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        Chapter one


      


      

        

          Chicago, April 2025


          


          Love’s Kiss.


          The lip gloss wasn’t as pink as Love’s Seduction, and less shimmery than Love’s Spell. Not that either of them had helped thus far. Risa shrugged and spread it over her lips. She had nothing left to lose.


          “That’s the best price, including parts and labor,” her boss Frank reassured a customer over the phone. “Yep, with demon labor. The cheapest rate. You’re welcomed to call around and try to find it lower.”


          He dropped the phone in its cradle and rubbed his face. “I should double-check the inventory in case that lady calls back.”


          “I’ll do it.” Risa hopped off her tall chair at the front counter, hoping she didn’t sound too eager.


          Frank grunted his thanks. She took his scribbled parts number and slipped through the back office into the repair shop.


          The inventory was in the back room beyond the adjacent repair shop garage. Risa lingered in the garage doorway, watching the mechanic at work.


          Watching him.


          Arvhan tilted his head, gazing up into the underside of the minivan on the lift. He raised his arm and paused, letting his hand go wispy with turquoise tendrils of smoke that drifted into the van’s undercarriage. His eyes took on the same hued glow.


          Risa hugged her notepad and swallowed her sigh. She never tired of watching him, and that dreamy look on his face when he was deep in concentration.


          Smoke demon mechanics would often let their hands revert to smoke, so they could work in hard-to-reach places on a car that would otherwise require lengthy dismantling. As a result, a repair’s labor costs could be cut in half, and the shop could charge less. Most shops kept at least one smoke demon on their staff to match or undercut the prices of their competitors.


          In return, it only increased the hatred directed at smoke demons from human mechanics.


          There was a reason Frank kept Arvhan on his own solitary working shift, like now. Sometimes, that animosity would spill over into open fights.


          Fights Risa was sure Arvhan could easily win, but never would. Not if he didn’t want to end up hauled away by the Demon Control Authority.


          She pressed her lips together, and let the slippery feel of her new lip gloss give her courage. Maybe Love’s Kiss would be the magic she needed today.


          Risa crossed the garage to the inventory room. Its shelves stretched high above her, loaded with boxes and bins of all sizes labeled with inventory codes. Going up on her tip toes, she struggled to read the numbers on the higher shelves.


          Considering her short stature, she was actually the worst person to run an inventory check, at all. But Frank had long ago stopped trying to talk her out of it, at her stubborn insistence. She looked forward to it more than anything else, and the job provided the perfect opportunity.


          Arvhan didn’t disappoint. She soon heard his heavy footsteps coming up behind her.


          “What’s the part number?”


          The deep timbre of his voice made her stomach flutter. Risa turned, but he was so close she merely gaped up at him. He leaned over her shoulder to read Frank’s scrawled handwriting on the notepad.


          The faintest traces of silver were visible in his stubble, and at his temples. She was at least a decade his junior at twenty-one. Maybe more.


          Arvhan was far out of her league. She doubted he’d ever look twice at her, a silly college dropout working the front counter. He was just a gentleman, and knew she needed the help.


          Meanwhile, Risa had been mooning over him for over a year. Her feelings had continued growing, swelling inside her until she could no longer ignore them. Until she’d started trying on ridiculous lip glosses, and styling her hair differently.


          And she volunteered for every inventory check. Just for this moment.


          Arvhan turned to give the higher shelves the same dreamy look he’d dealt the minivan. Then a wisp of his smoke brushed her cheek on its way to the shelf.


          Risa shivered, her eyes fluttering shut. Perhaps she was crazy, but it seemed the touch of his smoke almost tingled against her skin.


          Even she knew that smoke demons could do more. It was rumored they could put a human in thrall with their caresses, a spell that would drive a human mad with sensual need. However, there was so much prejudice baked into the media stories about demon thralls that Risa couldn’t stomach to read most of them.


          And of course, the North American Council on Demon Entities was quick to censor most news stories about demons, anyway. Risa was lucky to read any at all before the takedown notices would appear a day or two later.


          “Here you go.” Arvhan handed her the small, plastic pouch containing a tire sensor.


          “Thank…” Risa cleared her throat. “Thank you.”


          “No problem.” His voice was warm, but he’d already turned away, back toward his work.


          Risa stared wistfully after him. She wasn’t mad with sensual need. But her entire day was centered around the one or two minutes where she could be close to him. Perhaps her entire week.


          Vaguely agitated, she sighed in frustration. It wasn’t enough, anymore. Her obsession with Arvhan consumed her. Making her desperate.


          Reckless.


          Not giving herself time to think, she slowly approached him. He’d already taken up his place under the minivan, but he looked over periodically at a television mounted in the corner. The trailer for some action movie was on the TV, the preview bouncing around in a dizzying array of scene cuts filled with explosions and speeding cars.


          “Do you like the Impossible Speed movies?”


          Arvhan glanced over in surprise at her question. “Yeah, I do. They’re fun.”


          “Impossible Speed 3 opens at the theater on Friday. Tomorrow.”


          Or, so Risa assumed. There was only one movie theater in the neighborhood, and it always picked up the opening blockbusters.


          “I’m just—” She cleared her throat again. “I’m just letting you know.”


          God, she hadn’t even added an invitation to it. Just tossed it out there. She wished she could sink into the floor and disappear.


          But Arvhan searched her face before he gave her a slow, devastating smile. “Just letting me know, huh?”


          Risa bit her lip, her face on fire. “So you can… keep it in mind,” she whispered.


          Her voice had dropped too low, but she knew he could still hear her. Arvhan had exceptional hearing. Maybe all smoke demons did. He could hear the faintest rattles in an engine that no human mechanic could detect.


          So, surely he could hear the racing of her heart.


          Arvhan dropped his hand from the minivan, and took a step toward her. He looked over at the front office through the open doorway and froze, his expression turning stony.
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