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			To my friend, lover, 
and chef, Paul

			If the only thing keeping a person decent is the expectation of divine reward, then, brother, that person is a piece of shit. 

			- Rust Cohle, True Detective

			Trigger warnings. There are references in this story to past acts of bullying and suicide. There is a depiction of discovering a suicide attempt that is stopped and the person saved in time. There is a murder but it is described in minimal detail on par with the expectations of a cozy genre.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It Starts With 
a Cookbook

			Helena smiled smugly as she flipped through her grandmother’s cookbook, surrounded by the smells of ginger and cinnamon from her freshly bought supplies. Her cousin had wanted the precious heirloom so badly, but Helena had prevailed. It was hers now. This hadn’t been about ability or who had the actual skills to cook or not. This was a precious piece of her beloved Nana, and she deserved it as much as anyone. 

			Turning the pages of the old musty book, she slid her fingers past the printed text to touch on her grandmother’s scrawled handwriting in the margins. The old woman should have been a famous chef; she was such a genius in the kitchen. But this was all that remained of that lost legacy. The cookbook may have started out as a church creation from the 1930s, complete with the cheap black spiral binding and laminated cover, but now it was a unique thing in its own right. Every blank page in the back had been filled with original recipes as well as every inch of margin, either adding to or correcting what had been printed.

			Finding the page she desired, Helena slapped her hands together. “Alright, let’s get to cooking!” she declared. There were three hours before her dinner guests came and she was going to make them a home cooked meal or die trying. “The Seven Dish Course for Eight!” 

			The instructions seemed straightforward at first. Chop this, dice that, stew and sauté and set to simmer. 

			It all should have been so simple.

			“What the hell is wrong with the spinach?” Helena shouted, though no one in her empty apartment heard her aside from the cat. The smoke billowed into her face as she leaned over the book, desperately flipping the pages to get back to the one she wanted about greens. “Place the freshly washed spinach in the pan and sauté with oil … but what the hell does sauté even mean? Doesn’t it mean to just move it about? I thought that was what I was doing, so why is it burning?” She gave the pan a spin with her spatula, then tapped it three times on the edge while wiping her nose, which had started running from all the smoke, with a potholder.

			Her timer dinged. 

			“Dammit—the buns…!” Helena reached for the hot pad to pull out the lumps of bread on a warping cooking sheet when she bumped the saucepan handle on the other burner. It went careening to the ground, slapping the white sauce in a slash across her tiled floor. 

			“No! Don’t—Pooka!” she shouted as her black cat snatched one of the fish filets from the tray on the counter and ran off. “Dammit! You traitor!” She spun in a circle counterclockwise trying to catch the cat, only for it to make a full speed circuit twice before escaping for a corner. 

			Before she could give chase, more smoke billowed out of her oven. 

			“What now?!” She set the cooking sheet in her hands where her sauce had been and looked in the oven. When she had been distracted by the cat, a couple of buns had dropped off inside and were now igniting on the bottom into merry balls of flame. 

			“Oh crap!” she cried and grabbed for the fire extinguisher provided by the house’s previous owners. She pulled the pin and directed the hose at the flames only for a pathetic amount of white, watery goop to plop out the end. “Oh dear, Lord!” She shook it hard, and another spurt of goop came out, a small burst that was more like what she had expected. It gave the inside of the oven a nice, if thin, coat of white film before dying almost immediately. At least it had been enough to put out the fire at the bottom.

			“God dammit all to hell!” she coughed, tossing the useless fire extinguisher to the side. “Okay, you know what? No one really cares about the dinner if you have a really fantastic dessert. So just get it together, regroup, and focus on—” 

			Then she remembered. 

			“Oh no!” 

			The cake she had been baking with the buns now had splotches of whatever had been in the fire extinguisher. She slapped the dishtowel she had been preparing to use to pull the cake onto the open door of the oven in disgust and anger. And then she slipped on the extinguisher foam on the floor. The cake pan went skyward to land with a crash on the open oven door. Helena landed hard on her butt and bit the edge of her tongue. 

			Tears burned in her eyes when she slapped her hands over her mouth. She could taste the metal of blood as horrid pain pulsed. All she could do was sit there and sob a few moments. After those few moments, the pain subsided, and she spit the tiny piece of her tongue she had bitten off into the sink along with bright slaps of blood. Quickly, she went to her freezer and retrieved an ice cube from the icemaker to hold against her tongue-cut.

			Taking in a shuddering breath as the cold seeped in, she grabbed for her grandmother’s cookbook again. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Don’t give up,” she told herself, snuffling back her liquidy nose and brushing back the snot into her frizzing, rose-gold hair. She flipped desperately through the pages until she reached the last one before the index. At the top in bold, calligraphy-like letters read: “In Case of Emergencies.”

			A poem seemed to be written underneath, but if anything qualified as an emergency, this did. Tossing the ice cube into the sink, she focused on the flowery cursive words.

			“Stir once and tap three times, spin widdershins, and spit your tongue, take a deep breath and say three times, ‘Tribblespins, tribblespins, tribblespin’,” she read aloud. “What the fu—?”

