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        And we're going live in 3... 2... 1!

      

        

      
        Welcome to the first round of the DemonChef competition where multiple teams of excellent demon chefs battle it out to be crowned the winner. For our first challenge, we'll be asking for dishes that highlight the most versatile of sins, envy! Can our teams figure out how to make this sour flavour shine? There's only one way to find out and that's to tune in.

      

        

      
        The DemonChef competition has officially started and chef Lana is determined to show the judges her cooking skills, even if she's not the most experienced when it comes to cooking with envy. Coming up with a dish proves a real challenge when the cameras are rolling and a drunken moment with Demi only complicates matters between them.

      

        

      
        Can Lana and Demi get through the first round of the DemonChef competition or will this be the end of their dream?

        ****

        A Demon Chef's Recipe For Tasty Tapas is the second book in the Forked Tail Restaurant series. It's a cozy urban fantasy series about a determined and ambitious demon chef, a sapphic romance, fierce rivalries, and mouth-watering food.
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      There was a golden rule when it came to kitchen service. Never interrupt the chef. Not for a small emergency, not for a big emergency. Even if the restaurant set on fire, I'd rather that my cooks threw some steaks on it than pause service.

      So why was Demi bursting in through the double doors, wearing a red low-cut top that was almost worth abandoning the kitchen for? She better not be here to talk about that kiss, not in front of my entire brigade.

      "Look what we got!" she shouted, her phone held in her hand.

      That didn’t sound like it was going to be about the kiss, a small mercy.

      "I can't look, I'm busy," I said, turning my attention to my ticket instead of the tempting swell of her cleavage. "Table fourteen, two fillets with wrath butter, one sirloin with the envy chimichurri. Fillets both rare, sirloin medium. Heard?"

      My brigade answered in unison, the chorus of a well-oiled kitchen. "Yes, chef!"

      That was how it should be. A kitchen wasn't the place for idle chatter or small talk. During service, I required pure focus on the food.

      Demi leaned on the pass, her grin never faltering. "But it's important," she sang.

      "I doubt it," I sang back, looking past her at the server who had just come in. I pointed out the order waiting on the pass. "Table seven."

      "So you don't want to know what sin we're going to cook with in the first round of DemonChef?" Demi asked, clearly unbothered by the hustle of the kitchen.

      "You're not going to go away until you tell me, are you?" I asked while throwing an old ticket away and putting a new one up on the sliding rail above the pass.

      Demi's grin answered before she did. "What do you think?"

      She was incorrigible. Predictable but incorrigible.

      I wiped my forehead with a cloth. "Make it quick."

      "Dear Forked Tail," Demi started before clearing her throat and continuing in a much posher voice. "Dear Forked Tail. Congratulations again for passing the audition round of DemonChef Season 9."

      I checked one of my tickets and looked back at my team. "I'm still waiting on the garnishes for table three."

      Demi just kept going. "For our first challenge, we want to set every restaurant team up for success, so that's why we're giving you a clue to what sin you'll be cooking with next."

      I briefly looked at Demi. "A clue?"

      "It's a hint."

      "I know what a clue is," I snapped back, accepting the tray with greens brought to me and distributing them on the two plates in front of me. "How do you even have this email? I'm the one who signed up to DemonChef. Service!"

      "I put myself on their mailing list," Demi said, stepping aside to make space for the waiter.

      So she had a lot of nerve and some sense.

      "Table thirteen," I instructed, pointing at the two plates in front of me.

      Demi resumed her position as soon as the waiter was gone. "So do you want to hear the riddle or not?"

      I snapped my fingers to remind the kitchen to keep up the tempo and nodded at Demi. "Go on."

      She put on her posh narrator voice again. "To proceed through the next round..."

      "Garlic potatoes for table nine," Tao said as they put their pan on the pass.

      I grabbed the handle and moved the pan in position.

      Demi continued seamlessly. "You will need to cook something that sparks delight and desire."

      "So the next sin we're cooking with is obviously lust then," I summarised, not sure why Demi couldn't have simply said that instead of going through this whole thing.

      Was this taste for theatre why she liked making videos and vlogs?

      "I agree with you," Demi said, leaning against the pass as she looked at me. "Now the question is... Do you have experience with lust, Chef Lana?"

      Her sultry tone made my gaze drop to her soft lips that I had kissed not that long ago. Heat rushed to my face, more so than what I could feel from the lamps designed to keep the food warm. We hadn't talked about the kiss and I had been trying to forget it even happened.

      It was harder than expected, especially when she was standing right in front of me with that cheeky grin of hers, talking about lust of all things.

      I knew a thing or two about lust, and I wasn't just talking about the sin. I could feel the unwanted wisps of desire stirring in my stomach when I looked at Demi, feelings that I didn't want to act on. Especially not when I was in the middle of service.

      The double doors opened again, saving me from engaging in a dangerous conversation. My relief was quickly dashed when I realised the waiter from earlier was coming in with the two plates of food.

