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To the Berot-Burns family—partners in adventure!


CHAPTER ONE

BORDER CROSS

Neil could see the look of shock on the border guard’s face before they reached the inspection booth.

“This is not going to go well,” Neil muttered. Larry slammed on the brakes, which let out an earsplitting squeal with a side order of blue smoke and a soupçon of burning rubber. Neil’s head whipped forward, then snapped back.

“On the contrary, it’s going AWESOME!” Larry said.

Neil caught a glimpse of the guard through Larry’s window. She had her eyes closed and her hands clapped tightly over her ears. She was frowning.

Larry turned off the ignition, let out a giant “WHOOP!” and began playing an imaginary drum solo on the steering wheel.

The guard coughed and waved the smoke away. She leaned out of her kiosk, taking in the length and height of the strange vehicle that had just appeared in front of her.

She gave her head a bewildered shake.

Larry smiled and winked at Neil. “I think she’s impressed with the FrankenWagon.”

“Ugh.”
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The FrankenWagon was the new Flambé food truck, and Neil hated it. It was a hybrid in the same way chicken-chocolate ice cream is a hybrid. It was welded together from an old Volkswagen van at the front and a silver Airstream trailer at the back. There was a visible welding line that ran around the entire cab, like a scar, and Neil was sure it was going to split apart every time they turned a corner.

The guard narrowed her eyes and growled.

“I don’t think ‘impressed’ is the right word,” Neil said, secretly wishing that border guards had their kiosks on the passenger side.

“Open the window!” the woman bellowed.

Larry smiled and pointed his finger in the air in the universal sign for wait a second.

“NOW!”

Larry nodded. Neil watched as Larry used an electric mixer to quickly roll down the window. He’d had to lean down to plug the mixer into the makeshift socket he’d installed in the dashboard, and it looked very suspicious, Neil realized, like maybe Larry was hiding something quickly at his feet.

The window lowered slowly, slowly, and Neil was sure he saw the guard reach for her weapon.

“Where are your hands?” the guard demanded.

Larry raised them, still holding the mixer.
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“Pretty sweet, eh?” he said. “I made that myself after the original handle broke off.”

She frowned. A bead of sweat ran down Neil’s forehead.

“Passports,” said the guard.

Larry leaned on the door frame. “No worries. My cousin will just fetch them from yonder glove compartment. Speaking of fetching . . . may I get a name to put to the lovely face and oh-so-fetching uniform?”

The guard stayed stone-faced. Neil had seen Larry’s charm work on all sorts of people, but the border guard seemed immune.

Neil grabbed the passports and leaned past Larry to hand them to the woman.
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She snatched them from his hands.

“Dolores?” Larry asked.

She ignored him and stared at the passport photos.

“Petunia?”

“Where are you heading?” she said, gliding the passports under some kind of scanner. Larry’s passport set off a series of beeps, and the guard’s eyes grew wide as she gazed at her computer screen.

“That depends, Marilyn?”

“Depends?”

“Arizona!” Neil yelled, squeezing his head through Larry’s window. “We’re heading down to Arizona for a couple of weeks for a food convention.”

“The Broiling Man Festival. Heard of it?” Larry said, smiling.

“In this?” She snorted, her professional demeanor momentarily broken by disbelief. “Good luck.”

“So we’re clear to go?” Larry said.

She went back to staring at her beeping computer screen.

Neil wanted to slide down his seat and disappear through the floor of the FrankenWagon. Something, he thought sadly, that was probably all too possible. Larry had already warned him against moving the foot carpets.

The interrogation continued.

The guard asked if the FrankenWagon was legal. Larry responded with a thumbs-up. “Legal and awesome!” Neil banged his forehead on the dashboard.

“Can you prove it?” she said.

“You want to take it for a spin?”

She growled.

Neil quickly grabbed the permits and registration for the vehicle from the glove compartment and lunged past Larry, who was still trying to make googly eyes at the guard.

She asked if they had a visa to work in the States, since this was “allegedly a food truck.”

“Is it really work when cooking is your passion?” Larry said, leaning his head further out the window.

Neil scrambled to pass over the official invitation to the festival.

All this time, the computer continued to beep.

Larry began to sing the song “Home on the Range” to the beat, doing strange robot motions with his arms.

“I know,” Larry said, his arms rotating. “I’ll call you DoloroLynPetunia.”
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DoloroLynPetunia had had enough. She handed them back the passports and ordered them to go to a large building to their left.