			Just then another alarm went off. “Oh! Now what!” Then all the alarms went off, including her phone, the oven timer, and her coffee machine. It was so loud, Helena had to cover her ears, letting the book drop to the ground.

			On the floor of her kitchen, lines of fire appeared, etching out a circle that filled in with a pentagram. Words in a language Helena couldn’t read ignited with bursts of scorching white fire and she swore she heard disembodied whispers sweep around her and down her spine as if carried on their own wind. Then a vacuum of silence swallowed all the sounds, exerting painful pressure on Helena’s ears and sinuses. 

			Then the center of the kitchen … exploded. 

			Helena screamed as she fell backward, hitting the baking sheet off the top of the stove. Her burned buns went flying.

			More smoke billowed up, thinning as it rose and stinking like sulfur and patchouli. As it cleared, a demon sat in the middle of a blackened circle of what had once been white linoleum. He looked up from his crouched position, just as a bun hit him in the face. Swiping it off, he stood. He was enormous, easily six foot five with horns that added another half foot. He wore little to nothing but a gray apron wrapped around his middle that matched his gray skin. His eyes burned like twin suns, the pupils moving to look down at her with pinpricks of white-yellow light. He seemed unhealthily thin.

			The demon looked down at Helena crouched terrified on the floor before him, then turned to appraise the room, his eyes going wide.

			“What—what the hell did you do?!” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Then Cindy 
Arrives

			When Helena didn’t answer at first, the thing in her kitchen repeated himself. 

			“What … the hell … did you … do?” He spat the words slowly like she was a stupid person. 

			“I… I have no idea!” she stuttered. How is this happening? What is happening? she thought.

			Then the dishtowel she had left on the oven caught fire a mere few inches from her, which then leapt to her hair. 

			“Oh my God!” she bellowed, trying and failing to get away from her own enflamed hair. A hand jerked her up to her feet and a damp towel dropped over her head. 

			“Hold still. You’re okay,” the deep voice said, patting her head and hair gently but firmly through the towel. Then she found herself being escorted to her door. 

			“What are you…?” she tried to say, pulling the towel down to see, only to be thrust out of the door entirely. 

			“Just… just stay out of the kitchen. I’ll fix this. We can talk terms later,” the demon ordered.

			“But… but…”

			“Don’t worry. This isn’t going to cost your soul. Maybe just a blood sacrifice.” His eyes roved over the kitchen disaster. He blew out a foul-smelling breath. “I don’t know. We’ll figure it out later,” he said as if she knew at all what he was talking about. 

			Then he left her staring stunned as the door swung back and forth until the jamb caught it in place. All she could hear now were sounds of someone muttering and moving about her kitchen.

			“What… what have I done?” she repeated softly as she stared at the scarred wood of the door.

			Then the demon popped his horrifying head out again. “How many to be served?” he asked.

			“Uh… eight,” she replied, blinking numbly at the matter-of-factness of the question coming from the unearthly being.

			“Got it,” he said, then hesitated. “You should go fix your hair. Then… I don’t know. Get the table settings ready.”

			“Oh,” she replied, blinking at him and his unsettling face. “Okay.”

			He nodded and went back into the kitchen. More clanks and clatters came through the door. 

			Helena stood there in her dining room, frozen in shock. She could hear the sounds continuing in her kitchen but did she… had she really just summoned … a demon?

			Turning back to her door, she nudged it open the tiniest crack. Within, she saw the demon, still ugly and disturbing in his leather apron and nothing else, dropping her ruined pots and pans into the sink with disgust while his tail swiped along the counter with a wet cloth, sliding any spilled food scraps into her mop bucket now positioned on the floor. 

			Once he had discarded all her efforts, he slid the tray of fish filets, or the few remaining fish filets, onto the cleaned off counter. A knife flashed into his hands, though from where she had no idea, and he sliced along the filets. His tail abandoned the rag over the edge of the sink and stretched impossibly long to open her fridge. Almost on its own, the tail lifted the various jars stuffed into the side shelves in the door, then slowed to lift one jar then the next, one at a time. The demon glanced over, narrowing his opaque black eyes as if reading the labels. Then the tail selected one jar and brought it to him. He set down his knife and, taking the jar from his tail, unscrewed the lid. Taking an intense sniff inside, he stuck his pinkie finger in, then licked it. 

			“It’ll work,” the creature declared and set the jar down next to the filets. Then he turned back to the oven and opened it to peer inside. “I don’t like to be watched while I work,” he said, though he didn’t glance at the door while he said it. 

			Helena meeped and backed away from the door, holding her hands over her mouth to contain any other scream-like sounds from escaping her. 

			Oh, this was bad, bad, bad. 

			Demon summoning, while not unheard of, was highly illegal! She would have been better off being a drug addict than summoning a creature out of hell to do a deal with! 

			Her grandmother’s voice floated back to her out of the mists of her memory. “Ah well, you’ve already dropped the onions in the soup. Too late to take them out now.”

