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Chapter One


Three Chapters and Two Weeks Earlier than Chapter Four


It’s not a duel!” Neil Flambé yelled, rattling the pots and pans that hung over his head. People who heard Neil yell were often impressed by how well the fourteen-year-old chef could imitate a bullhorn.


Angel Jícama, however, was unfazed. He just crossed his arms tighter and narrowed his eyes.


“Neil’s right, Angel,” Larry said. “It’s actually more like six duels, spread out over two weeks.”


Neil glared at his cousin. “You’re not helping!” he fumed. He turned back to Angel. “It’s just a TV show!”
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Neil, Larry and Angel were in the kitchen of Chez Flambé. Larry and Angel were sitting on stools, watching Neil pace up and down between the stainless-steel counters. Neil was hoping to convince Angel to come to Mexico City as part of his team for the Azteca Cocina.


“I’m just saying that Angel may have a point,” Larry said. “You know what they say ‘If it quacks like a duck, it’s quite often a duck.’”


“If it quacks like a duck and I get my hands on it,” Neil blared, “then it’s duck à l’orange!”
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Larry crossed his legs and lifted his hands into some kind of yoga position. “If the words are not correct, then what is said is not what is meant; if what is said is not what is meant, then what must be done will not be done.”


Neil stood in open-mouthed silence for a moment. “What the heck does that mean?” he eventually asked.


“It’s Confucius saying if it quacks like a duck it’s a duck, no matter what you say it is,” Larry said with a sombre slow nod, uncrossing his legs.


“It’s confus-ing,” Neil shouted. Then it hit him. “Wait. Let me guess. You’re dating a Confucius scholar?”


“She has a name, you know. It’s Rosetta,” Larry said. As far as Neil could tell, Larry always seemed to have a different girlfriend, with a different area of expertise, and he went to great lengths to impress them. Neil knew that it was one of the main reasons Larry’s head contained so many obscure bits of information.


Neil gave up trying to figure out what this particular bit had to do with whether the Cocina was a duel or not. “I think you need a coffee,” he said. “You’re brain is starting to hiccup through your vocal chords.”


“I always need a coffee,” Larry smiled. “Maybe if you drank some, you’d be able to follow my brilliant train of thought.”


“That train derailed a few stations back.”


“Ouch.” Larry smiled. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Please leave the jokes to me. I’m a professional.”


“A professional idiot!” Neil yelled even louder.


“Yelling! Now that’s something you’re good at.”


Neil grabbed for a paring knife and waved it menacingly at Larry. “Remember what else I’m good at? Preparing and cooking things that quack like ducks.”


“Quack,” Larry said, and then he started to shake with laughter. “Are you seriously threatening me with a whisk?”


Neil looked at his hand. He was sure he’d grabbed the paring knife, but he was indeed holding a wire whisk. He’d have to be more careful, more in control. Why did Larry drive him nuts so easily? He threw the whisk across the room in disgust, and it crashed through the back window. The cats that hung out below meowed their disapproval. Usually Neil threw out food he was unhappy with, not kitchen utensils. The cats hovered in anticipation whenever they heard him raise his voice. They were quite fat.


“Great,” Neil said. “There’s another repair I can’t afford.”


Chez Flambé was not in the best part of town. It had been a rundown fish-’n’-chips shop, slated for demolition when Larry won it in a poker game. It had cost thousands to clean up the layers of grease and calcified fish batter, and there were still plenty of other repairs needed.
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Neil shook his head in disbelief, then rubbed his temples and looked at Angel.


“It’s fine if you don’t want to come, but you’re not going to talk me out of going,” Neil said.


“Talk?” Larry said, waving his hand in front of Angel’s scowling face. “I don’t think Angel has said a word in ages, although I think I heard him growl a few minutes ago.”


Angel said nothing.


“Maybe that was his stomach growling,” Larry smiled. “Angel, would you like a snack?”


Angel said nothing, even louder.


