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Chapter One


Manga Mania


Neil Flambé leaned back in his chair and watched the final panel of The Chef fade to black on the laptop screen. His arms hung limply at his sides and his jaw was practically touching his chest. A thousand thoughts were going through his head. Some of them weren’t about food, which was unusual. Neil was possibly the best chef in the world, and he was certainly the best teenage chef in the world. Food was his oxygen and it took a lot to distract him.


“What the heck was that . . .?” he said under his breath. He gave his head a shake.


Neil’s cousin Larry peeked over the top of the laptop and smiled. “So, waddya think of my manga?”
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There was always a little risk in asking Neil what he thought, because he was never shy about answering the question honestly, and loudly. That was one of the many reasons why he had so many enemies.


But this time, Neil wasn’t sure what he thought about Larry’s latest, and possibly craziest, project, his online manga comic, The Chef.


“Well?” Larry said, wiggling his eyebrows hopefully. At least that’s what Neil thought he was doing. It was hard to see anything under Larry’s shaggy hair.


Larry was Neil’s older cousin and also his sous-chef, and Neil knew all too well that “crazy projects” and Larry went together like chocolate and chilies. Larry had recently made a foray into the fashion world with his line of me-shirts—T-shirts with messages printed on the inside, so only the person wearing it had any idea what it said. He was always studying some foreign language or trying out some new art project—usually in an effort to impress a pretty face.


[image: Image]


Neil could never quite figure out how Larry ever slept. Then again, considering how much coffee Larry consumed—maybe he didn’t sleep at all.


Now Larry was trying to get Neil’s opinion of The Chef, and Neil was searching for an answer.


Neil’s immediate reaction was at least partly annoyance. He was a little unhappy that the main character bore a striking, and unauthorized, resemblance to a certain teenage wonder chef. And the young woman looked like their friend Isabella Tortellini, but in a skimpy Japanese schoolgirl costume.


Neil wondered if Isabella had seen the comic. He assumed not, since Larry was still alive.


“Let me guess. It’s SO good that you’re at a loss for words,” Larry said with a satisfied grin. “The words you’re looking for, by the way, are ‘amazing’, ‘cool’, and ‘wow.’ Feel free to use them.”


The words Neil was coming up with, though, were slightly different—“annoyed” and maybe “confused.” Did he like the story? Did he hate it? Was it any good? He didn’t know. He couldn’t concentrate on much past his shock at the whole situation. After all, Neil had only found out about the comic yesterday. Larry had dumped the news of its existence on him like a bombshell along with other, even more explosive, news—Larry was leaving.


Apparently, Larry and his collaborator Hiro Takoyaki had been posting an online version of The Chef for months. Larry wrote the story. Hiro did the pictures. The Chef had become a viral sensation and now a Japanese book company was offering them a book deal, but the editors wanted the manuscript ASAP—and suddenly Larry had himself a one-way ticket to Tokyo, courtesy of his partner.


Neil had not looked or sounded happy about this unexpected news. On the other hand, as Larry pointed out, Neil rarely looked or sounded happy.


“Yes, real amazing literature that will soon be a real book.” Larry beamed, more than happy to fill the void left by Neil’s silence. “And to think it all started with a chance meeting at a comic book convention. Hiro, an illustrator in search of a poet, and me, a poet in search of an illustrator. A match made in manga heaven. But don’t worry—I’ll try to remember you little people when I’m at the Hollywood premiere of the film version of The Chef.”


Neil hated to admit it, but he was going to miss Larry. A lot. The pair had just returned from a trip to Paris where they’d been seconds away from dying together on top of a crazy woman’s skyscraper. (The woman, Jeanne Valette, had been part of an elaborate thousand-year-old plot against the Flambé family—a plot foiled by Neil and his friends.) With that now in the past, Neil had hoped he and Larry could return to their restaurant forever.


That was also part of his hesitation in giving Larry an answer. If Neil said he liked it, would that encourage Larry to leave? But if he said he hated it, would that convince Larry to stay? Not likely. Neil changed the subject. “Explain, again, why can’t you keep writing this comic from here?”