			The old adage calmed her, and Helena decided that washing her face and combing her hair was a sensible thing to do. The mirror agreed when she got to her bathroom, and she felt much more centered after. “What do I do now?” she asked the mirror.

			“Set the table!” the demon in her kitchen answered, making her jump. Though how he could hear her from there seemed impossible. 

			Lacking another option, she went into her dining room and stared at the long table she rarely used. It was her mother who had convinced her to buy it, insisting that with her new job, she’d be entertaining a lot more, and it would come in handy. That had been three years ago, and no one but Helena herself had sat at that table yet. Boxes of the Fiestaware she had bought for the occasion sat on its dark surface waiting to be opened. Pulling back the flaps on the first box to stare down at the serene white plate with the “coastal sea” pattern gleaming up at her in all its blue and indigo glory seemed discordant with what was happening. She had also bought glasses that were similar, clear glass tumblers with seashells etched into the sides and a whole other box of wine glasses along with two brand-new sets of eating utensils. 

			She stood and stared at it all like they were alien objects dropped off by a passing space-shipping company. It had been so much fun to buy all this, but now—

			Just then the doorbell rang. Helena jumped out of her skin again then turned her head toward her clock. It was an hour and a half before guests were supposed to arrive, so who could it be?

			After a pregnant moment of panic, the doorbell rang again. Lacking other obvious options, Helena went to her door and looked through the peephole. 

			“Come on, Hel. Open up. I got wine that needs chilling, stat,” her friend Cindy said. 

			“Uh, hang on one second,” Helena said, glancing back toward her kitchen. To her shock, the demon stood right next to her, his hand planted against the door. 

			She meeped again, only to belatedly cover her mouth. 

			“Hel? You okay?” Cindy called through the door. 

			“Yeah, one sec. I just stubbed my toe. Hang on,” Helena covered, speaking through her fingers. 

			The demon leaned in until he was too close to her face. “Don’t tell anyone about me,” he warned in a low voice. Again his strange smelling breath washed over her face. She had expected him to smell like disgusting things: rot and dead meat or at least halitosis. Instead, herby flavors accompanied the warmth of his breath, making her mouth water. It didn’t make his threat any less intimidating. 

			“I-I won’t,” she said, shaking her head.

			He seemed to accept that, straightening up before turning back to the kitchen. 

			“Helena?” Cindy called again.

			Hands shaking, Helena managed to get her deadbolt and chain undone to finally let her friend in. Cindy stood on the other side, eyebrows pinched in concern. 

			Helena forced a smile as she leaned in to give her friend a much needed hug. “What? Did you come from the ER? You’re still in your scrubs.”

			“Yeah, I figured I could change here; otherwise I would have been late,” Cindy answered, crossing the threshold with her duffle bag and a paper bag holding two bottles of wine, lying on their sides at the bottom. Her friend wrinkled her nose. “What is that terrible smell?”

			“I…” Helena glanced at her kitchen door. “I think I’ve completely ruined dinner, and I have no idea what to do.”

			“Well, let’s first open some windows and/or burn some incense because damn, girl,” Cindy said, dropping her duffle bag onto the couch before turning toward the kitchen. “And we still got time. How about we order some of that barbecue I smelled coming up the street?”

			“Where are you going?!” Helena squawked when she realized where her friend was headed.

			Cindy jerked, startled by her friend’s outburst. “To put the wine in the freezer to chill,” she said defensively, unsure of what she had done wrong. 

			“Uh, I’ll take care of it,” Helena tried to cover, surging forward to take the bags. “Just, uh, stay out of the kitchen. It’s a real mess in there.”

			“God, you should see my place right now,” Cindy countered, relinquishing the bag and turning her attention to the new plates. “Oh my gosh, these are gorgeous!”

			Much to Helena’s dismay, Cindy followed her into the kitchen carrying one of the new plates to keep up the conversation. Already in the kitchen, Helena spun around to block her friend, but it was already too late. “Cindy, wait!”

			“Oh!” Cindy said, her eyes landing on the obvious someone past her shoulder. “Hello.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A Demon Named Lares

			Helena turned, confused by her friend’s calm reaction and even more confused by the young man standing behind her. He was fully dressed in black slacks and a blue shirt that buttoned on the side, like what a caterer would wear, all covered by a darker blue apron. His short black hair had been tied back with a blue patterned handkerchief. He turned from the counter when the two women had entered, small piles of chopped vegetables stacked nicely before him on Helena’s large cutting board. There was not a wing, horn, or tail in sight, and his skin had become a normal human shade. 

			“Hello,” he responded to Cindy’s greeting with the same rumbling voice the demon had. 

			There was no doubt in Helena’s mind that her demon had turned into … a caterer.

			The demon caterer wiped his hands on a clean towel and then offered it to Cindy to shake. “Lares,” he said. 

			“Lares?” Cindy asked, furrowing her brows.

			“That’s my name,” he stated. “Lares.”

			Demons had names? Of course, they did. Helena actually felt bad that she hadn’t thought to ask.

			“Oh, sorry,” Cindy laughed, recovering from her surprise far faster than Helena did. “Just wasn’t expecting a handsome man and you cook too. Double trouble.” She slid a hair back over her ear in a flirty gesture, much to Helena’s horror. 

