

[image: images]




[image: images]




To Mom and Dad, who taught me how to cook (among a few other valuable things), and who made sure I absorbed as much as possible from Julia Child and the Galloping Gourmet.


And to food banks everywhere for all the great work they do. Please donate today!
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Prologue


Venice, 1324


Marco Polo lay on his deathbed, smiling weakly at the loved ones who had gathered by his side. He tried to open his mouth to speak, but even that simple effort exhausted him. He lay still, wishing he had the energy to tell them that he was ready to go. He had lived a good life, a long life, a wealthy life.


Marco had been the greatest explorer of his time, or any time before that.


When he was barely a teenager, he’d traveled from his birthplace in Venice all the way to China. His uncle and father had asked him to join them on their search for more lucrative trading partners.
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Some had said he was too young to go on such an adventure, but he’d ignored them. He wanted to see what lay outside the canals and countinghouses of Venice.


It had been the greatest decision of his life. The Polos had found gold and jewels, and plenty of them, but Marco had discovered much more than that. He had seen that the world was an enormous and fascinating place.


Marco coughed.


The priest, mistaking it for a death rattle, leaned over him expectantly. Marco smiled back faintly.


He shook his head. “Not yet,” he mouthed silently.


The priest stood back up, bumping the bedside table and nearly toppling an ornate globe perched on a pile of well-worn books. The room was filled with such reminders of Marco’s explorations.


Strange maps and exotic works of art hung from the walls. Hundreds of books in dozens of languages lay scattered on every available surface. Marco’s sheets and robes were woven of the finest Chinese silk, decorated with scenes of his travels through Asia.


Marco coughed again, and the Mongolian princesses stitched into his collar moved and swayed, sadly dancing in time to the rise and fall of his chest.


Embroidered Persian camels marched up and down the length of the bed, reminding Marco of the camels that had carried him and his crew across many desert wastelands. He adjusted his aching body, ruffling the covers and creating sand dunes of linen in the pale fabric. Enormous, dark birds of prey swooped down his long sleeves. Marco thought of the vultures that had hovered over the bloody scenes of his many battles. Death had been part of his adventures as well.


And death was coming for him now.


Marco shared another faint smile with his loving family. His wife, Donata, smiled back. She knew Marco had secured a place for himself in heaven. They had loved each other deeply and had raised three lovely daughters.


Their two eldest daughters, Fantina and Bellela, were now married. It seemed as if the youngest, Moreta, might never marry, but it hardly mattered. No Polo daughter would ever know poverty. Even more important, Marco thought happily, they would know there was a world outside Venice.
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Marco put his hand to his heart, which was growing weaker and weaker. His fingers paused over supple golden thread, the woven  image of a smiling Kublai Khan. Khan, a Mongolian, had conquered China and ruled half the world. He had been the most powerful man on earth, and Marco had served him faithfully for nearly twenty years.


Marco remembered sitting at the foot of the great man’s marble throne, regaling him with stories of his travels throughout the great Mongol Empire.


It was the khan’s own impending death, thirty years ago, that had finally sent Marco and his relatives on the long journey back to Venice. Kublai Khan was revered as a god, so no one spoke openly of his illness—but the Polos could tell that he was growing weaker by the day.


Kublai Khan had especially liked Marco and his stories, and that had kept all the Polos in the ruler’s favor. But there was no guarantee the next emperor would share the khan’s fondness for foreigners.


They needed to get away before he died.


Then the khan announced that he needed trusted emissaries to deliver one of his princesses to Persia for an arranged royal marriage.


The Polos volunteered. Khan, perhaps sensing the situation, reluctantly agreed. They said good-bye and left the khan’s palace behind. Not long into their journey, word came that their patron had indeed died in his sleep.


Marco coughed again. This time a trickle of blood formed on his lips.


Peter, his Mongolian servant, gently placed a handkerchief on Marco’s mouth and wiped away the blood.


Peter had always been there for Marco. He’d been his personal assistant in Asia and had remained with him ever since. He had even stayed by Marco’s side during the long and terrible journey home from Asia.


Marco shuddered, but it wasn’t the pain this time. It was the memory of that horrible voyage.


That had been Marco’s one great disaster. Along with the princess, he had also allowed a deadly cargo onboard. Hundreds of his crew had died. It had been his fault; it had all been his fault. Thankfully, only he and Peter knew the truth about what had really happened, and, in the years since, they had taken great pains to keep that secret safe.
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Now Marco tried to share one final look with Peter. Marco had asked him to perform one last task—a task that would keep the past hidden forever.