“Did we win something?” Larry asked.

Neil smacked his face into his palm.

DoloroLynPetunia pointed with more force.
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“Is that where we claim the prize?” Larry beamed, turning the key and firing up the FrankenWagon.

DoloroLynPetunia responded with one more emphatic point of her finger toward the building. “Secondary inspection. Now.”

Neil foresaw doom.

If they were lucky, they’d only be trapped at the border for a few hours.

If they were unlucky, they’d be sent packing back home and told not to come back, possibly forever.

Neil lowered his head into his hands and moaned.

“Oh, give me a home where the cantaloupes roam!” Larry sang as he happily steered the truck toward the secondary inspection building.

Maybe if Neil could talk to the officer first, if he could explain that Larry was odd, but safe. He put his hand on the door handle and prepared to leap out as soon as they parked.

A large man pointed to a parking space in front of the building and then held up his hand in a stop sign as Larry flew into the spot.

Neil was out in a flash and ran to the front of the truck first. He realized immediately that rushing a border officer, even with the best of intentions, was not a good idea.

The officer reached for his gun and yelled, “HALT!”

Neil screeched to a stop. The officer looked Neil up and down and frowned.

“It’s a bit early for Halloween, isn’t it?” he said.

Neil was wearing his chef’s outfit. It had been the only clean thing in his room when they’d left that morning.

Neil heard a click as Larry opened his door and stepped out. Neil winced.

A flippered foot gingerly felt for the ground.

The guard’s eyes grew wide.

Something resembling a shaggy blond dog had stepped out of the driver’s-side door. It was wearing scuba gear.
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The guard glanced back and forth from the redhead in the chef outfit to the goofball in scuba gear and controlled his jaw muscles enough to utter one word.

“Strip.”


CHAPTER TWO

NOT HOME, AND RANGING

Seven hours later they were back on the road. Neil refused to sit up front with Larry. Instead he was at the very back of the trailer, leaning on the stove. After being interrogated for an hour in a freezing-cold room, they’d been forced to open up every single one of their containers. They were in such a hurry to get away that Neil wasn’t 100 percent sure they’d crammed everything back in. But he was 99 percent sure that what they had repacked was swaying dangerously as Larry maneuvered the FrankenWagon onto the highway.

“Slow down!” Neil called out, clutching the edge of the stove for balance.

“It’s all good, chef boy!”

“Is it? Because your crazy driving is what got Dolorolunatica, or whatever her name was, mad at us in the first place! Then the Hulk saw you in your scuba gear—”

“And you in your Halloween outfit.”

“AND MADE ME STRIP DOWN TO MY UNDERWEAR!”

“You shouldn’t have worn the boxers with the cupcakes on them.” Larry chuckled, which only made Neil more furious. “Look, chef boy, I wasn’t the one who tried to smuggle Angel’s sausages into the country.”

Neil frowned. His culinary mentor, Angel Jícama, had given Neil some of the most sublime sausages Neil had ever smelled. He’d almost cried as the customs officer had packed them in a plastic bag and thrown them into a garbage can labeled BANNED.

“That was supposed to be dinner tonight,” Neil said, frowning. “And anyway, you’re the one with the passport of a thousand beeps!”

Larry gunned the engine in response. Neil listened for the sound of sirens following them.
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“Not one of those beeps got us deported,” Larry called back. “So I can only assume they were alerting the border patrol to how astounding I am. Each beep was probably just a point on the sliding scale of Larry-tastic.”

“I think that wet suit is cutting off the oxygen to your brain.”

Larry responded by staring into the rearview mirror and sucking in his cheeks to look like a fish.

Neil rolled his eyes.

The scuba gear.

Neil had refused to allow Larry to take up any packing space for something so stupid, so Larry had insisted on wearing the gear for the trip.

“I snuck in an extra scuba outfit for you, too,” Larry said. “I had to leave behind some stuff that looked like flour.”

“What!?! That was my premixed bannock!”

Larry swerved and honked, and as if on cue, an extra oxygen tank slipped out from somewhere between the boxes and slammed into Neil’s foot.

“Why do we need scuba gear IN THE DESERT?” Neil yelled, jumping up and down and grabbing his throbbing toes.

“Gotta be prepared for anything,” Larry answered.

Neil racked his brain for any possible “anything” that could require a wet suit and oxygen in one-hundred-degree cactus-loving weather.