      "Why are you bringing that back?" I asked, disregarding Demi's question.

      "This isn't the order for table thirteen," he responded, lowering his tray to show me the food.

      I recognised the plates of food and snapped my fingers at him. "No, those are for table three!"

      "You said thirteen, Chef."

      "No, I didn't," I countered, running through my memory but coming up blank apart from the distraction that was Demi.

      "You did," Demi chimed in shamelessly as if this wasn't all her fault.

      Something clattered loudly behind me and I could feel the kitchen getting quieter as it usually did when they were expecting an outburst. It certainly would be justified for me to scream at someone.

      Trevor approached carefully from his station, his voice measured. "Chef. Don't forget to breathe."

      I glared at him and considered kicking his shin for his patronising tone. That wouldn't help service though and that was the most important thing in this moment.

      "Get back to your station," I barked at my sous-chef, refusing to let one small mistake disrupt the flow of service and the rhythm in the kitchen. I turned back to the waiter who was still standing there with a confused look on his face and I snapped my fingers at him. "Hey, stop dreaming. Hurry up and bring the food to table three before it gets cold!"

      That snapped him into action and he bolted out, luckily taking the plates with him. Hopefully, the demons at table three wouldn't be upset with the slight delay because the kitchen was already behind on orders and I didn't want to refire a table regardless if it was or wasn't my mistake.

      I turned to Demi, ready to kick her out with all means necessary. Luckily, there was a glint of guilt in her eyes that told me she understood why she shouldn't be interrupting service.

      "I'll get out of your hair," she said with a sheepish grin, giving me a little finger-wave as she turned around. "But I'll be ba-ack!"

      I didn't know if that was a threat or a promise but it was a good thing she was leaving before my temper exploded. After all, we needed to be on good terms for our next round on DemonChef.
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      I shouldn't have been surprised to find Demi waiting for me after service in the courtyard behind the restaurant. What I didn't expect was to see her sitting against the wall with Potato in her lap, purring happily as if they'd been best friends forever.

      "How did you manage that?" I asked, not sure if I should be insulted or not. I'd only been feeding this stray cat for years. She'd never let me do more than give her a few scratches or strokes.

      Demi grinned as she tickled Potato behind her ear. "Didn't you know? I've got the magic touch."

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn't surprised by her remark either, Demi had been playful and flirtatious the entire time I'd known her. It was a little different because we'd actually kissed but luckily, she hadn't brought up my moment of weakness yet.

      "Have you been here all this time?" I asked, steering the conversation towards something more casual. Hopefully, she wasn’t waiting out here to discuss that kiss because I would much rather pretend it never happened.

      Demi chuckled. "No, I left for a little while to see some friends, had something to eat, and bought these!" She held up a bag of cheap, generic supermarket cat treats. "Potato loves them."

      The black cat sat up at the crinkle of the plastic pouch, her whiskers trembling with excitement. She even licked her lips.

      "You traitor," I said with a gasp. "I've been feeding you scraps of expensive chicken and prime beef!"

      Demi cackled. "Your cat is a basic bitch."

      "She's not my cat," I denied, not impressed by the little rascal. Traitor.

      "Maybe she can be my cat," Demi responded, her big grin falling when Potato jumped out of her lap and scurried to the bin. "Or not."

      I smothered a laugh. "How does it feel to be stabbed in the back?"

      "Can't say that I like it," Demi said, smiling up at me. She looked so carefree sitting on the floor with her legs crossed, as if nothing could bother her or get her heart rate up.

      Her velvety red top with a full V of cleavage was enough to get my pulse racing though. I got an even better view standing over her and I was doing what I could not to glance down. It wouldn't be quite right to say I regretted our kiss but if I could take it back, I would. Kissing and romance always made things complicated and that was not what I needed right now, not when I'd just got my life back on track and I had a chance at becoming the next DemonChef winner.

      For that, Demi and I needed to work seamlessly together and getting involved was like grit in between gears. It would mess everything up so it was better to avoid, avoid, avoid. Which I should've remembered when I kissed her.

      Maybe she didn't remember. Maybe the kiss had been so good that it had reset her mind. That would be convenient for me, then I could carry on pretending it never happened.

      Unfortunately, Demi caught me staring down her top. She pulled it up a little, only drawing more attention to it.

      I looked away, pretending I was looking at what Potato was up to but just her tail was sticking out from underneath the large bin.

      "So... Lust," Demi said, drawing my attention back to her. "Are we in a good spot or do I need to be worried?"

      "You don't need to be worried," I replied, keeping my gaze firmly fixed on her eyes. "Lust is one of the easiest sins to cook with by far. I know how to handle my spice, whether it's from lust or wrath so we're going to nail the challenge. Whatever it is."

      "Oh, you're going to nail it?" Demi asked in that cheeky playful tone of hers.

      I flicked my eyes up. "I'm not going to deem that with an answer."

      “You can deny it all you want but I know you're warming up to me.” She held her hand out. "Help me up?"