Larry chuckled. “I’ll take that as a no.”


Neil stopped in the middle of the floor, his back turned to Larry and Angel. “Look, Angel, I’ve already hired contractors to come renovate the kitchen and the dining room. Amber and Zoë have bought fabric and paint and new chairs. If I close the restaurant for two weeks without making any money, I’ll lose everything. Anyway, this isn’t some grungy little cook-off. This is the big time, a made-for-TV event with real sponsors. I won’t be in any danger and I won’t be putting anybody else in danger.” Neil avoided Angel’s face, but he could easily imagine the look of disapproval that was etched there.
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Neil and Angel had had their first real fight over a duel. A little more than a year ago,


Neil had accepted an invitation from a mafia boss in Venice to a chef-versus-chef battle. Neil had asked Angel to be his sous-chef on that adventure, but his mentor had said no. Neil stormed off and took Larry instead. Neil won, but after having a gun waved in his face, he’d been forced to accept only half of the promised cash.


Angel had first-hand experience with the dangers of the seedy side of international cuisine. Years before, he’d taken part in a deadly duel that had left another chef dead—chef Tortellini, Isabella’s father. Angel had immediately quit the high life of haute cuisine, losing himself in back alleys and country markets around the world. He was in search of the real meaning of food, not culinary glory, not anymore.


“I was hoping you might come along this time,” Neil added in an almost whisper. “You know Mexican cuisine almost as well as I do.”


“Almost?” Larry choked. Angel’s family, on his father’s side, was from Southern Mexico—at least according to legend—so Neil was being cockier than usual, if that were even possible.


Angel uncrossed his arms and let out a deep sigh. “Neil,” he said softly. “This isn’t about my past and it isn’t about putting other people in danger. You’ve already shown your willingness to do that to yourself and to Larry.” Neil’s shoulders tensed at the rebuke. “This is about how you continue to waste your gifts on these ego-boosting adventures.”


“What do you mean?” Neil asked.


“Yeah,” Larry added. “Neil’s ego doesn’t need any boosting. Trust me.” He spread his arms wide. “It’s huuuuuuuuuuge.”


Angel waved him off. “I mean this, Neil: Is your cooking great because someone else says it is? Or because it is?”


“I already get plenty of praise. I need the money.”


“There are other ways to get money,” Angel continued.


“Oh, really? From you maybe? You give all yours away!”


This was true. When Angel had returned from his self-proclaimed exile, he hadn’t opened a restaurant. He had a different plan. He now cooked just one dish a year. He practiced and practiced until he felt it was perfect, or as near to perfect as he could achieve. Then he invited a handful of wealthy guests to come to his home and dine with him. They paid handsomely, but Angel gave almost all the money away to the city’s food banks.
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“Have you tried hard work and patience?” Angel said.


“Have you tried keeping food fresh in a refrigerator that’s held together by duct tape?”


As if on cue, the compressor on the ancient walk-in fridge spattered and coughed.


Larry walked over and kicked it, and it came back to life. “I did the duct tape,” he said jovially. “Kind of adds a homey touch to the place.”


“I already work hard,” Neil said.


“But you hunger for glory—”


Neil cut him off, speaking quickly. “If I’m hungry, it’s for what I deserve. Someday I’ll be the most famous chef in the world.” He seemed to be talking to himself as much as to Larry and Angel. “I won’t just have one dumpy restaurant, but a whole chain of Michelin-starred Chez Flambés. I’ll be cooking with the best ingredients and not worrying about how much it costs. I’ll have the best of the best.” He turned to face Angel. “I want it fast. I don’t want to be stuck here the rest of my life watching Larry fix things with his feet.”


Angel walked over to Neil and placed his hand on his shoulder. “I didn’t say patience was easy. But in the end, it is more rewarding. Believe me. You need to look inside yourself to see what it is you want. Fame and riches are easy goals. Can you search for something deeper?”