			“Uh. Let’s get out of his way. I have… I mean, he has a lot to do before everyone else gets here and…”

			Lares held out his hand. “Wine.”

			Cindy held out the forgotten bag in her hand. “Oh, yeah. These need to be chilled before—”

			“I’ll take care of it,” Lares said shortly. “Now if you could give me some space, ma’am.” 

			Cindy looked over at Helena mouthing the word “ma’am” at her before rolling her eyes. 

			“Sorry, Lares. And thank you.” Helena grabbed her friend’s arm and escorted her back out the kitchen door. Once the door had swung shut, Cindy turned on her. 

			“Okay, who is that and what is he doing here, and can I have his phone number?”

			“Um, he’s a caterer. I called him to get some help after everything sort of … exploded,” Helena covered.

			“Yeah, but where did he come from?”

			“I… he… used to work for my grandmother. Why? What does it matter where he came from?” Helena asked. 

			Cindy tried to go back to peek, but Helena prevented her. “I mean, a real honest to god caterer in a private residence. You are going all out tonight. I knew you came from money, but I didn’t know the extent.”

			“I’m not… it’s not like… Look, he’s doing this as a favor to my grandmother. Please don’t make a big deal out of it because I think he’s really annoyed by the whole thing as it is.” 

			Cindy glanced back at the door with a thinking expression. “Yeah, I sort of got that vibe. Like he’s a professional, you can tell that right off, but sort of that Hell’s Kitchen kind of professional? You know, where he’s going to go off at any minute if things aren’t diced correctly.”

			The comparison caused a needle-like constriction in Helena’s throat, but she swallowed it down. “You want to go ahead and get changed? You can use my bedroom,” she offered, practically dragging her friend there by her duffle bag. The bathroom was across the hall to her bedroom. Once she got Cindy installed in there, she headed back to her dining room. 

			With the intensity of soon to be roadkill trying to outrun the car, she unpacked the new fiesta-ware from their boxes. Unfortunately, the new plates had factory dust all over them, which meant she needed to go back into the kitchen in order to get a dishtowel to wipe them to company-ready standards. And a garbage bag for the packaging.

			Her eyes slid sideways to the forbidden door warily. 

			“Stop it,” she muttered to herself. This was her home and there wasn’t a demon in her kitchen. It was a caterer … that had just appeared in the middle of a demonic summoning circle. What happened to the summoning circle? she thought. 

			Cindy hadn’t noticed it and Helena didn’t actually recall seeing it again either.

			Deciding not to think about it further, she screwed up her courage and marched, practically sprinting, into her kitchen.

			“Taste this.”

			She had barely passed through the door before there was a spoon thrust into her mouth. A burst of creamy chocolate fluffy wonder filled her mouth. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed as her fingers rushed up to her lips to keep the dessert from escaping.

			“What do you think?” the demon caterer asked. He still remained in a more human-like form complete with clothes, but his eyes flashed with their own eerie inner light, closer now to starbursts than anything. 

			“It’s delicious,” she said with a full mouth, trying to swallow some of it down.

			“Yeah, yeah. I know that,” he dismissed, waving the spoon back and forth. “But is it too chocolatey, too creamy, not chocolatey enough? Good mouth feel.”

			“Um, what is it supposed to taste like?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. I can’t taste it. You have to tell me.”

			Her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Oh. Uh, well.” She rolled what remained in her mouth. “It’s very intense. Like intensely sweet. I don’t think I could do more than a spoonful.”

			He grunted and nodded at the feedback. “Ice cream,” he muttered and turned away to his prep area. “Or maybe a semi-sweet cake with this layered in between. We have time. Yes, mousse cake. Maybe.” 

			Helena stood there a bit confused, then amazed. The chaos that had been her kitchen had been tamed. While most of her disaster had been piled into the sink, the stove had a couple of pots simmering nicely, and it was clear there was something baking in the oven if the shadow backlit by the inner light was any indication. 

			“Do you… do you need help with anything?” she asked, lacking anything else to say. 

			“For you to get your ass out of my kitchen,” he said matter-of-factly as he lifted up the pan that had her ruined cake in it, critically inspecting it. 

			“Oh, you can’t use that,” she warned, jetting forward to take the pan from him. “I got fire extinguisher all over it.”

			He blocked her with his arm, seizing her wrist in a vise-like grip. “Never touch anything in my kitchen. Understand?” he said very carefully. A shiver fluttered through her as her heart pounded. The illusion over the demon slipped, and Helena’s throat constricted at the sight of the too-thin, gray-skinned creature before her. The stars in his eyes flared inhumanely bright into suns as he pinned her with his warning gaze, which didn’t change, even as he shifted back to looking human. 

			“I… I’m trying to help,” she said softly. 

			“So am I,” he said. “Now get what you need and get out.”

			Like a startled deer, she scrambled as fast as she could under her sink, the door of which was right next to his leg and grabbed a garbage bag. Her desperate need for speed made the job take twice as long, the bag getting caught in the door as it closed. Then she had to double back for a clean dishcloth.