“It’ll be way faster if Hiro and I are working together side by side. The publisher wants original stories and artwork by the end of next month, so with time zones and e-mail and stuff it’s just way easier to do it in person. He lives right on the coast south of Tokyo. It’s beautiful.” Larry sighed.


Neil nodded slowly. “Ah . . . cute sister?”


Larry’s grin grew improbably bigger. “Her name’s Koko. But HE sent me the ticket, remember.”


“Why do the characters look so, shall we say, familiar? I’ve never met this Hiro guy.”


Larry shrugged. “You think the Chef looks like you?”


Neil arched an eyebrow. “Is that a joke?”


Larry smiled. “I showed Hiro some pictures of all of us. I guess he liked the way we looked. I know I’m handsome.”


“For a sheepdog, maybe.”


“Woof. And anyway, that’s still not an answer. What do you think of the manga?”


Neil stalled for more time while he marshaled his thoughts. An ornate wooden clock above the door chimed two o’clock. Two tiny chefs came out of little doorways and began tenderizing a carved side of beef with tiny mallets. Larry had made the clock in wood shop. He wasn’t technically in the class, but the teacher, Caroline Dubois, had been giving him private lessons.


“Um, it’s time to prep for dinner,” Neil mumbled, standing up.


Larry didn’t budge.


“Hey, Gary’s on it,” Larry said, wagging his thumb over his shoulder toward the kitchen. Gary was the bike courier/drifter that Larry had hired as his own replacement at Chez Flambé. Neil thought Gary looked like a shabbier version of Larry (if that was even possible).
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Neil could hear Gary humming away, occasionally washing some vegetable or other and even chopping a few onions. Maybe it was a good thing Neil couldn’t see him. He had a sneaking suspicion Gary’s so-called “experience” with cooking was limited to shoplifting candy bars and beef jerky.


“Fine. If you say so,” Neil said, sitting back down with a thump. Neil had no patience to train another sous-chef. He was sure he’d have to fire Gary sooner rather than later, and searching for a better assistant was going to take him time he didn’t have. But he was going to have to make it work for now—he desperately needed to reopen and start making money. Fighting Valette had not been cheap. She’d even arranged for a fake food poisoning scandal and bad reviews—a possibly lethal combination for a restaurant. And Neil had to admit, to himself, that Gary’s presence was one more concrete sign that Larry was, in fact, leaving.


Larry snapped his fingers in front of Neil’s face. “Hey, chef-boy, wake up. What do you think of The Chef?”


“I think . . .” Neil slipped back into silence for a few more seconds.


He wanted to say he hated it, that it was all a stupid idea, and that Larry should stick to cooking, with Neil, in Chez Flambé.


But it didn’t stink. In fact, it was pretty good. Praise was never an easy thing for Neil to dole out. So when he did open his mouth, it wasn’t praise that came out.


“Avocado,” Neil said, finally.


Larry rolled his eyes. “I think you meant awesome. It’s pronounced AWE-SOME,” Larry said with a smile, shutting the lid of the laptop with a flourish.


“No, I meant avocado.”


“Av-o-ca-do,” Larry repeated slowly. “Sorry, don’t get it.”


Neil sighed. “What I mean is, why does the Chef have an exploding avocado?”


“Duh, because it’s cool.”


Neil shook his head and leaned forward in his chair. “No. It’s wrong. A pomegranate would make more sense. It’s got a harder shell and would make a way better explosive.”


“Um, okay.” Larry looked skeptical.


“The way Hiro draws the chef’s grenade doesn’t even make sense.”


“How do you mean?”


“He’s got the thing exploding all over the place, but an avocado just has one big seed.” Neil grew more animated. “Think of all the pips inside a really ripe pomegranate, not one of those stringy things you get at the market, but a really good one from Iran. If I grabbed an avocado the way the Chef is holding the one in the comic, I’d end up with instant guacamole running through my fingers. You should replace the avocado with a pomegranate.”


Larry rubbed his stubbly chin and considered. “Naw. I still think the avocado sounds better. ‘I will attack you with my atomic avocado’ is way better than ‘pelt you with my potent pomegranate.’”


“Ax the avocado.” Neil stood up suddenly, sniffing the air.