“The only deep thing I care about is my deep fryer,” Neil said, shaking off Angel’s hand.


“No matter how successful and rich you become, you will not be happy,” Angel said, walking toward the back door, “unless you have happiness and peace inside you.”


“That’s crazy,” Neil said. “I’m already great, and unhappy. I’ll be happy and peaceful enough when I’m great and rich and famous.”


The sound of sudden drizzle and wet cats wafted in through the broken window. Angel stopped and put on his raincoat. As he began to unfurl his umbrella he said, “I have lived this life that you want so desperately and have lived it to the end. It leads to misery and death. It took one life, and almost took my soul. I do not want it to take yours.”


He walked out the door and disappeared into the late-summer mist.


Neil stomped over and slammed the door shut. The fridge sputtered and coughed again. He was so frustrated he almost wanted to cry. He respected Angel. Angel had always been there for him, even more than his own parents. But what he was asking of Neil, what he was always asking, wasn’t fair. He wanted Neil to be content with this dump, with making great food for small crowds, with squirreling away small change when he could be charging top dollar at a ritzy downtown location.


Just because Angel had screwed up his own life didn’t mean Neil would. He was Neil Flambé, after all. He wouldn’t make the same mistakes as Angel. He’d learn from them, but he wouldn’t repeat them. He was great, and he was going to become even greater.


He stood up straight. “Larry, kick that fridge again and grab some scallions and garlic. Dinner service starts in four hours. Let’s prep.”


“You got it, Neil. Anything else I can do?”


“If you really want to be useful, why don’t you start dating a chef who’s an expert in Mexican cuisine?”


“Her name is Juanita. I’m meeting her for dinner next week.”




Chapter Two


Making Scents


T his weather is horrible,” Isabella Tortellini said to the gloom. She drew the hood of her cloak tightly around her face. August was often the most beautiful month in Vancouver, but it was her luck to arrive just before one of the rainiest and coolest on record. She had moved here from Northern Italy a few months before, and this was not the weather she’d hoped to find in her new home. Thank goodness she would be in Mexico City soon, enjoying the warm, dry weather and the wonderful fragrances of the surrounding countryside.


She had been invited to visit by the head of the Xochipilli Tallo flower farmer’s collective—a fair-trade organization that hired poor people from the city slums and took them to farms to grow organic flowers. It wasn’t a profitable business, yet. But if the flowers and their scents were up to her exacting standards, Isabella was going to pay top dollar to secure them as a supplier.
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“Don’t count the cents when you make great scents,” read the banner on her website. Isabella Tortellini had made a name for herself in the perfume industry by using only natural, fair-trade ingredients. Others might make bigger profits, but Isabella wasn’t worried about that.


She had booked her tickets immediately. And Jones, her sort of bodyguard (he was more of a big, scary-looking family friend), had insisted that she book him a flight as well.


They had met this morning to go over the details.


“I called some contacts I have down there,” Jones said. “The farm seems to check out.”


“Xochipilli—what a strange name,” Isabella said.


“Apparently Xochipilli is the name of the Aztec flower god.”


“Flower god?” Isabella perked up immediately.


“Oh no,” Jones said. “I’ve seen that look before.”


Isabella ignored him and pulled out her phone. She typed in Xochipilli and searched the Net. Her eyes grew wider and wider as she read. “I never knew flowers were so important to the Aztecs.” Isabella clicked from site to site. “They traded them as currency. Sometimes they even ripped out food crops to make room for more flowers.”


She looked up at Jones with an enormous smile. “A culture that values flowers and perfumes more than gold! This is fascinating. Perhaps I will develop a whole line of Aztec-inspired fragrances!”


Jones sipped his herbal tea. “I’m sure it will be a success. Most of your crazy ideas work out . . . eventually.”


“Yes,” she said, “you’re right. This is a great plan.”


“Um, that’s not exactly what I said.”


“I will need to spend extra time there.” She’d started tapping her phone again, and before Jones realized what she was up to, she’d changed her flights.