			Helena glanced up fearfully at the demon, praying that he wouldn’t do anything to her, but he just looked down his nose at her impassively waiting. 

			She fled the kitchen, back into her dining room. Gripping the back of a chair with both hands, she let the garbage bag drop to the floor while she panted like she had run a marathon. 

			“Oh, God, what have I done? How did I do it? What am I going to do?” 

			On top of everything, her tongue hurt from where she bit it. Rubbing the wound with a finger, she checked for blood. 

			Dammit, this is going to bug me all night, she thought. 

			“What’s wrong with you?” the gruff voice from the door asked. She spun to face the demon poking his head through the kitchen door. 

			“I… I bit my tongue …before.” 

			He grunted. “Come here.”

			Each step weighed a ton, but she went back to the door. 

			Then he stroked along her cheek. She practically jumped out of her skin at his touch. “There. Now you can taste the food,” he said. “Don’t thank me. I’ll add it to your tab.” 

			“Great.”

			It wasn’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Then the Boss Arrives

			“Helena, come on. It’s just a dinner party. Don’t panic,” Cindy chided as she came back in from her bedroom. The ER doctor was gone and, in her place, stood a perfect silhouetted socialite in tight black pants with bell-bottoms dusted in white and a bare-midriff halter top that sparkled blackly. 

			“You look…” Helena tried to find the right word, but snazzy was the only one that came to mind and there was no way in hell she was saying that one. 

			“I haven’t dressed up in so long I needed to go the distance,” Cindy explained and flipped a bit more at her short hair, now infused with product to make the back turn up toward the sky like her hair was made of feathers instead of strands. It gave her an airy beauty and highlighted her golden blondeness. 

			Her gorgeous friend came to the table and surveyed the dishes, picking one up. “Oh, this is nice. Good choice.”

			The ordinariness of the plate helped refocus Helena back to earth. “Thanks. I thought it would be nice… you know.”

			“Oh, yeah, definitely. Let’s get all this laid out,” Cindy agreed and helped her set the table. Between the two of them, they had it looking fairly nice with the forks and knives in the right places and the crystal glasses sparkling beside each plate. Helena set the garbage bag next to the kitchen door, now filled. 

			“Yeah, it looks nice,” Helena agreed, watching her friend pull out two tapers from her cabinet that she had forgotten she had.

			Cindy held them up. “Should we go ahead and use these?”

			“I uh,” Helena said, distracted as she glanced down as the kitchen door opened slightly beside her. She didn’t see anything, but the garbage bag whisked away, and she only flinched a little as it went. Cindy didn’t see any of it as she dug around for the candle holders, setting the tapers into a crystal pair that Helena’s aunt had given her and placed them in the central part of the table.

			Cindy surveyed her handywork, propping her fists on her hips. “There. That looks great! Now we just need a lighter. Or should we wait to light them when everyone gets here?”

			“Oh, let’s wait until everyone…” and then the door cracked open again and one of her long, stick-like lighters appeared. “Or I’ll do it now,” Helena amended, taking it from the demon. “Uh, thank you,” she added softly. 

			The door shut again in response. 

			Cindy grinned and leaned forward to pitch her voice down. “I don’t think he’s surly. I think he’s just shy,” she said, and then giggled. 

			“Yeah, maybe,” Helena agreed weakly, because what else could she really say, and clicked the trigger to call up a flame at the tip. 

			Once the tapers were lit, Cindy dimmed down the dining room lights with the slide switch, and Helena genuinely smiled at the serene space. “It’s actually exactly how I pictured it,” Helena said.

			“And you didn’t even have to sell your soul to get it,” Cindy quipped.

			Helena eyed her a moment at the strangely on point quip, but Cindy didn’t seem to notice as she adjusted one of the cloth napkins that Helena had simply folded into a nice triangle. “Oh, I can do better than that. I know this great fold from when I worked as a server,” she said and gathered up all the napkins to redo. 

			“Oh, Cindy, you don’t have to do that.” Helena tried to intervene, but Cindy waved her off.

			“No, quit it,” she ordered, swatting away Helena’s offending hand. “Let me do this!” 

			Yielding, Helena glanced at the clock. It was already ten minutes past when people were supposed to be arriving!

			“Oh no, where is everyone?” A panicked thought of having gone through … everything … she had just gone through and no one showing up to her dinner party sent a shiver of dread through her heart. 

			“I wouldn’t worry yet. People are always late for dinner parties,” Cindy tried to assure her, but even she flashed a worried look at the clock. “Who all is supposed to be coming?”

			“Charles and Chris, and a couple people from work, and my boss…” She regretted the rash move even more upon saying it aloud. 

			Cindy’s eyebrows popped up to her hairline. “Oh. That was a bold move.”

			“Yeah, well, they say you don’t get what you don’t ask for, and I thought, hey, maybe she’d… I don’t know … like to get to know me better?” 