Larry seemed surprised. “What? That’s it?”


“Um, no . . . the manga . . . it’s not bad,” Neil said, walking past Larry toward the doorway.


“Ooooh,” Larry said. “Maybe the publisher will let me put that on the cover. ‘Celebrity Chef Neil Flambé says it’s not bad’! A blurb like that could sell tens of copies.”


But Neil ignored his cousin. Something was distracting him—a smell from the kitchen. A smell that, like Larry’s web comic, unexpectedly didn’t stink.





Chapter Two


Gary’s Secret . . . Recipe


Neil? What is it?” Larry said. Neil seemed to be in a trance. Larry knew there were only two things that had that effect on his cousin—Isabella Tortellini and gourmet food. He didn’t hear Isabella or her giant bodyguard, Jones, come in, so presumably there was a delectable dish being served somewhere. “C’mon, snap out of it, chef-boy,” Larry said, snapping his fingers in Neil’s ear.


Neil continued to ignore him. He walked out of the office and into the kitchen . . . where Gary was hovering over the farthest stove, humming and stirring something on the burner in front of him.
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The powerful aroma filled Neil’s nose.


“What are you doing?” Neil asked slowly.


Gary spun around with a surprised look on his face. He had been so engrossed that he hadn’t heard Neil and Larry walk up behind him. He dropped the spoon. It clattered to the floor.


“Hey, dude, you, like, scared me. Don’t mess with my head like that, okay?”


“What are you doing?” Neil repeated.


“I’m just making a snack. I get hungry being around all this food.”


Neil walked past him and stood over the pot Gary had been stirring so meticulously. The aroma hit him like a ton of bricks—bricks of glorious fresh seafood. Gary was making a bouillabaisse—a simple fish stew, but it smelled amazing.


The distinct aroma reminded Neil of something. It was the smell of a longhouse ceremony, when he’d been eleven. He’d been invited as a special guest by the great aboriginal chef Joe Chinook after Neil had helped Chinook recover a stolen stash of incredibly valuable spiny scallops.


No one could stumble upon a mixture like this by chance.


He turned on Gary with a furious look. “Where did you learn to make this? Who are you?” Neil glared.


Gary looked scared. He’d only known Neil for a few hours but had already heard him shatter glass with his voice. “Gary, man. Just Gary.”


Neil grabbed a ladleful of stew and held it accusingly in front of Gary. “Okay, just Gary . . . where did you learn to make just THIS? Living under the Burrard Street Bridge?”
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“Why? You like it? It’s pretty good, isn’t it?” Gary relaxed and even grinned. “I make it for the other guys in the village. . . . Well, not a village, really . . . You know, the park where we pitch our tents. Well, I don’t make it often, only when we can get the right ingredients.”


This was the exact phrase Neil was waiting for. “That’s what I mean, Gary. These ingredients are all local and regulated! It’s illegal to buy and sell them! You’re a criminal!”


“No, I’m not,” Gary said nervously.


“Then I guess you won’t mind if I give my friend Inspector Sean Nakamura a call?” Neil pulled out his cell phone and flipped it open.


“NO!” Gary said. “Don’t. I don’t need him digging around, you know?”


Neil stopped dialing. “Then tell me where you got these ingredients. Salmon roe, sturgeon, angelwing clams . . .”


“Okay, let me explain. I’m not a criminal. At least, I didn’t steal any fish, okay?”


“Okay . . . OKAY?!” Neil said, raising his eyebrow and his voice. Larry, from experience, stuck his fingers in his ears. “WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?”
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Gary waited for the pots to stop clanking and continued. “Well, you see . . . it’s a bit complicated. I’m not stealing the fish. Well, I sort of stole the clams, but not really, because they were on the shore next to my uncle’s boat. But don’t call the cops because, well, because there are some people looking for me. Um, not because of the clams, unless Uncle Fred called the cops. I guess he might have, but probably not. We keep the locations of our fishing grounds really secret. Anyway, don’t call the cops, because . . . where was I? Oh yeah, I didn’t steal any fish. . . .”


Neil turned toward Larry. “This replacement sous-chef you found makes you sound coherent.”