He stared at Peter, but Peter seemed to be looking at Moreta. Was he avoiding Marco’s glance?


Marco felt his weak heart leap. Had Peter not done what he’d asked? The horror of the thought gripped him. He lifted his head and looked at Peter again, pleading for reassurance.


This time Peter caught his eye and smiled. He nodded yes.


Marco lay back on his bed, relieved. Peter had done it; he had destroyed the final record of that journey. Marco felt ashamed that he’d ever doubted him.


The world would never know the truth. He could die in peace.


The priest must have sensed the end was near. He again leaned in close and whispered into Marco’s ear, “Signor Polo, is there anything you’d like to confess? Any lies you have told?”


Marco laughed, and coughed, and then laughed again.


The people of Venice had loved his stories, but they’d never really believed him when he described all the wonderful and terrible things he’d seen. They scoffed when he told them of giant birds, and rocks that burned, and oil that seeped from the ground.


As he felt his spirit leaving his body, he raised his head and uttered his last words: “I have told only half of what I have seen!”


Marco Polo’s lifeless body fell back onto the sheets. The great explorer had left on his final journey.


Venice, one year ago


Antonio Fusilli looked up from his desk.


Someone had just entered his inner sanctum—the Marco Polo Library at the Museo di Arte Orientale in Venice—and Antonio was not impressed. First of all, this was a private library, with visits by appointment only. Then there was the way the person was dressed. His or her face, head, and body were completely hidden behind a large fedora, scarf, and trench coat.


“Do you not know that it is spring?” Fusilli called through the open office door. “Why do you dress so ridiculously?” Antonio himself was impeccably dressed, as always, and this person offended his fashion standards.


The figure turned toward him, but said nothing.


“Please leave,” Antonio said. This place was more than an office for him. He was, after all, a descendant of Marco Polo. This was sacred ground.


Again, the figure said nothing. But this time a gloved hand emerged from the coat, holding a thick wad of euros.


Antonio relaxed his standards and rules a little. He got up from behind his desk and walked into the main hallway.


“Why do you offer me such a generous amount of cash?” He smiled.


“I want . . . the book.” The voice was soft and scratchy. Antonio couldn’t tell if it was coming from a man, a woman, or even a child.


“Book? What book?” Antonio shrugged, looking around. “This is a library. We have hundreds of books.”


The figure grabbed Antonio by the neck and leaned in close to his face. The person was wearing a carnival mask! Outrageous!


“Bruto,” the voice croaked. “Polo’s secret notebook, you idiot. The one that he wrote in on his journey home from China.”


Antonio felt a cold shiver run down his spine. “Polo decided the story of that journey was of no value,” Antonio lied.
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The figure hissed through the scarf. “Silencio! You know and I know that he kept a notebook and that it survived.” The hold on Antonio’s neck tightened menacingly.


Antonio gasped as his throat constricted, “If you kill me, you will never find it.”


“So you admit it exists.” The figure let go.


Antonio grabbed his throat, nodding his head in affirmation.


“Yes”—cough—“it exists,” he said. “You can have one look, for five minutes. But it will cost you twice the euros you have offered.”


Without flinching the figure unrolled an even larger packet of bills and placed it in Antonio’s hand.


“This is four times as much,” said the voice, “for fifteen minutes.”


Antonio took a deep breath. “Si, si, fifteen minutes. But then you must leave and never come back.”


“Agreed.”


Antonio adjusted his tie. He gestured for his strange visitor to sit down in a small wooden chair. The chair looked ordinary enough, but it was actually the first step in Antonio’s security system. The seat contained a sensor. If someone sitting there stood up, the sudden loss of weight would set off an alarm, summoning the police.


“Wait here and don’t move,” Antonio said. He made his way down a hall lined with bookcases. A vault door stood at the far end. Antonio looked back. The figure was sitting in the chair, reading a book.


Antonio took out a ring with three golden keys. He inserted the first key into the vault door. With a click of metal on metal, the door slid open.


Antonio looked back again. The figure was still seated, reading another book.


Antonio stepped inside the vault, letting the door almost close behind him. Then he gently lifted the edge of an ornate Persian rug. Underneath was a trapdoor. The second key opened that.