			Cindy’s face looked worried. “Well, yeah, that’s what I said, but it’s one thing to take your boss out for coffee and another to invite them into your home and feed them. Oh!” She turned her head back toward the kitchen and nodded her head at it, mouthing, “That’s why the caterer.” She then tapped her nose, signaling she got it now. 

			“That was just … a happy coincidence.”

			“Hey, take your luck where you can find it,” Cindy said, then turned contemplative. “Maybe I should do this for the Head of Surgery at work.”

			Just then the doorbell rang. A thrill of panic ripped through Helena, but Cindy, being the one with less on the line, got to the door first. Based on her squeals of greeting, Helena was relieved when Charles and Chris came in, also bearing a bottle of wine and hugs. Charles admired the plate settings while Chris worked on opening the wine, and Cindy womaned the door as Helena’s guests were coming fast and furious. Soon the room was filled with happy excited people, and Helena found herself too busy making introductions and seeding conversations to continue to worry about the demon in her kitchen. 

			At least until he appeared bearing a tray of hors d’oeuvres. Her eyes grew wide as she stared down at the little deconstructed pigs-in-a-blankets all in neat little rows on what she realized was one of the serving plates her mother had given her when she moved in, which Helena had stuffed on a shelf and promptly forgot about. Her guests cooed as they swarmed to each take one, keeping the demon from needing to enter farther than three steps into the room. Half the tray was gone before it occurred to her to spur forward and take it. She met the demon’s eyes as her hand touched his cold one under the tray. His eyes flashed from the hypnotic black pits to starburst fire before returning once more to the intense black as if warning her once more about blowing his cover. 

			“Uh, thank you,” she said, and he nodded once before returning to the kitchen.

			As soon as the door swung shut, the women from her office and Cindy all let off a chorus “oooooooo la la,” that of course ended in giggles. One of them even fanned herself with her hand. 

			Helena’s cheeks burned. “Oh stop. He’s just doing this as a favor … to my grandma,” she said, trying to not let the lie stick in her throat. What the hell was her grandmother doing with a demon summoning spell in the back of her cookbook anyway?

			A thought to ponder later … if there was a later.

			“You see, I’ve had a little bit to think about this,” Cindy said, pointing at Helena’s nose with a finger from the hand currently wrapped around a half-drunk wine glass. “I don’t think he’s just doing this because he owes your gramma. Because from what we just witnessed there…” She didn’t finish the sentence, instead blowing out a breath and shaking her opposite hand like she was at a Chippendale’s show and it was all too hot to handle. 

			That set off another chorus of giggles, not just from the office women, but the men in the room as well. Charlie even gave her a thumbs up. Helena’s cheeks burned hotly because all she wanted to do was scream at them to all run: there was a demon in the house! She had no idea how she summoned it, but they were all in danger, and she was probably going to be arrested because while demon summoning wasn’t unheard of in the world, it was definitely punishable by three different authorities, and even if she didn’t get caught, the thing in her kitchen would probably eat her soul and—

			Her panicked train of thought was cut off by the doorbell ringing one final time. The laughter stopped as everyone noticed Helena’s terrified expression. 

			“My boss,” she whispered. 

			Everyone scrambled then, feeling the same urgency that she did, mostly out of an abundance of care for her, but while she left her coworkers to tell the rest the lowdown concerning Helena’s boss, Helena rushed to the door. 

			Opening it, she about had an additional heart attack. 

			There stood her boss, an elderly woman with silver hair professionally coifed by an expensive salon to emphasize the “silver vixen” look that was so vogue right then. The lady was dressed down for her, which meant that everything she wore probably individually would cover Helena’s mortgage payment for a month. 

			“Scarlet,” Helena greeted, offering what she hoped was a welcoming smile. She opened the door and gestured an open hand of welcome. “And Yosef, welcome, both of you.”

			Scarlet’s arm crutches chinked as she placed one then the other inside the door before crossing the threshold herself with so much painful dignity that always made Helena flinch and admire her at the same time. Behind her followed Scarlet’s gorgeous assistant Yosef, carrying her bag with one hand out in readiness should his boss fall. 

			Helena had forgotten to include Yosef in the count for dinner. 

			As she continued to step back to let the dignified socialite through her door, she glanced back over her shoulder at the table. The rest of her guests had all moved forward in a poor attempt of appearing like a nonchalant crowd in order to be ready to greet the unofficial matriarch of their city but not look like they were waiting to greet her. This had left the table more or less abandoned, and to her amazement, the demon was there, already adjusting the table settings for another person with smooth crisp motions. By the time Scarlet had finished her entrance, the table had been reset, and it looked like it had always been that way. 

			Then he was gone again into the kitchen.

			Maybe tonight wouldn’t be so bad after all? 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The
 Conversation Turns to Demons

			“Oh my gosh, I’m so full. I’m stuffed!” Cindy declared to everyone else’s cheers and agreements. Various empty plates were pushed back, and more than one belly was being rubbed with satisfaction.

			“Okay, spill it. Did you sell your soul for your caterer tonight?” Chris laughed.

			“Oh for God’s sake, Chris! That is not appropriate,” Charlie chided, slapping his husband with the end of a napkin.