Larry just shrugged and smiled. “But boy, can he cook! I picked a winner and you know it.”


“How did that ‘picking a winner’ happen again?”


“Well, I said, ‘Gary, how would you like to get paid next to nothing and get yelled at by a cocky teenager?’ He said, ‘sure.’ I said, ‘When can you start?’ Simple.”


“Yes, you are,” Neil gave an annoyed sigh and turned his attention back to Gary, who was still talking.


“ . . . You see, then when I was in Europe, well, not just Europe, anyway I learned some really good recipes and just kind of brought them home with me. . . . Well, I did steal a few of the recipes from the General. Boy, was that a bad few months. . . .”


“STOP!” Neil yelled. The pans over the stove rattled again. Neil rubbed his temples. Gary was rambling and Neil wasn’t getting any real information. “Let’s try this a different way.”


Gary nodded silently.


“Gary. Where did you get the fish?”


“My family.”


“Are they fish poachers?”


“Um, no. They’re part of one of the coastal first nations bands. We’ve got the right to fish these species, and we are VERY careful.”
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A lightbulb went off over Neil’s head. Of course! Gary was aboriginal. He was using traditional ingredients his people had been using for centuries. They had the right to fish for personal use. Okay, answer to question number one made sense. Now to the other questions swirling around Neil’s head.


“Okay, but this is bouillabaisse, NOT a traditional coastal dish, the last time I checked. It’s French. Gary, where did you learn to cook French food?”


“I just told you: I was in Europe, and Asia, and lots of places. I just wasn’t supposed to be . . . I was kind of hanging around.”


Neil grabbed Gary by his shoulders and stared at him. “How does one ‘hang around’ Europe? Were you there or weren’t you?”


“Yes . . .”


“When?”


“After I bolted the army.”


“Wait, what?” Neil was struggling to keep track. Larry was finding the whole thing kind of funny and was chuckling away behind Neil.


Gary let out a deep sigh. “Okay, man, here’s the whole story. I was in the army. You know, young guy, got into a little trouble. I thought some discipline would be good for me. I was always pretty good with food, especially fish. . . .”


Neil could tell this was true. The fish stew was obviously amazing, and he hadn’t even tasted it yet.


“ . . . So they made me a cook. It was kind of funny, really. The food they had was awful, all canned fish, milk, even the herbs. But, I don’t know, somehow I could kind of tell what spices to throw in to make it taste okay. Eventually this visiting general came through the mess hall one day. He was from some little country I’d never even heard of, but he was working with us on some battle or something. I dunno, I didn’t see much fighting from the mess hall. Anyway, this visiting general tried the food I was making. It was a really interesting lamb kebab, made with canned yogurt sauce and some quinoa and—”


“FOCUS!” Larry yelled from the back of the kitchen, grinning. Neil was constantly yelling this at Larry. Larry chuckled. “Hey, it’s way more fun to say that than to hear it!”


Neil rolled his eyes but had to agree Gary was losing the thread, and dinner service was inching closer. “Gary, is there a shorter version of this story?”


“Long story short. The general scooped me up as his personal chef. I’m not even sure how that happened: He was from a completely different army but my superior said I’d been seconded, or transferred. He was wearing a really nice new gold watch, now that I think of it. Anyway, I got sent to work for the general and ended up traveling all over the place meeting interesting people, learning new recipes.”


“So that explains the bouillabaisse. Why didn’t you just tell me all this five minutes ago?”


“Well, the general, it turns out, was a real . . . dictator. And I mean that literally. He was bad news. After touring around Europe, we stopped off in his own country. He had this compound that was packed with stuff—gold and weapons. It turned out he was stealing stuff from our army and selling it to pay for his own. He had these really scary bodyguards. Those guys were roughing up the locals, shaking down people for money they didn’t have. Not my scene, if you follow. So as soon as I could, I bolted.”


“You resigned?”


“I wish! Nah, I went AWOL, absent without official leave. If the army ever finds me, they’ll throw me in the clink.”


“Why didn’t you tell them about this general?”


“I tried to, but let’s just say a guy like me doesn’t have a lot of . . . credibility in the army. So, rather than keep working for the guy, I jumped a wall and wandered around. I’d made a lot of friends in the cooking world so they just hid me until I could smuggle myself on a boat back home.”