“There,” Isabella said with a sigh. “Two more weeks in Mexico.”


Jones spat out his tea. “WHAT?!” He was not happy. To begin with, he wasn’t a big fan of spontaneity, and Isabella consistently was. Then there was a problem with timing.


Isabella raced on. “I’ll mostly stay in Mexico City, but now I have time for plenty of side trips to the country and the farms.”


“But I’m supposed to be back in Canada before that flight home you just booked.”
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Isabella patted Jones’ hand. “Don’t worry so much,” she said. “I didn’t change your flights, just mine. You go to your little camp and have a good time playing with your friends.”


Jones growled. “It’s not a little camp, and we are not playing.” Jones had enrolled in an elite nature survival course in the Arctic. He and his guide would be dropped on top of a glacier with nothing but their clothes, a flashlight, a fingernail clipper and a pack of bubble gum. Cell phones were prohibited. He would be completely unreachable for at least a week. Three other pairs of thrill-seekers would be dropped miles away. The first pair to make it to Tuktoyaktuk got a trophy, bragging rights and first place in line to be treated for the inevitable frostbite.


“I’ll drop out of the course,” he said firmly.


“No, you will not,” Isabella said, just as firmly. “You’ve been on the waiting list for two years.”


“I don’t like the smell of this.”


“My perfume?” Isabella smiled.


Jones didn’t. “I don’t like the smell of you walking around a foreign country alone. You were only supposed to be there a few days, not two weeks.”


“Don’t worry so much,” Isabella said. “Neil and Larry will be there to help protect me after you leave. Larry can even help me with my research.”


Jones had scowled so fiercely Isabella worried he was going to break a tooth. “Those dolts couldn’t protect themselves in a tank with a bazooka.”


“I’ll be fine,” Isabella laughed. “I’m from a foreign country, you know. They’re not so scary.”
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Jones did smile at this, sort of. It was more of a very slight tremor along his upper lip. “I guess I treat you as too much of a kid sometimes. I forget you are sixteen.”


“Almost seventeen. And I promise I’ll stay close to crowds. There are more than 20 million people in Mexico City, so that should be easy.”


“It also makes it easy to get lost,” Jones said.


Isabella patted him on the back of the hand one more time and smiled.


What a wonderful coincidence that she would be in Mexico at the same time as Neil, although she still wasn’t comfortable with his reasons for visiting. He’d told her “it’s not a duel” a few too many times. What was it her mother had said about “people who protest too much”? Still, even she felt there was something special about this trip, something that could put Neil in the top echelon of chefs. She knew first-hand how hard it could be to make it in business when everyone around you saw only a child. Neil was a great chef. She would offer her support, and keep her worries to herself. Besides, if he won, he would never have to do this type of competition again, or so she hoped.


She was almost at Chez Flambé now. There were benefits to having a relationship with Neil Flambé, and a standing reservation at his restaurant was one of them. Of course, Neil didn’t cut her any slack on the bill, which actually made her respect him more. The last thing a strong young woman wants is a fawning suitor.


The drizzle turned to rain. “This weather is perfect for Pommes de Terre à la Flambé and pan-seared salmon,” she thought as the wind helped the damp chill find its way past the warm wool of her shawl.


She heard the crash of shattering glass and stopped. Was someone breaking into the restaurant? She hurried her pace and turned the corner just in time to see a large figure moving under the dim glow of the light over the back door of Chez Flambé. Even though it was early afternoon, it was as dark as night. She slipped into the shadows and held her breath. The alleyway in this part of town was not a place to be caught alone with a stranger.


The figure stopped a few steps away from her and turned to look back at the restaurant. The street light illuminated the profile of a middle-aged, bearded man.


It was Angel. Isabella slowly let out her breath. She still found herself fighting against the years of bitterness she had harbored for this man. But as she grew to know him, she found none of the evil she had expected to find; instead, she had seen only sadness and remorse.