“You’re an idiot,” he said.

“You know, it’s actually way more stable up here at the front,” Larry called. “I’d hate to see us get a ticket because you’re not wearing a seat belt.”

“I think it’s safer back here, thanks,” Neil said.

Larry swerved again, and a box of Neil’s signature spice rub slipped from its perch and crashed onto Neil’s head. Chili powder exploded in an ocher cloud, stinging his eyes. His feet hurt. His head now hurt, and he could barely see.

“You sure?” Larry called.

“Argh.” Neil gritted his teeth and slowly limped his way up the narrow path between the boxes and sat down in the passenger seat. Neil took Larry’s water bottle and splashed his eyes.

“I’m still mad at you,” Neil said, wiping his face with his sleeve.

“Status quo!” Larry looked at him and smiled. “Hey, look. This is an adventure, so not everything’s gonna go smoothly.”

“You do realize we’ve never had an adventure that went smoothly at all.”

“Seems like the best kind of adventure for a chef . . . choppy!” Larry said.

Neil rolled his eyes. “How much longer before we get there?”

“What are you, three? Did you also remember to go wee-wee before we left the border?”

“I’m just trying to figure how late we’ll be thanks to our choppy experience at the border.”

“Well, the FrankenWagon here isn’t necessarily built for speed.”

“Or for humans.”

“But if I can find enough stops for coffee on the road, I can drive for hours, and we should get there in a couple of days. Give or take a day if I have to drive off the main highway looking for good coffee.”

Neil slumped down in his seat and rubbed the bump on his head. “I’m going to nap. If I go into a coma, wake me when we get there.”

Larry sipped his coffee and chuckled.

“There” was the Salsa Verde Ranch. Neil had been invited by the owners, Julio Verde and his daughter Feleena, for the Broiling Man Festival, an annual weeklong bonfire and barbecue bonanza. Food trucks from all over North America were on their way to the ranch. Larry was, in his own words, stoked.

Neil wasn’t as stoked, much as he looked forward to winning whatever prizes were going to be handed out for best chef, best ribs, best food truck. He had even cleared a space in his bedroom to hold all the medals he’d be bringing back.

But glory wasn’t the real reason for the trip. Truth was, Neil needed a break. And he was hoping a trip to Salsa Verde would give it to him.

Angel Jícama had stayed at Salsa Verde years before, in the midst of the roughest patch of his life. After a duel had gone horribly wrong, leaving another chef dead, Angel had quit cooking, roaming the world aimlessly. He’d arrived at the front gate to Salsa Verde barely alive, and had been invited to stay.

Angel often said that the peace and relaxation he’d felt at the ranch had saved him and set him back on the path to recovery.

Neil was definitely in need of recovery. His restaurant, Chez Flambé, was being demolished even as he and Larry drove down the highway.

Chez Flambé was a dump, as Neil had proclaimed often, but it had been his dump. His little place of food prep perfection. And, if he had to admit it, it was his home.

With no warning the city had taken it away. They were building a new road, and Chez Flambé was in the way. End of story.

Neil and Larry had salvaged everything they could, but it wasn’t much. The building itself was in a bad part of town, so the compensation from the city was small.

The money wasn’t that important to Neil, not really. The demolition was just one more indignation, one more blow to his dreams.

After the city told him the bad news, Neil had just stayed in his room, hiding under his covers and refusing to talk to anyone. His girlfriend, Isabella Tortellini, had tried to get Neil to snap out of his funk. So had Police Inspector Sean Nakamura, Neil’s parents, and Larry. Larry had even held an all-night karaoke of Ramones songs in the hallway.

Neil had lodged a number of forks and knives into the door on his side, but even Larry’s falsetto version of “I Wanna Be Sedated” hadn’t lured Neil, tempted as he was, to kill Larry in person.

Finally Angel had broken through with a bribe, of sorts.

Angel snuck a thin slice of beef under Neil’s door, a cut of beef more sublime than the rarest, most expensive wagyu.
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Neil smelled it and sat bolt upright. Angel had attached a note to the beef. Want to know where this comes from? OPEN THE DOOR!

Neil opened his door.

It had come from Salsa Verde.

Larry had taken what little money they had and had bought the trailer and van that had become the FrankenWagon. Neil had taken his favorite ovens, deep fryers, pots, and pans and retrofitted them as best he could to the cramped conditions of the trailer.

And now they were on the road, driving toward a future Neil felt he could no longer predict.