Neil considered the story. He wasn’t sure what to do. He was tempted to fire Gary on the spot, for any number of reasons—lying, going AWOL, stealing clams. There was one huge reason not to fire him—Gary could cook. Neil leaned against the counter and pondered his options.


Just then there was a loud bang as the kitchen doors swung open violently. The Soba twins, Chez Flambé’s waitstaff, came rushing into the kitchen. “Neil!” Zoe huffed and puffed. “That rock band is on the way here, like NOW.”


Neil stood bolt upright. “I thought that party was next week!”


“I just checked the messages. They called this morning and changed it to today.” Outside, Neil could hear the sound of the tour buses pulling up. The band “The Tintinitus Orchestra” was a thirty-member thrash metal and Italian Opera ensemble. They were also incredibly demanding gourmands who were notorious for searching out the best pre-gig meal in every city. Fans who couldn’t stand their music would still follow them on tour to see where they ate. Just a rumor that they’d dined in your restaurant could justify raising prices for a year.


Not only that, but Neil had already been paid up front for the food. There was no getting out of this now. In about two minutes there would be thirty tattooed, pierced, and leather-clad violent violinists sitting in his dining room.


“Gary, I’m not sure what to do with you tomorrow, but tonight you’re working, and working a LOT.”


“Okay, chef,” Gary said.


“Can you make more of that bouillabaisse in the next thirty minutes?”


Gary nodded. “You got any more fish?”


Neil was about to launch into a tirade about how a restaurant works, but Larry (sensing the urgency of the situation) headed him off.


“There’s plenty in the fridge,” Larry said, leading Gary over to the gleaming steel doors. “And it’s all legal.”


Neil heard them chatter as he started prepping the grill.


“Wow, ditching the general . . . Big step, Gary!” Larry said, slapping him on the back. “And you gave up months of army pay!”


“Well, not really. I only had one day left before they were going to discharge me.”


Larry gave out a huge laugh. “Cool! One day! There’s gotta be a medal for that!”


Neil fired up the burners and shook his head. “You are such an idiot,” he said under his breath. He didn’t specify whether he was talking about Larry, Gary . . . or himself.





Chapter Three


Soy Long Sous-chef


Neil strummed his fingers along the top of the stainless steel counters. The kitchen was eerily quiet and felt empty. No, Neil thought, it was empty. Larry was gone. The surest sign of that was the coffee machine that sat cold and silent on the far end of the counter. Neil could still smell the traces of the cup of expensive “bird poo” coffee Larry had gleefully made the night before, after cleaning the kitchen.


“It’s from the Jacu bird. Eats the beans, poops ’em out. Farmers collect them, clean them, roast them . . . and I drink them! I’m not sure how many beans to grind. I guess I’ll just wing it!”


“Don’t you have to pack?” Neil had found himself both urging Larry to go and dreading his departure.


“Already done. I’ve got my pens, paper, a couple of pairs of underwear—what else could I need?”
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“Can you pack someone who’s not a total idiot?”


“Sorry. Don’t know anyone like that.” Larry had practically beamed as Neil glared at him.


Now Larry’s bad puns were gone along with the Jacu bird coffee beans. Neil couldn’t even join him on the drive to the airport. He couldn’t afford to close the restaurant. It was finally starting to make some money again after two horrible weeks of bad reviews, near explosions, and fake health warnings.


Larry had driven off on his motorcycle, waving and calling back, “I’ll see you before you know it!” How comforting, Neil thought, given Larry’s incredibly BAD habit of saying exactly the opposite of what ended up happening.


Police Inspector Sean Nakamura had offered to pick Larry up at home and drop him off at the airport. “I can give him some last-minute tourist advice while we drive,” Nakamura had said. “After all, I was born there.” Nakamura and Neil and Larry had worked on a number of cases together, ranging from forged coffee beans to the Marco Polo murders. At this point, he was more than just an acquaintance. He was a friend.


Neil looked at the clock. The flight would be boarding soon. Larry had sent a text an hour before to say everything was going fine, then said he needed to save his battery power for playing video games on the flight.