“Angel,” she said, stepping out of the shadow and touching him on the shoulder.


He gave a surprised shudder, but quickly recognized the voice of the young woman. He turned to face her with a kindly smile.


“Isabella! What are you doing out in this mess, especially with such a nice shawl?”


“It is a very warm shawl and can stand plenty of punishment—a gift from Jones.”


“A man who knows about punishment,” Angel chuckled.


“Let me guess what brings you out, with your rather shabby impermeabile.” She looked askance at Angel’s worn and frayed trench coat. It was missing at least three buttons and seemed to be absorbing as much rain as it shed. “You ought to at least keep enough money to dress yourself properly!” She tried in vain to prop up his collar around his neck, but each time it fell sloppily back.


She gave up. “So, Neil is trying to get you to go with him. Correct?”


“Yes.”


“And you refused.” It wasn’t really a question.


“Yes.”


“And you will not help him prepare for this competition, even though he stubbornly insists he will go no matter what.”


“Yes.” Angel couldn’t help but smile. Isabella had a way of making an interrogation seems like a pleasant chat. “You know him very well, don’t you?”


“Yes,” she said, smiling. “And like you, I know that he has an ego the size of a balenottera azzurra.”


“A blue whale,” Angel translated.


“Sí. But he is a great chef, there’s no doubt, and inside there is a nice, caring young man.”


“I know. And I know that Neil is in danger.”


Isabella started. “How do you mean? Has someone threatened him . . . again?”


“I mean he is in danger of ending up like me,” Angel said with a frown. “Burning out and taking others down with him.”


They let their history pass between them. Isabella spoke first.


“Angel, have you considered that he might need your help, and not just your advice, to discover those truths himself?”


“I have tried. He does not want to listen. He only cares for what I can teach him about food.”


Isabella paused for a second to think. “When I was a bambina, my mother would often tell me about the mistakes she had made when she was a businesswoman. She was a designer, you know.”


“Yes. She made beautiful clothes. I remember her shows in Milan.”


“But she did not have a testa, a ‘head,’ for numbers. She had to sell everything to her partner to stay out of prigione, ‘prison.’”


“And she wanted you to avoid that life.”


Isabella nodded. “But it wasn’t until I started making mistakes myself that I learned anything useful. She stopped telling me what to do; instead, she started to help me understand what had happened to me. She would catch me when I fell, like a . . . how do you say . . . saltimbanco?”


“Acrobat.”


“Sí. I fell from the high wire many times. She was always there to catch me, and she always sent me back up to try again.” She looked at Angel. “Do you see what I am trying to say?”


Angel thought for a minute before responding. “It’s too hard for me to go back to that life, to cook with him in anything resembling a duel or a competition. And, Isabella, it’s not just about what happened. If truth be told, there is still a part inside me that I cannot stamp out; that still wants fame and glory. I must not fan that flame—in him or in me.”


“You say it would be hard for you. Doesn’t that often mean something is worth the effort?”


“Possibly.”


“Come to Mexico City,” she said.


“Why?”


An idea had suddenly occurred to Isabella. Jones was still threatening to cancel his trip. What if Angel agreed to be her chaperone? That would be perfect for everyone, she thought confidently. And once Isabella Tortellini had a thought, it usually became reality.


“Because Jones wants you to come.”


“What? Why?”


“I need a chaperone, someone to keep an eye on me after he leaves. And you could also keep an eye on Neil. There would be no need to cook with him, but you would be there in case he falls from that high wire. Be there to help him go back up again.”


Angel thought for a long moment. “I will consider it,” he said at last. He gave Isabella a warm smile then turned to go. After a few steps he looked back. “Are you sure you’re only sixteen?”


“My mother says I have an old soul,” she laughed. “And usually a new shawl.”


Angel smiled and walked away. Isabella watched him slowly make his way through the gathering storm, toward his apartment building. It would take him about fifteen minutes to walk there. Plenty of time, Isabella thought, for him to come around to her way of thinking.