He closed his eyes and let the rhythm of the road lull him to sleep.


CHAPTER THREE

RANCH DRESSING

Salsa Verde Ranch loomed in the distance, like an oasis. The FrankenWagon had passed through hours of desert, scraggly bush, and large saguaro cacti. Then they’d begun driving down a long slope, into a sheltered valley.

“The valley is actually a gigantic crater,” Larry said. “It was caused, like, a gazillion years ago when some asteroid smashed into the earth.”

Neil nodded but wasn’t really interested. He was more taken by what he saw.

He had to shake his head to make sure it wasn’t a mirage.

It wasn’t.

Luscious green and golden fields seemed to roll on forever. The side of the crater rose up all around, forming a natural border. Cattle, sheep, and chickens roamed freely, and fruit and nut trees swayed in the breeze. Neil stuck his nose out of the window and took a deep breath. It smelled amazing.

There was still zero chance of needing scuba gear. Neil looked at Larry, who had stowed the gear in the stove and changed into shorts and a T-shirt.

(Actually, a me-shirt—one of Larry’s many inventions—an inside-out shirt that said COWBOY? NO. COWMAN! At least that was what Larry said it said.)

They passed under a large wooden gate and drove down the winding road toward the ranch house. Larry’s screeching brakes announced their arrival.

Neil got out of the truck and stood on the driveway. He couldn’t hear anything but the sound of the breeze and the distant mooing of the cows. The pebbles shuffled slightly under his feet. The breeze ruffled his red hair as he took in the Salsa Verde ranch house. Angel had talked about how odd and quirky it was.
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    The main entrance of the house was adobe, with the ends of huge timber beams sticking out. The wood was weathered and cracked. It must have been a hundred years old.

A whole grove of olive trees, some tall, some small, provided shade for the porch, which ran the entire length of the first floor. There was a newer addition that included a second floor and a stone-and-timber house that was wider and apparently much longer than the original part. It reminded Neil of a well-executed FrankenWagon, but without the worry it would collapse at any moment.

The carved oak door opened and Julio Verde bounded to meet them, a huge smile on his tanned face. His hair and mustache were as silver as a sardine’s skin.
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“¡Hola! Welcome to my beautiful ranch,” he said, shaking Neil’s hand. “You may stay here for as long as you wish, but Angel says I must order you to cook your wonderful potatoes!”

Neil smiled. “Not a problem.”

Larry ran up to them. “Hola, Señor Verde. ¿Cómo estás?”

“¡No me puedo quejar! ¿Y usted?”

“¡Bien, gracias, amigo!”

“Mucho gusto, Larry, nice to meet you,” Julio said, shaking his hand vigorously. “There is already fresh coffee waiting in the sunroom.”

Tears of joy began to well in Larry’s eyes, and he rushed toward the house and the waiting caffeine.

The door creaked and a young woman walked out, dressed in jeans, boots, and a checked shirt. Larry stopped in his tracks.

“Ah! May I introduce my daughter, Feleena,” Verde said. “Feleena, this is Neil Flambé.”
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    “Hi,” Neil said, waving awkwardly. He knew there was a daughter, but Feleena was completely different from the image he’d had. Angel had described playing hide-and-seek with a little girl, so Neil was taken aback to see a young woman. But of course she was a woman. Angel had been here years ago.

“And this is his cousin, Larry.”

“Hola, señorita,” Larry said, through his goofy grin. Neil could see Larry wrestling with himself. Coffee? Or stay here and get to know Feleena better? The indecision kept him rooted to the spot, swaying like the olive trees.

“Nice to meet you both,” she said with a smile and a slight nod of her head. “Papá, I’m just going to check on the horses.” She gave her father a peck on the cheek. “I will be back for dinner. I understand we are having potatoes.” She gave Neil a glowing smile and a wink, and then walked away.

Larry watched her for a bit, still speechless, then shook his head and made a beeline for the coffee smell that wafted out from the house.

“She reminds me so much of her late mother,” Verde said, a sad look in his eyes.

“I’m very sorry,” Neil said. Angel had mentioned Señora Verde. She’d died of cancer a few years before.

Julio gave a deep sigh. “If it were not for my daughter, and my home, I do not think I could have survived. This place does have, as I’m sure Angel mentioned, a supernatural calming effect.”