      I pulled her to her feet, trying to ignore the way her hand felt in mine or how she got up with a little bounce. Everything about her was screaming for my attention and I was never very good at ignoring my impulses. Especially not when they were right in front of me like this.

      "Wooo," Demi said, almost colliding into me. “You’re stronger than you look.”

      “Who needs the gym when I’m lifting pans all day?” I responded, trying to ignore the vision in front of me. Demi’s eyes were bright and she smelled of sweet honey and spice. She was tempting, there was no denying about it.

      She reached up with her hand, touching my cheek.

      I jolted back like it burned, panic spiking in my chest right away. “What are you doing?”

      Demi raised her eyebrows. "You've got some sauce or something.” She pointed up. “Right there.”

      "Oh." I swiped my hand across the entirety of my face, finding the unknown residue from service. "Thanks."

      "Sure thing." She cocked her head slightly, her eyes sparking curiously.

      I could see the question in her eyes. Was she thinking about that kiss too? Was she going to start asking awkward questions that I had no answers for?

      Demi was certainly looking at me with intent. “So… Do I have to be worried?”

      My stomach clenched. “No. About what?”

      “Lust.”

      “I’ve got it under control,” I said, holding my gaze steady on her face and not letting it dip back down to the tempting V of cleavage.

      “So you’ve cooked with lust before?” Demi asked.

      Ah. She was talking about the sin, not my feelings. That was a relief even if I felt embarrassment creep up on the back of my neck. My mind was in the gutter and I blamed her cleavage and the memory of our kiss.

      I tipped my head back, drawing in some of the cool night air. “I’ve got a couple of lust items on my menu but I wouldn’t say I’m an expert.”

      Demi let out an excited noise. “Ooh, I’ve got a great idea. Do you know Hellsgate? It’s considered the best lust restaurant in the city. We should go and try their food.”

      It was a good suggestion but the last thing I wanted was to sit across Demi for a long intimate meal. I couldn’t exactly tell her that though and I didn’t have any other reasonable excuses to reject her idea so all I could do was nod.

      “Yeah, sure, we could do that. If their waitlist isn’t too long.”

      “I know the sous-chef at Hellsgate and she owes me a favour,” Demi said brightly. “I’m sure she can get us in.”

      “I’m not even going to ask why Carmilla owes you a favour,” I muttered, trying to suppress the wisps of frustration curling up in me. I didn’t know where they came from but I didn’t like it.

      Demi gave me a curious look. “So you know Carmilla?”

      “I know of her. How do you know her?”

      “She used to hook up with a friend of mine. We got on quite well.” Demi brushed some of her reddish hair off her shoulder. “It’s a pricey place and they have a policy against filming so I’ve never been.”

      “Oh, a policy against filming. Now there’s a good idea,” I replied, already mentally ordering a sign that banned influencers from The Forked Tail. I was stuck with Demi but it would keep the others out, especially if we managed to gain some notoriety by appearing on DemonChef. I’d love it if lots of demons flocked to my restaurant to try the food but I didn’t want to be overrun by people with cameras, fake expressions, and demands for freebies.

      Demi gave me a playful nudge. “Nooo, you can’t ban influencers. We need to invite them and generate hype so people will root for us when our episodes air.”

      “I would rather choke on a calamari ring.”

      “Wow, so dramatic.” She shook her head, the amusement dancing on her features. “But so we’re in agreement?”

      “About the influencers? Not at all.”

      “No, about eating at Hellsgate. I want to be prepared for our challenge round with lust.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I said that was a good idea. I can write it off as a business expense so don't worry about the cost.”

      Technically, there was no reason to pay for Demi as well but I didn't want her to think I was a cheapskate. Even if her opinion of me didn't matter.

      Well… I supposed I needed her to see in a good light so that she would work and listen to me when we were cooking on DemonChef. And if I won DemonChef, my restaurant would be famous and get lots of customers.

      Perhaps paying for her was actually a necessary business expense then.

      “Great! Then it’s a date,” Demi chimed while giving me another playful tap. “I’ll wear something with nice cleavage again.”

      “I-I wasn’t staring,” I stammered, caught off guard by her out of pocket comment.

      Her laugh clattered into the night. “Please, I have eyes and I saw where yours went.” She traced the edge of her red shirt, drawing my attention back to it. “You like what you see?”

      “I was only looking because you’ve got sauce on your boob,” I lied, causing her to look down at her cleavage and search for the non-existent sauce. I took the opportunity to step away so I could avoid this conversation derailing into talking about that kiss. I’d gotten away with claiming there was something on her chest but I doubted she would believe there’d been sauce on her lips back then.

      “There’s nothing on there!” Demi exclaimed from behind me. “Look again!”

      I ignored her, just like how I was ignoring that we kissed. I knew she was trying to rile me up with all of her flirty little comments and I wasn’t going to fall for her provocations.

      From now on, I was stone and ice, entirely unaffected by the fire smouldering in my stomach. Or so I hoped.
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