate on turning my skin a boring peachy color. I leave my hair purple since plenty of humans wear bright colors. Theirs are just chemically dyed and mine is magic. I doubt most of them can tell the difference. “Like this?”

Caleb blinks. “Oh. Wow. Okay, that was fast and easy.” He grins suddenly. “I’m really excited to get to spend more time with you.”

I didn’t realize how much anxiety I was harboring about talking to him again and things changing until it dissipates like the morning mist. I find myself grinning back at him. “I’m really excited to spend more time with you too. And not just for sex, though I would very much like to have sex again, because that was phenomenal.”

He blushes charmingly. “I’d like that too. After our date.” Caleb clears his throat. “We still have a couple hours until the movie starts. Where do you want to go first?”

“Everywhere!”
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