Neil nodded. “He called it a ‘place to heal, to find comfort, to find yourself.’ ”

Julio smiled. “Yes. This is thanks to Mother Nature, not to me. But we have done what we can to build a home to match the natural beauty. Shall we?” Verde said, gesturing for Neil to follow Larry into the house.

The house was even more impressive on the inside. Hand-hewn beams supported the ceiling of the entranceway, not far from the top of Neil’s head.

“This original house was built by the first Verde to settle here on the ranch, more than a hundred years ago. Small meant cool, and it does get very hot here in Arizona, as you well know. Thankfully, we have modern technology today to keep us comfortable. We have been able to expand.”

The back wall of the original house had been broken through to make an entrance into the addition beyond.

“Whoa,” Neil said as Verde led him into the spacious living room.

Everything was wood, stone, and glass. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on a vista of fields and distant mountains. The chairs were leather and wood. The floors were covered with woven carpets in reds, oranges, and browns.

At the end of the main room was an enormous stone fireplace. Larry was slumped in a chair by the stone hearth, sipping his coffee and sighing contentedly.

“Fireplace?” Neil said. He thought of how hot the last day of driving had been as they’d gone through Nevada and Arizona. Larry had not, much to Neil’s chagrin, outfitted the FrankenWagon with a working air conditioner.

“It can get very cold in the night. In the desert there is no humidity to trap heat, so it can be brutally hot at noon and close to freezing at midnight. We will very likely need a fire later tonight, in fact. But for now, it is hot. Would you care for something cool to drink?”

“Yes, please,” Neil said, distracted by something mounted on the chimney over the mantel. A large wooden frame that seemed to be empty.

Neil walked over. It wasn’t empty. Instead the frame contained a small piece of paper, with some numbers and pictures scrawled on it in a kind of red ink. The edges seemed to be singed. Neil squinted but couldn’t make out the details. The frame itself was made from weathered scraps of wood, tacked together with rusty nails.
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Unlike the rest of the decorations in the house, this seemed like something you’d get for a dollar at a lawn sale.

Julio walked back into the room carrying two chilled glasses.

“Ah, I see you have spotted our family heirloom,” Verde said.

“What is it, exactly?” Neil asked.

“A map.”

“Map?” Neil gulped. He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Why were there always maps? Maps always led to some kind of mystery that would get him shot at or beaten up.

“Yes, but alas, a map to nowhere,” Verde said, offering Neil a cool lemonade. Neil didn’t even need to sip it to know it was made with lemons from the ranch. They smelled almost sweet, with a honey overtone that cut through the acidity. Sipping the drink confirmed how wonderful it was.

“To nowhere?” Neil asked. He hoped that meant it was also useless.

Verde gave an enigmatic smile. “Feleena will explain more tomorrow at the festival. Let’s just say that it has sentimental value, but no monetary value, sadly.” Neil thought he saw Julio wince, as if he were in pain, but then Julio lifted his head and smiled again. “The paper is very old, I can tell you that.”

“The frame seems kind of, I don’t know . . .”

“Like I found it in a dump?”

Neil nodded.

Verde laughed. “Yes, it appears so, but the frame is actually made of wood from the original barn that stood just outside here. A fire burned it to the ground. So many of the cattle we housed there for the winter were burned alive.”

“I’m very sorry.” Neil thought of the amazing beef the ranch produced.

Verde smiled. “Ah, that was very long ago, when I was just a boy.”

Neil pointed at the singed edges of the map. “So the map was stored in the barn?”

Julio shook his head. “It had been kept in the house, always. But when the fire was extinguished, the map was discovered in the debris, inside an iron box. How it got there is a bit of a mystery, actually.”

Neil almost spat out the lemonade at the word “mystery” but kept it together. He had spent most of the past two years trying to juggle life as a chef, student, and globe-trotting supersleuth. It was not a juggling act he enjoyed. He decided to change the subject quickly. He had come here to recuperate, not be a detective.

“I’m wondering if I can see the kitchen.”

“Of course! I imagine you are eager to get back to cooking after all that time on the road. To practice for the festival!”

“Definitely.” Neil smiled and followed Verde into the kitchen. There, waiting for him on the counter, by some miracle, was Neil’s most cherished ingredient—potatoes from his friend Ming’s private garden.