She turned back to Chez Flambé, where she could make out Neil and Larry through a newly cracked window. They were busily chopping vegetables in anticipation of the evening rush. She watched Neil for a few minutes as his hand flashed through the air. Then she tapped on the kitchen door and walked inside.




Chapter Three


A Missed Warning


Amber and Zoë Soba stared at the dining-room walls of Chez Flambé.


Neil and Larry had left a few hours earlier, and the twins now had the restaurant all to themselves. Amber held a giant sledgehammer in her hands.


Zoë was repeatedly passing an electric blue crowbar from one hand to the other.


They looked at each other and smiled.


“This is going to be . . .”


“A blast.”


Amber slipped a Metric CD into an old metal boom box. She turned the volume to maximum.


Zoë pressed play.


They flipped their safety goggles into place.
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“Time to demo CHEZ FLAMBÉ!” They rushed at the wall. Within seconds they had torn off the old wood moulding and begun to rip down the aging cracked plaster and bone-dry wooden slats that lay underneath. The music blared away in the background.


“This is performance art at its most vital!” Zoë yelled over the crash of hammer against wood mixed with thrashing guitars.


“If the gang at school could see us right now!” Amber replied.


The twins were students at the Emily Carr School of Art in downtown Vancouver, and they were definitely in the avant-garde of the student body. Sure, they could draw and paint extremely well, but occasionally they pursued other, more vigorous methods of artistic expression.


Once, the sisters had blown up the cafeteria’s cappuccino machine in protest over the low quality of the coffee. They submitted footage of the explosion as their final project for Applied Arts 301, figuring the professor could either fail them and call the cops, or give them an A+. They explained that the explosion was caused by the coffee itself, a sure sign of its undrinkability. They hadn’t done anything, really, but light the noxious gas that was leaking out of the filter. Professor Valdez had watched their grainy presentation with her mouth and eyes wide open. A coffee lover from Colombia, she had (to the twins’ relief) come down firmly on the side of the A+.


Of course, there was a note on their transcripts telling them never to do anything like that again. So it had been a while since they’d had the chance to do some serious, authorized, demolition. They were having so much fun they missed the knock on the back door—at first. Within five minutes the interior walls of the dining room were stripped down to the studs. Finally, as they stepped back into the dust cloud to examine their work, they heard a loud boom boom boom.


“That’s coming . . .”


“From the kitchen.”


The delivery man, Fred Gedaire, was practically kicking in the back door by the time they found the keys and unlocked the deadbolt.


“Finally,” Fred said, looking down at his clipboard. “I’ve got a new fridge in the truck. It’s for some guy named Neil Frumpy.”


The twins started laughing so hard they could barely speak.


“This, haha . . .”


“Is, haha . . .”


“The, haha . . .”


“Right, haha . . .”


“Place,” they sputtered out between laughs. They were still giggling as Fred wheeled the giant cardboard box into the kitchen and eased it off the end of his dolly.


“Are either of you this Frumpy guy?” Fred asked. “Or maybe his girlfriend?”


That sent the twins into yet more spasms of laughter. He just stared at them like they were a couple of baboons on a sugar high. Fred was supposed to wait and make sure the fridge was undamaged, and get them to sign a waiver form saying everything had been delivered in good shape. But with the way the two were rolling on the floor, he figured he’d never be able to get them to sit still long enough to look. He had more deliveries to make. He’d just call later.


A few minutes after he pulled away, the twins sat on the floor with their backs against the box, gasping for breath.


“There’s only one way to direct such positive energy,” Amber said finally.


“Get back to work knocking down Chez Flambé.” Zoë answered.


“Don’t you mean Chez Frumpy?”


The fridge sat in the box for three days before the twins opened it. That’s when they saw the note. It was written on translucent paper, decorated with strange red symbols, and lay on a shelf inside the gleaming stainless-steel fridge.