			“Do people even do that anymore?” one of Helena’s office workers, whose name was completely escaping her at the moment, asked. 

			Helena felt like she would throw up at any minute. 

			“I knew a guy from high school who apparently summoned a demon so he could get a promotion at work,” Charlie said to which Chris laughed. “It’s not funny. He went to jail and everything just for attempting to summon one.”

			“Yeah, but that’s like going to jail for marijuana use or something. I mean, sure it’s illegal, but everyone does it, right? I mean, in college?” another office worker asked. 

			“And now we all know more about Cheryl than we did before,” someone said, and the table laughed again. 

			“We sometimes get people in the ER for demon summoning,” Cindy said soberly. “It is very serious. All kinds of things can go wrong, not just with the summoning itself which usually involves blood, but if you don’t bind the demon correctly… people have died from being disemboweled. It’s horrendous.” She took a sip of her wine. 

			Helena couldn’t help but glance over at her kitchen door. Binding? She hadn’t done anything of the sort, and she felt sweat at the lower part of her back tickling. An image flashed through her mind of the demon bursting forth through the door, picking Cindy up by the neck, and chopping her head off with an enormous cleaver. 

			It didn’t happen, and the conversation pulled her attention back.

			“So you’ve really seen someone who’s been attacked by a demon?” someone was asking Cindy.

			She nodded. “Yes. Some asshole summoned one to get revenge on his girlfriend who dumped him for another man. It killed both her and the new boyfriend, then turned on the guy. Tore his arm off before it could be sent back. Guy died on the table from shock and blood loss.”

			A pall fell over the table.

			“Well, that was a scintillating conversation. Let’s never speak of it again!” Charlie intervened, and this time everybody listened to him. 

			“Sorry, Helena. I didn’t mean to imply that you would do such a thing. The caterer seems very nice and very human,” Chris amended, nodding toward Helena.

			“Oh! No, it’s fine. It was just a compliment, right?” Helena agreed, relieved to be getting off the subject. 

			“I saw a demon once.”

			The statement froze the table, and all eyes slid over to Scarlet. Yosef sitting next to her paused as well, his wine glass halfway to his mouth before he dropped his head and shook it in despair. 

			Scarlet didn’t seem to notice or care if she did. With a tricky, conspiratorial smile, she leaned her elbows onto the table, lacing her fingers together in front of her. “He was gorgeous.”

			There was an intake of breath around the table. “An incubus?” a voice asked in awe. 

			“The most dangerous demon known to woman, yes,” Scarlet said, relishing her command of the room. Her eyes grew distant as she stared into the past. “And he was everything they say. Tall, dark, otherworldly. ‘Beautiful’ wouldn’t capture what he was. Still a man in shape. In every shape. And he smelled…” Then Scarlet seemed to wake up from the dream she was building, seeing her captive, breathless audience. “There is a reason incubi and succubi are the most commonly summoned of all the demonspawn,” she purred.

			Chris licked his lips. “And … what was he like?”

			Scarlet blinked once. “Like?”

			Chris shifted in his seat and Charlie planted his head in his hand. 

			“Yeah,” Chris continued since no one was going to bail him out. “You know.”

			Scarlet smiled predatorily, looking a bit demonish herself. “Why dear boy, I wasn’t the one who summoned him, of course. But let me assure you, demonic sex is just as tragic as the rest of it. It robs your self of the energy of life, and nothing is ever right again. Nothing ever tastes right, touch from normal humans feels like numb pawing, and it spoils any other delight the world has to offer. All the victims are left with an insatiable craving for their lover, and they will do anything to get it.”

			“Like having sex on ecstasy?” 

			“Worse,” Scarlet assured. “They destroy everything you were and everything you could be and leave a hollow shell screaming out for a memory of what they had done. Incubi kill just as effectively if not more cruelly.”

			Just then the kitchen door opened as the demon caterer backed into the room, carrying a tray laid out with several bowls of chocolate mousse cake. He paused when he encountered the tension in the room. 

			“What’s wrong?” he demanded. “Did something happen with the food?”

			“No! The food was delicious,” Helena said, jumping in and chorused by her guests, who also agreed with her sentiment, all worried they had offended him. “That’s the… uh problem. We all thought it was too good to be … earthly made,” she said adequately, if awkwardly. 

			The demon sniffed at that, the human face he wore truly hiding his secret beneath it. 

			Just imagine he’s real. Just imagine he’s human. He’s human. He’s human, Helena repeated in her mind as she stood up and came over to him as natural as if he had been human. Because he was. He was human. Totally.

			“Let me help you with that,” she offered and took up two of the small bowls with cake upon it. They were beautiful sculptures, chocolate cake layered with mousse cream, each cut into different shapes. They were all proportionally the same size and topped with lattices of chocolate that were already sweating condensation. 

			“These are beautiful,” Cindy chimed as Helena set plates before her and Scarlet simultaneously. Her friend turned back to the demon. “Really, this is just gorgeous. It just got us talking about demons and demon summoning, you know, because your food is honestly too good to be true.”