CHAPTER FOUR

DONUT FENCE ME IN

Neil woke up refreshed. Hummingbirds were whizzing back and forth among the rosemary and honeysuckle outside his window. A gentle breeze carried the smells of flowers, herbs, and grass. He could smell hay and immediately started working out a recipe for a burned hay ice cream that would be smoky, but also sweet. It was all starting to come back, his love for great cuisine.
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    It had cooled down so much that Neil had needed a blanket in the middle of the night, just the way he liked it. He hadn’t slept so well in months. Angel was right. This was a place to heal.

His phone buzzed. It was a text from Isabella.

How is my favorite chef doing?

Neil smiled and texted back, I’m great!

The phone buzzed.

I meant Larry.

Neil frowned. His phone buzzed again.

But I’m happy my second-favorite chef is also doing well.

Ha-ha! Neil typed. Larry keeps calling this place Rivendell, whatever that means.

From The Hobbit.

Oh. Is that a cookbook?

It was a while before the phone buzzed again.

You were supposed to read it in English class.

Oh.

Must run. Getting ready for big show. Jones says hi.

Have a good one!

Neil sighed. Isabella would love Salsa Verde. But she was getting ready for a huge perfume convention in Argentina, and there was no time for any side trips.

His phone buzzed again. It was from Jones, Isabella’s bodyguard.

Jones does not say hi.

Some things never change, Neil thought. He and Jones had helped save each other during their recent trip to London, but Jones still seemed to hope he and Isabella would split.

There was a knock at the door, and Larry peeped his head inside Neil’s room.

“Rise and shine, chef boy!”

“You just up or still up?” Neil asked, sliding off the bed.

“Does it matter? There’s a coffee aroma floating up from the kitchen and, I hope, the Verdes awaiting to let us know what this Broiling Man is all about.”

Neil nodded. The Broiling Man Festival was still a bit of a mystery to him. He’d asked Larry about the rules more than a few times, and Larry had always responded with a shrug, “I’m not a hundred percent sure. I think we find out the details when we get down there. I do know it’s supposed to be AMAZING!”

The contest rules didn’t really matter, of course. Neil had been in all sorts of competitions and duels, and he’d always won. He just wanted some idea of what he should prepare.

The thought of fighting a cooking duel again made his fingers tingle. He’d repeatedly promised Isabella he would stop fighting food duels. Duels between chefs were part of the underbelly of the world of high cuisine. She had lost her father in a duel that had gone horribly wrong. The same duel that had sent Angel into exile, and led him to Salsa Verde Ranch.

Neil had told Isabella he only did it for the money, or as part of his detective work, but he knew that wasn’t totally true. He loved the thrill. He needed it. He also needed to win, to show the world that he wasn’t just some kid with a cooking hobby, but the world’s greatest chef.

Neil took a deep breath. He was starting to feel better here, like a chef again. A victory at the Broiling Man Festival might be just the thing he needed to send him back home, ready to conquer the culinary world.

It wasn’t just the aroma of gourmet coffee that wafted up the stairs to greet him. Julio was also frying up some amazing bacon, mesquite smoked if Neil was right, and his nose always was.

There were even some corn biscuits and flapjacks waiting, with smoked beans in syrup on the side.

“¡Hola, Neil!” Julio called as Neil made his way into the kitchen. Larry was already seated with two cups of coffee in front of him, chatting away with Feleena.

Neil took his seat and began heaping the food on his plate. Larry’s eyes grew wide with wonder.

“Whoa!”

Neil wasn’t usually a big eater—he was more of a taster and smeller—but he found himself with an unexpected appetite. The air, the joy of feeling better, and the incredible spread drove him on.

In a few minutes the entire plate was licked clean, and Neil leaned back in his chair with a satisfied sigh.

Larry beamed as he saw the smile play on Neil’s lips. “What’s next? You going to start drinking coffee?” Larry began to draw his mugs closer to his side of the table.

Neil shook his head. “No need. Señor Verde, that breakfast was invigorating.”

“Gracias. Feleena deserves most of the credit. She takes care of our chickens and ducks, and that is why they lay such wonderful eggs.”

“Lucky ducks,” Larry said.

Feleena rolled her eyes. “So, onto the rules for the Broiling Man Festival,” she said.

Neil leaned forward. “What do we need to know to get ready?”

“Rule number one. There are no rules. This is a celebration of cooking. Each chef is allowed to cook whatever they want, however they want.”

Julio nodded. “We provide the main ingredients. You can use anything we grow here on the farm, along with whatever you brought here, of course.”

“From ribs and roasts to wheat and honey. If you can find it here, you can cook it here.”