[image: image]


It read:
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If you come to Mexico we will have no choice but to declare war. The second you begin the Azteca Cocina, the celestial fates will be set in motion.


There will be no turning back.


It is the Flower Bringer we desire. You must not interfere. Submit to our will and you will enjoy the friendship and protection of the empire. Set foot in our empire, and you will have declared yourself an enemy.


This is the first warning. . . .


XT





The twins looked up from the note, mouths agape.


“Oh no,” they said together. “That note arrived the day Neil and Larry left.”


“I guess he was supposed to read it before heading to the airport.”


“We’d better call Neil,” Zoë said.


“Right away,” Amber said.


“And who the heck is the Flower Bringer?”


Amber reached for her cell phone.


“Wait.” Zoë looked at the clock that hung over the back window. “He won’t answer.”


Amber nodded. “His first match is today.”


“He’s competing right now.”


“I guess the war has started.”







Chapter Four


High Altitude and Haute Cuisine


Neil Flambé looked down at his spotless, gleaming workstation. It was perfect. Of course it was—he’d prepped it himself.


Neil’s cooking knives spread out from the right side of his giant maple chopping block in an obsessively neat row. There were ten knives in all, each with a specific task: paring, fish deboning, delicate slicing, chopping through huge joints of meat. All had been handcrafted and weighted for his hands, and his hands alone.


In just a few moments he was going to be reaching for them, unconsciously and quickly—and he did not want to be “feeling around” for the right razor-sharp blade. That’s how former three-star chef Reiner Saumagen had earned the nickname “Stubby.” Stubby was currently working as a busboy at a burger-and-chicken-wing joint in Buffalo. Neil shuddered. He would be more careful.
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With the knives securely in place, Neil had time for one last check of the rest of his station. He looked to his left. The stove and oven, all gleaming stainless steel and seething blue flame, were sparkling clean, within an arm’s reach and preheated to 350 degrees.


He looked back at the countertop. His seasonings—salt, pepper, and containers filled with fresh herbs and savory of every size and color—sat at attention along the top edge of the cutting board. He felt like a magician with the ingredients for a magic potion. In a way he was. At fourteen (almost fifteen), Neil was one of the greatest chefs in the world. His food was often described as magical—and not just by Neil.
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Neil allowed himself a self-satisfied smile. Soon he would be well on his way to winning the biggest cooking competition of his life. This wasn’t some seedy one-off contest like the underground duels he had won in the past. This was the Azteca Cocina, a culinary cook-off featuring North America’s top chefs.


He had absolutely no idea what he was going to be asked to cook.


He would only have one hour to cook it.


He was thrilled.


The Azteca Cocina was being held in the thin air and amidst the gorgeous architecture of Mexico City. A chef-to-chef battle would take place every other day for nearly two weeks, with every moment shown on TV. The winners of each battle would advance until only two remained, ready to face each other in a final thrilling cook-off on the Zócalo—the stone plaza that sat at the historic center of the city. Rumor had it that the square would be jam-packed with more than one hundred thousand hungry, food-crazed fans. The winner would be the chef supremo of North American cooking, and would also claim the $250,000 top prize.


But first things first. Today was Round One and Neil’s opponent was Pablo Pimento. Neil smirked as he looked over and spied Pablo nervously wiping beads of sweat off his forehead. “Even Stubby Saumagen could beat this hack,” Neil thought, “with his one good hand tied behind his back.”


Neil didn’t waste any more time sizing up the so-called competition. Instead, he took a few seconds to examine the scene of the battle. He and Pablo were facing off in the atrium of the wonderfully ornate national opera house, the Palacio des Bellas Artes. Two kitchens had been set up in a semicircle on a stage in the middle of the marble atrium. Neil’s kitchen was on one arc and Pablo’s on the other. Bleachers filled the remaining space and the crowd was heady with anticipation. Neil smiled as he saw spectators taking their seats, pointing at him and whispering hushed comments.