Neil sighed. He decided he might as well keep prepping for dinner. The feast for the band had gone extremely well, and Neil had Gary to thank for that. His bouillabaisse had been a huge hit, and he’d followed it up with equally succulent salmon and oysters. None of them were the protected varieties, of course. Neil was no fan of cooking endangered species, and anyway Gary refused to break the law by selling them.


But Gary had a knack for finding amazing salmon and oysters and clams—and for cooking them too. There was no doubt about that.
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There was a light knock at the back door. Without looking up, Neil sniffed the air; scented perfume wafted through the screen door. “Nice perfume, bella. It smells a little like Thai basil.”


Isabella Tortellini chuckled as she opened the door and walked in. Neil and Isabella had grown even closer since they’d returned from Paris. She, too, had been there for the final battle with Valette, and it was her wits that had stopped the building from self-destructing. “Beautiful basil” was Neil’s way of complimenting her. To be compared with food in Neil Flambé’s eyes was no insult.


“Where’s Jones?” Neil said, a bit surprised that Isabella’s family friend/bodyguard/human tank wasn’t trailing her like a menacing shadow. “Not far,” she said cryptically. “But I thought you might need a visit from a friend today. Maybe just to parlare? To talk?”


“I don’t need to talk.” Neil turned his attention back to dinner prep, trying his best to sound nonchalant. “The ‘coffee must go on’ as Larry would say.”


Isabella came up behind him and gently placed a hand on his shoulder. She knew Neil well enough to know when he was upset. Neil was always tough, in control . . . or trying to be.


“So what’s on the menu?” she asked lightly.


Neil actually chuckled. “Fish. Larry hates seafood, so while he’s gone I’m going to make this place look and smell like the Vancouver Fish Market.”


“Then you can scale it back when he comes home.” She laughed at her own pun.


Neil groaned. “You should scale back hanging around with Larry. His so-called ‘sense of humor’ is clearly contagious.”


“He is a bit of a scampi,” she said, chuckling again.


“Making a fish pun in Italian doesn’t make it batter. Ugh, I mean better,” Neil said. Isabella almost doubled over with laughter.


“And you call Larry’s puns bad?” she said, laughing.


“I also said they were contagious, like the flu.” Neil couldn’t help it; looking at Isabella laughing broke down his defenses and he started laughing too.


They finally calmed down, and Neil prepped a quick snack of tuna ceviche. They sat next to each other on stools and ate and talked.


“I’m a bit worried about him, of course,” Neil said, lifting the lime-splashed fish to his mouth with a fork.


“You Flambés do have a bit of a habit of getting into trouble,” Isabella agreed.


Neil chewed lightly, letting the complex flavors hit his taste buds one by one. He swallowed and sighed. “What do we really know about this Hiro guy anyway?” Neil had done some online searching but all the pages had been in Japanese.


Isabella grinned and winked at Neil. “Well, Jones and Nakamura had the same question, apparently, and got together last night to do a little indagine, investigation.” Neil guessed that it was Isabella who’d had the same question but kept his opinion to himself. “He says there are some interesting things here, but nothing criminal.” She placed a thin file folder on the counter and the two began sifting through the pages.
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“Hiro is a fairly well-known manga illustrator. ‘Manga moron’ was the term Jones used.” Isabella ran her finger down the point-form notes Nakamura had left them. “He draws all the time. He’s gone on lots of tours for his artwork, mostly comic book conventions, that sort of thing.”


“Larry said he’d met him at a convention a year or so ago.” Neil scanned the notes. “He lives on the east coast of the main island, not far south of Tokyo.”


Isabella arched her eyebrow. “This is interesting. His family is descended from royalty. They can trace their history all the way back to the shogun dynasties. But there seems to have been a falling-out, about a hundred and fifty years ago. There’s no reason given, but they were stripped of all their belongings and exiled.”


Neil felt a twinge of sympathy for the Takoyakis. Being exiled was no fun. Neil had recently learned that his own family had been exiled for standing up to a particularly ruthless order of knights during the Crusades.


“You said they lost their money. Are they poor?”


Isabella read on. “No . . . but not rich, either. The father is a mathematician.”