“No limits?” Neil said. He was already beginning to divide the various food smells he’d picked up at the ranch into possible combinations.

“Limits? This is the Wild West, pardner!” Feleena said, in her best cowgirl accent.

“Yee-haw!” Larry said. They stood up and hooked arms and began an impromptu hoedown in the kitchen.

Julio clapped and laughed.

Neil chuckled to himself. No limits? Chefs could cook whatever they wanted, however they wanted? This was going to be a cinch.
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    Feleena and Larry gave one final flourish and then sat down, laughing.

Julio clapped some more. “The festival starts tonight with the big bonfire. We Verdes cook this first night. After dinner is when Feleena will tell you the story of the map.”

Feleena nodded. “But you have to work to earn the story, and your spot in the festival.”

Neil raised an eyebrow. “What kind of work?” Angel had said this was a place to relax. Was Neil going to have to milk the cows?

Feleena rolled up her sleeves. “Honest work. We head to a part of the ranch that needs the brush cleared. It grows fast. We all clear a large area, then pitch in to dig the fire pit. The brush is burned the first night, and then we have the broiling pit that will be the site for all the cooking for the festival.”

“Can I dress like a cowboy?” Larry said with a huge grin.

“Do they wear scuba gear?” Neil said.

“Ha-ha. I just want to rassle me some sagebrush and dig me a pit!” Larry said.

“How many other chefs are coming?” Neil asked, beginning to worry a bit about the idea of all that rasslin’ and diggin’ in the hot Arizona air.

Julio shrugged. “It depends. We are never certain until the first day.”

As if on cue, a low rumbling began to shake the glassware on the table. Neil and Larry stood up and walked to the window over the tiled sink. A dust cloud appeared on the horizon. As it approached, Neil could see dozens of RVs and food trucks emerge.

“Many hands make light work,” Larry said.

Neil nodded. Many chefs make winning that much sweeter, he thought.


CHAPTER FIVE

BROILING

Neil had never been so exhausted and, oddly, invigorated too. He, Larry, Feleena, Julio, and twenty other chefs had spent the day chopping down brush that seemed as thick as tree trunks. More chefs arrived as the day went on, dozens. Everyone chipped in, and they dug a huge pit in the middle of a far-flung field, dumped the brush inside, and set it on fire. Most of it was so dry it had gone up in flames like a giant baked Alaska.

[image: Images]

Then they all sat down to an amazing meal of stew, more beans, and potatoes cooked in the hot coals. The stars came out one by one in the sky until it was almost filled.

Neil’s face and hands were scratched and grimy.

But he was happy.

Why was he happy? Neil couldn’t quite figure it out. Was it his impending and certain victory? It was certain, he could tell that instantly.

All the food trucks were parked alongside the FrankenWagon, in a circle around the fire pit. Close enough for Neil to get a good whiff of what they had to offer.

Neil looked at the other chefs, sitting around the glowing fire. He smirked. Walter Wheat and his Breaking Bread Bus? Amateur. He could smell the blue corn flour in Wheat’s truck. Neil wouldn’t feed that to cattle.

Jeri Garcia and her Kickin’ Butte Montana Rib-Mobile? A hack. She was even using store-bought barbecue sauce mixed with some spices.

Erin-Marie Nade and her Vivacious Veggies Van? Close, but not close enough. The carrots she was storing were already turning from crisp to limp. Even rabbits wouldn’t consider them gourmet.

Mary Maize didn’t bother to bring any food or spices in her van. All Neil could smell were some almonds, but that was coming from her coat. Since she sat around eating granola trail mix all day, that wasn’t a surprise.

Neil had this competition in the bag. He licked the remains of the baked beans off his spoon and stared into the fire, the flames dancing off his eyes.

“You look demented,” Larry said, leaning toward him.

“Get your eyes checked. I’m just imagining the standing ovation I’m going to get when I give these amateurs a Neil Flambé dinner.”

“I’m not sure you’re fully entering into the spirit of this festival,” Larry said. “I think these guys are a little more foodie than feud-ie, if you know what I mean.”

Neil looked again at the circle of chefs. It was a hard crowd to pin down. They all seemed to be wearing weird outfits; tie-dyed shirts, skirts, hats, and even tie-dyed chef’s jackets. Erin-Marie was dressed in a wool cap and faux-deerskin jacket. Barbara Brisket was wearing a jumpsuit she’d knitted herself from the remains of old oven mitts.
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