He was used to being on display, used to attention, but he knew he was still just a curiosity. Winning this competition was going to change that. He would be taken seriously not just as a boy chef, but as a great chef. And that would bring more customers—higher-paying customers—to Chez Flambé.


Even now, back in Vancouver, Chez Flambé was undergoing a transformation. Two weeks was a long time to close a restaurant, so Neil had decided to kill two birds with one stone (his personal preference? Free-range quail with a good pizza-oven brick). Chez Flambé was closed for renovations, expensive renovations. Amber and Zoë Soba, the twins who waitressed at the restaurant, were busy decorating and painting the dining room, and a brand-new fridge was scheduled for delivery any minute.


“Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” his mother had told him when he’d revealed his renovation plans and asked her to cosign for a temporary loan.


“I always count my chickens before they’re hatched,” Neil had told her. “They’re called eggs. In fact, there are three unhatched chickens in each and every one of my world-famous omelettes.”


[image: image]


Neil knew he’d be able to pay back the loan when (not if) he won the Cocina. “If” was not a word Neil used, or even thought, when it came to his cooking (unless “if” was included in sentences such as “Larry, if you don’t dice those onions into smaller bits I’m going to dice you into smaller bits.”).


Larry was Neil’s older cousin and assistant—his souschef. Larry could cook pretty well, and he could follow orders—Neil loved to give orders—but Larry was also a bit of a flake.


Neil glanced over at his cousin, standing a few feet away at the far end of the steel counter. Larry met his gaze and smiled, the grin rustling the whiskers on his face. It was hard to tell, because Larry’s perpetually disheveled hair was covering his eyes, but Neil thought he also gave him a wink.


“Larry, if you don’t tuck that hair under your hat I’m going to personally give you a buzz cut”—Neil paused for effect—“with a rusty lemon zester!” Hair was not an ingredient Neil planned on including in any dish coming from his kitchen . . . especially not Larry’s hair.


Larry didn’t stop smiling for a second. He’d been working with Neil for a couple of years now and was used to the bluster. He carefully pulled a hair net out of his pocket, tucked his hair into it, and then slopped the whole mess up into his black sous-chef cap.


“Ready, spiffy and able to aid you, señor chef,” he said with a salute. Neil looked Larry up and down. He worked hard to make Larry at least appear at home in the kitchen. Now that his hair was tucked up and away, he looked clean and ready. Except, Neil thought with a double take, for one thing.


“What is that?” Neil said irritably, pointing at Larry’s stomach.


Larry looked down at the front of his chef’s jacket. “What? I don’t see any more stains.”


“Look lower,” Neil said. “What’s that red thing tied around your waist?”


“You’re right,” Larry smiled. “It’s a sash, not a belt! I have it on wrong. Hey, thanks for pointing that out, Neil.”


As Neil stared incredulously, Larry untied the red fabric and lifted it up and over his head. One side came to rest on his left shoulder and the rest draped down across his torso. Now Neil could see that the sash had the words “Viva Zapata” stitched down the front, with a picture of the legendary Mexican revolutionary printed alongside.
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“Viva Zapata?” Neil said.


“I looked for one that said ‘Viva Frittata,’ but they didn’t have any.”


“Ha ha,” Neil said dryly. Larry had bought the sash at a tacky tourist stall the day before. Neil assumed it was a present for some girl back in Vancouver. Apparently, he had been wrong. “Why are you wearing that in my kitchen?”


“It’s for good luck,” Larry said, running his fingers down the soft red material. “Zapata was a big part of the revolution here—and don’t you and I want to revolutionize the restaurant industry? Plus, I like his big mustache. I’m considering growing one just like it.”


“Didn’t Zapata die in an ambush?” Neil wasn’t sure how he knew this, but Larry quickly reminded him.


“Hey! You’ve been paying attention to my guided tour!” Larry said happily.
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