“Ugh,” Neil said. “The only math I like is measured in teaspoons.” He thought of the small pile of unfinished math assignments that was even now sitting on his desk back home.


Isabella ignored him. “The mother, Machiko Takoyaki, is a famous architect. Nakamura wrote, ‘She specializes in green technology.’”


Neil noticed that Nakamura had drawn a star next to this tidbit and a small note in the margin that read, “Looks like she’s been in trouble with the authorities a few times.” The next page was a newspaper clipping; Nakamura had translated the text: “Machiko Takoyaki has been arrested again for her part in a showdown with a fishing boat. The fishers had been illegally trolling for tuna, killing hundreds of other fish in the process.”
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There were more articles. “She’s also protested shark fishing,” Neil noticed. Shark fin soup was a delicacy, but fishing for the sharks often involved cutting off the fins and then dumping the shark back in the water. It wasn’t pretty. “Sounds like a decent person. I wonder what she’ll make of Larry.”


“Oh,” Isabella said, catching her breath as she turned to the next clipping. “She and her husband died a year ago. Their boat sank after getting rammed by a fishing trawler.”


Neil saw the picture that accompanied the story. It showed Hiro at the burial ceremony. Nakamura had written “Buried in Taku, Saga Prefecture” in the margin. “That’s the name of the boat in the manga—Takusaga. Maybe that’s a nod to his parents’ memory.”


Isabella nodded. “That makes sense. You know, I haven’t seen the manga yet. Is it good?”


Neil hesitated, remembering the Isabella character’s outfit. “I don’t think it’s really your, um, kind of thing.”


Isabella didn’t seem to notice the hesitation in his voice and continued reading. “The rest of the articles seem to be about Hiro’s artwork.” She closed the folder. “Hiro is what you call a . . . nerd?”


Neil chuckled. The word seemed very strange coming from Isabella, but he nodded.


“Yes. ‘Comic-book geek’ would also work.”


Isabella smiled. “So, he’s probably harmless. It’s just Larry we have to worry about.”


“Like always.” Neil sighed. “Anything in those notes about the sister? I don’t see her in the picture from the funeral or anything.”


Isabella looked back at the notes. “She seems to be a marine biologist, but there’s not a lot of info about her.”


Just then the back door swung open and Gary walked in carrying a cooler. The lid was opened a crack and Neil caught a hint of the freshest clams he’d ever smelled.


“Hey, gang. I just paid another visit to my uncle’s dock. These aren’t endangered clams, don’t worry. But my uncle is an amazing fisherman and he knows all the best places.”


Neil looked at Gary and smiled. “Shall we add pasta alle vongole to the menu?”


Gary nodded. “My idea exactly, Mr. Super-chef. Pasta with claws!” Then he made his way to the sink to soak the wonderful bivalves in fresh water. “Just let me get rid of the salt and sand and these babies will taste awesome!”


Neil had still been debating the “Gary problem.” Was he harboring a fugitive? Gary opened the cooler and the full aroma of the still breathing clams wafted over to Neil’s nose.


He turned to Isabella. “You know what? I’m missing Larry less and less every minute.”





Chapter Four


Life Is Good. . . .


It was time to prep for dinner. Neil walked into the kitchen and got to work organizing all the ingredients he’d need for his new seafood-heavy menu. He smiled.


The days since Larry’s departure had passed pretty well, all things considered. Gary and Neil had already found a kind of rhythm in the kitchen. Neil concentrated on the meat and vegetarian dishes, and let Gary go crazy with the fish. Gary wasn’t the most inventive of chefs—Neil had already cornered the market on that title, of course. But when it came to the basics – steaming, smoking, grilling, poaching—Gary was a pro. The twins were happy as well, now that the tips were starting to climb back to pre-Crusader’s curse levels.


[image: Image]


They’d even initiated Gary into the “make fun of Neil” kitchen banter. On Gary’s second night in the kitchen, Neil got mad at Zoe for leaving a dish of steamed mussels on the kitchen counter for five seconds too long.


“Did you ever notice that ‘Zoe’ and ‘ZONED OUT’ start with the same letter?” Neil had barked.


