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    Dedicated to my family, my friends, and my readers. Thank you for believing in the stories I have yet to tell, for following me into the strange ones I already have, and for always taking a seat at my table. Your encouragement has made every page possible, every journey worth sharing, and every story a little richer. Thank you for turning the page, sharing this adventure with me, and returning for another course. May every journey be unforgettable.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Every soul carries a hunger, and every hunger has a price. There are many ways to be judged. Some arrive with fire, others on fine porcelain beneath a silver cloche. In Hell, justice is rarely served hot. Dinner, however, always is. The finest meals are not prepared for the innocent, but for those who have something worth tasting. Every meal remembers.

      

    

Lucifer had witnessed the birth of stars, the drowning of worlds, the rise of humanity, the fall of angels, the invention of prayer, the corruption of prayer, the collapse of empires, and the astonishing refusal of mankind to learn anything useful from catastrophe. By any reasonable measure he should have been impossible to bore. Unfortunately, eternity has a peculiar way of sanding the edges off wonder. Live long enough and miracles become routine. Live longer still and the destruction of civilizations begins to resemble changes in the weather.
His obsidian throne overlooked the great chamber at the heart of Hell, a room so vast that its ceiling disappeared into darkness long before reaching its true height. Pillars carved from volcanic glass vanished into the shadows above while rivers of slow-moving lava traced glowing veins through the polished black floor far below. Countless souls passed through distant corridors carrying out duties that had become as ordinary to Hell as rush hour was to any earthly city. Somewhere gates opened. Somewhere chains moved. Somewhere judgments were carried out according to laws older than memory. Lucifer paid almost none of it any attention.

Instead, he held a small black remote in one hand while an enormous floating screen hovered several feet before his throne. No frame surrounded it. No wires supported it. It simply existed because someone in Hell had eventually decided that eternity was improved by television, and after enough engineers, magicians, inventors, and electrical contractors died, they eventually proved themselves correct. The first channel featured an infernal cooking competition hosted by a former emperor who had discovered that charisma survived death far more reliably than dignity. Contestants rushed around an immaculate kitchen while judges argued passionately over reductions, seasoning, and presentation. One chef burst into flames after overcooking a sauce. The audience applauded politely. Lucifer watched for perhaps ten seconds before pressing another button.

The next channel showed professional sports, where two teams of horned immortals chased a burning iron wheel across a field of black stone while commentators shouted themselves hoarse over rules that had apparently remained under revision since the thirteenth century. One player was decapitated by an enthusiastic tackle, calmly retrieved his own head, argued with the referee over unnecessary roughness, and returned to the match before play resumed. The crowd erupted with approval. Lucifer changed the channel again and found the news, which proved even less interesting. Three well-dressed commentators argued over a territorial dispute between neighboring infernal districts despite the fact that the disagreement had officially ended nearly three hundred years earlier. One analyst declared the situation an existential crisis. Another blamed poor leadership. The third spent most of his allotted time advertising his newest book on political reform. Lucifer slowly closed his eyes and found himself wondering whether the Gods had stopped speaking because they had glimpsed the future and discovered cable news.

The following program was a daytime talk show, and somehow that was worse. A former king sat comfortably upon a crimson couch explaining how he had experienced tremendous personal growth since ordering the execution of several thousand innocent people during his mortal reign. The host nodded sympathetically while members of the audience applauded every rehearsed confession as though redemption were measured by commercial breaks. Lucifer quietly pressed the button again. The screen dissolved into darkness, and for a few peaceful seconds there was nothing but silence, broken only by the distant heartbeat of Hell itself. Somewhere deep beneath the palace enormous mechanisms shifted behind ancient walls. Gates groaned softly as prisoners arrived according to laws that had existed long before humanity first learned to write. Lucifer considered turning the television off entirely.

Then music began.

A single violin emerged from the silence, warm, restrained, impossibly elegant. Crystal chimed gently somewhere beyond the melody while muted conversations drifted beneath it like the comfortable murmur of an expensive dining room. Candlelight slowly replaced the darkness. A white linen tablecloth appeared, flawless enough to seem untouched by the concept of dust itself. Polished silver reflected golden light while crystal stemware shimmered beside porcelain so delicate it almost seemed translucent. A hand wearing a perfectly tailored black sleeve poured deep red wine into a waiting glass without allowing a single drop to escape.

A rich French voice spoke with effortless confidence. "Bienvenue à Le Dégustation Infernale, where every reservation has been anticipated, every course has been perfected, and every guest receives precisely the meal they deserve." Lucifer lifted one eyebrow as the camera drifted through an intimate dining room wrapped in warm amber light. Velvet curtains framed tall windows while polished brass fixtures glowed softly against walls paneled in dark walnut. Every table was perfectly arranged. Every chair stood precisely where it belonged. Waiters moved through the room with impossible grace, arriving beside guests at exactly the right moment before disappearing almost as soon as they had been noticed. Somewhere in the kitchen, a chef carefully lowered a spoonful of shimmering sauce across the surface of a waiting plate with the confidence of someone performing a sacred ritual rather than preparing dinner.

The narrator continued, his voice smooth enough to make damnation sound like a privilege. "Our kitchen does not serve pain. Pain is crude. We serve memory, regret, appetite, and truth, prepared with flawless technique and presented with impeccable restraint." The commercial lingered on dishes that seemed less like food and more like sculpture. Butter shimmered beneath impossibly thin pastry. Wine caught the candlelight like liquid rubies. Fresh herbs released invisible clouds of fragrance as they were scattered across porcelain. Not a single plate contained anything visibly unpleasant, yet every diner shown on the screen carried the same expression. Wonder arrived first. Understanding followed. Then came quiet heartbreak.

Another guest lifted a fork with trembling fingers and tasted a bite no larger than a coin. His eyes slowly filled with tears. Across the room a woman smiled as though remembering the happiest day of her life, only for that smile to dissolve into silent grief before she reached for another bite. An elderly gentleman closed his eyes after tasting a spoonful of soup, not because it was too hot, but because it was somehow too familiar. Nobody complained. Nobody pushed a plate away. Every guest continued eating with the solemn determination of someone accepting a truth that could no longer be denied.

"Thirty-seven unforgettable courses await every guest," the narrator said with quiet pride. "Each one crafted exclusively for you. Each one paired perfectly with your nature. Dessert, of course, remains a matter of philosophy." The commercial faded into darkness with almost indecent restraint, allowing the warmth of candlelight, polished silver, red velvet, and quietly suffering diners to vanish as though the restaurant had never existed at all. For one breath there was only blackness, then the name Le Dégustation Infernale appeared in elegant gold lettering, its French curves glowing softly against the empty screen. Beneath it, in smaller script polished like engraved brass, came the restaurant's entire reputation reduced to two merciless words, Technically Perfect. The music faded without flourish, leaving the silence to complete the advertisement more effectively than any slogan could have managed.

Lucifer continued staring at the blank screen for several long moments after the commercial had ended. In all his ages as the Warden of Hell he had witnessed countless businesses rise and disappear, countless curiosities arrive only to be forgotten, yet something about this one refused to leave his thoughts. It was not the elegance of the presentation
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