			Again, the demon sniffed at that. “Demon summoning is a stupid practice,” he declared.

			Helena almost dropped a plate of cake onto Chris. 

			“Yes, I think that is the conclusion we have all reached this night,” Scarlet declared and everyone nodded. Yosef held up his glass for more wine, and everyone dug into the dessert, turning the conversation to safer topics. 

			The conversations lingered long after the plates were cleared and the last sip of wine was drunk. 

			“Well, I don’t know about you youngsters, but while I have had a lovely evening, I must be the first to make a graceful exit,” Scarlet declared, standing up from the table. All the males leapt to their feet in a surprising show of old-fashioned manners, and Yosef came around to offer his arm to his employer, which she took with the grace of a Duchess. “All of you, sit, sit! Enjoy the rest of your evening. Our host seeing me out is more than enough.”

			Everyone offered good-byes and platitudes. Chris even raised his empty glass in salute and Helena did just that: escorted her guest of honor to the door. Yosef went and fetched the arm crutches she had brought from next to Helena’s coat rack while Scarlet turned to Helena, setting her hand on the younger woman’s arm. 

			“Come talk to me in the morning,” Scarlet said softly. “I have an idea I’d like to discuss with you.”

			A flutter of excitement tickled inside Helena’s chest. Was this it? Were “big things” going to happen for her at the office?

			“Absolutely, I would love to,” she said effusively. 

			Scarlet nodded, satisfied by her barely contained reaction. “You did good tonight, my girl. I’ve had my eye on you awhile, and I think it’s time we did something useful with you.”

			She gracefully took her crutches then and turned as Yosef opened the door for her, exiting without anything further. Yosef, for his part offered Helena a wink and a brief, “Thank you for dinner,” and then he was gone right behind her, reshouldering his bag of mysterious things. She made sure the door was shut behind them. 

			Helena floated all the way back to the table.

			“Well?” Cindy asked as soon as she came into sight. All the faces turned to Helena expectantly. 

			“I think I can … cautiously say,” she paused for her own dramatic effect, letting the smile take over her face, “that my first dinner was a success.”

			Cheering went up around the table, and Helena let herself giggle for the first time that evening. 

			Shortly after, everyone else left, the dam already broken by Scarlet. Her coworkers didn’t seem jealous, only speculative about what the meeting with their mutual boss could be about. Charlie dragged Chris out, who didn’t seem to really feel the effects of the wine he’d consumed until he stood up and it all went to his head. Cindy lingered the longest, insisting on helping with the dishes, but the demon had already whisked them away to the kitchen and so a quick argument about how tired she really was after doing so many shifts without a weekend convinced her to get going. 

			The quiet felt thunderous as soon as the door shut behind her friend and her duffle bag. 

			The night was over, but it wasn’t over yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Do You Know How Demon Deals Work?

			Taking a deep shuddering breath, Helena steeled herself and marched toward the kitchen. The dishes had already been cleared from the table and all that remained was the cloth and various crumbs. 

			Just before she pushed her kitchen door open, bile came up at the back of her throat and she paused for a moment to swallow it back. On the other side of the door, she heard the clinking of glass bumping glass. He was definitely still in there. Gently, she pushed the door so it opened a slight crack. 

			There he stood, still wearing the catering outfit, his back to the door. His hands were dunked into her kitchen sink, washing pans, while her dishwasher next to him hummed away on what she presumed were all the plates and glasses they had just used. 

			He looked so normal. 

			From this angle, she could see more of his hair from under the blue kerchief he wore, which was dark. No horns, no tail. Just a guy, who then turned around holding the baking sheet she had tried to use for her fish filets. 

			He moved to set the clean version on top of her stove when he paused. Lifting his head, his burning eyes stared at the doorway. 

			He caught her spying on him. 

			Deciding to face the inevitable, she pushed the door the rest of the way in. 

			He jumped, dropping the baking sheet. It bounced off the edge of the stove and would have hit the ground except he caught it with his tail, which manifested into view. “Hell in a handbasket!” he shouted, which startled her back in return. “You scared me!”

			“I… I scared you?” she challenged, trying to process that statement. 

			“Where the hell did you come from?” he said, turning away, then he snapped his fingers multiple times in the air while he blew out a shaking breath. It was a surprisingly human gesture for him. “Why are you sneaking around like that?”

			“I… but you saw me?” Helena pursed her eyebrows as she gestured at the doorway where she had been peeking. 

			He blew another breath and turned another circle, calming himself down, then set the baking sheet on the stove top with his tail.

			“Is everyone else gone?” he asked, throwing a towel over his shoulder. 

			“Uh, yeah,” she said, still standing there perplexed. 

			The demon caterer reached into the sink and pulled the plug, the water making a glub-glug sound as he did it. He ran the water and rinsed it out while she stood there watching him. “For the record, I didn’t see you. I just had that creepy feeling like I was being watched and was trying to figure it out when you opened the door,” he argued. 

			“But we made eye contact?” she pushed. 

			“Okay, we made eye contact,” he said, irritated. “I’m not going to argue.”

			Now she felt bad. “Do you… do you need any
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