Zoe feigned a look of shocked surprise. “Wow, Neil. Did you figure that out all by yourself?”


Then Amber walked through the doors to grab her plates of risotto, adding, “Hey, that’s just like ‘Neil’ and ‘Noodlehead.’” The twins proceeded to add a new word to the list every time they entered or left the kitchen.


“Nimrod!”


“Nincompoop!”


“Needlenose.”


“Nerdlinger.”


Finally Gary added, almost under his breath, “Hey, dudettes, don’t forget ‘nitwit.’” Then he showed amazing physical agility by dodging the whisk Neil flung at him.


The twins immediately raised Gary on their shoulders, shouting “Go, Gary, Go!” “He’s officially a Team Flambé member!” “There’s no getting rid of him now!”, along with a few hip-hip-hoorays and pats on the back.


“Get back to work!” Neil had yelled, but he had to admit that Gary wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.


Neil looked up at the clock. Gary would be by in an hour or so. He was still doing side work as a bike courier and said he had a few deliveries to make first.


Neil was not normally in favor of part-time work. He worked more than full-time. But he owed Gary. Just the night before, Gary had saved Neil’s bacon, so to speak.


Near the end of the evening, a table of latecomers had ordered three salmon dinners—the reputation of Chez Flambé as a fish lover’s destination was growing—and Neil had only one salmon fillet left.


Neil had peeked into the dining room and noticed that the three people who’d asked for the salmon were not just any regulars—they were food critics. Why do they always show up at the worst time? he thought. Giving only one of them a salmon dinner and offering steak to the others was not going to be good enough. What was Neil going to do? Cut the salmon filet into thirds? He could just imagine the headline in the paper: “CHEZ FLAMBÉ CUTS CORNERS, CHEATS CUSTOMERS.


[image: Image]


He turned back to the kitchen, scrambling for a plan. Gary was gone. Neil ran over to the back door, which was still creaking on its rusty hinges.


“AWOL!” Neil had shouted, scaring two of the more agile cats that had gathered outside his restaurant. They retreated behind the Dumpster and meowed huffily. Neil could feel the sweat beading on his forehead. What was he going to do?


Neil stalled the critics with a series of scallop and whitefish appetizers, when Gary reappeared suddenly, breathing hard and holding a very fresh, beautiful, and dripping-wet salmon.


“It’s straight from the dock,” he said, handing Neil the fish. The smell was amazing. Neil had paid top dollar to the best fish mongers in the city, but he’d never had a salmon this good in his kitchen before.


“Where is this dock exactly?”


“Sorry, boss, that’s a secret. But it’s a bit of a ways away. . . . Let’s leave it at that.”


“How did you get there and back so fast?”


“Hey, man, I’m a bike courier. . . . You don’t really want to know.”


Neil just nodded, and began to expertly clean the wonderful salmon. The critics had been wowed and the reviews were certainly going to be as wonderful as the fish. If they kept this up, the restaurant might actually start making money.


Neil gave a sigh as he chopped some shallots.


Neil’s parents were constantly asking him when he was going to start turning a profit. They were both very successful businesspeople. Neil tried to explain that the restaurant business was tough and he needed to constantly reinvest any money he made in better stoves, ingredients, chairs . . . the list never ended. He tried not to tell them about all the destruction that had been caused by the recent spate of duels he’d fought against crazed Crusaders, computers, Aztecs, and rival chefs.


Luckily, Neil was getting a bit of a breather from his parents, who had joined Larry’s parents on a vacation in Spain. (Technically it was a business trip for a new antibacterial cream they were hoping to develop, although the sales conference was near a beach.) But the important part was that Neil’s parents had let him stay home on his own, on the condition that Neil checked in with Angel regularly. Angel Jícama was Neil’s mentor, hero, and friend. A great chef, who was constantly warning Neil about the dangers of the life of haute cuisine. Neil rarely listened.


Even school didn’t stink. Neil had handed in two math worksheets in a row. It didn’t hurt that the questions had all been about heat conduction and how long to cook a proper soufflé. It looked like he might actually pass his least favorite subject. Plus, Billy Berger had finally transferred schools, so that was one fewer archenemy to worry about.
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