Resting inside the secret compartment was a golden box. It was decorated with emerald-eyed angels and mermaids, delicately wrought sundials, diamond-studded wind roses and carved sailing ships. Any thief who’d managed to get this far would grab the beautiful box, thinking it was the treasure. That, however, would be a mistake. The box was bolted to the floor; tugging it would release a spring-loaded knife.


Antonio chuckled. “Aimed right at il cuore—the heart.”


The golden figures that adorned the top of the box were actually a clever combination lock. Antonio turned the arms on the wind roses and the sundial to the combination that he alone knew.


With a click the lid opened.


Antonio pulled out the final key and placed it into the lock on a small, plain tin box that lay inside. He turned the key and opened the lid.


Antonio leaned down and carefully lifted out the real treasure: a tiny leather notebook. For centuries his family had kept it hidden from the outside world.
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The great Marco’s servant Peter had burned the original, according to Marco’s instructions. But Peter had also betrayed his master’s wishes and made a copy. Actually, he’d made two: one for himself, in his own Mongol language, and one in Italian, for Moreta, the Polo daughter he dearly loved.


“Ah, amore.” Antonio sighed, carefully touching the cover. “You can be so cruel.”


Moreta had had jewels and wealth. Peter had wanted to give her something no other suitor could offer: a glimpse into a part of her father’s past that he alone knew. But when Moreta read the notebook and discovered the terrible secret that lay within, she had rejected Peter’s love token and Peter himself.


Heartbroken, Peter had returned to Asia and disappeared, along with his copy of the notebook.


Then it was Moreta’s turn to be heartbroken. She realized, too late, that she had rejected the one man she truly loved. And as much as she had hated the story the notebook told, Moreta could not bring herself to destroy it. It was her only link to the man she had lost forever.


Antonio knelt on the floor of the vault, holding the family heirloom. “With my apologies, dearest ancestor Moreta, I will now use this to secure my retirement.”


Antonio knew that no one could unlock the notebook’s secret in a mere fifteen minutes. He would end the day rich, and the mysterious figure would end the day disappointed.


Antonio stood up and turned around. He stopped cold.


The visitor blocked the vault’s doorway, a gun sticking out from underneath the large trench coat. “Santa Maria!” Antonio gasped, staring past the barrel of the gun and back down the hallway to the empty chair. Except it wasn’t empty. There was a neat pile of books where the visitor was supposed to be sitting.


“How . . . ?” Antonio gawked.


“Simple,” the figure rasped. “I added one book after another as I slowly lifted myself off the chair. I happen to be an expert in weights and measures.”


Antonio had to think quickly. He glanced around the room, trying not to let his panic show. There was one last alarm he could trigger: a button near the trapdoor.


“And what will you do now with the notebook?” he asked, inching toward the opening.


“You’ll have to find that out in the afterlife. Ciao,” said the figure as it pulled the trigger.


Antonio made a final lunge toward the alarm. The bullet narrowly missed the precious book, but it did not miss Antonio’s heart. He fell, dead, his finger just grazing the button.


Alarms rang out and the vault door began to close. The figure leaped over to Antonio’s body, grabbed the notebook and the money, and narrowly made it back through the door before it slammed shut.


By the time the police arrived, the strange visitor was long gone.





Chapter One


Salmon or Salmonella?


Neil Flambé stood in his kitchen and took a deep breath.


Was perfection too much to expect? he wondered. He spoke slowly into his phone.


“Gunter, the salmon you sent me is just this side of rotten. I have twenty people expecting a fantastic fish dinner tonight. What they are not expecting is a side dish of FOOD POISONING!” The man on the other end of the call held the receiver away from his ear. He was Gunter Lund, a famous chef in his native Germany before burning out five years ago in a pitched battle with a stubborn batch of bierwurst sausages.
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He’d moved to Vancouver to escape the stress and had started his own seafood distribution business. But clients like Flambé made him wonder if it wasn’t time to go back to cooking. He felt a shot of pain in his stomach. His doctor had warned him about stress and ulcers.


It’s not any fourteen-year-old who can talk to me in that tone of voice, he thought.


That was certainly true, but Neil Flambé was not just any fourteen-year-old. He had his own restaurant, his own line of cooking pans, and his picture was on the front cover of the latest issue of CHEF! Magazine, under the headline “Is There Anything This Boy Can’t Cook?”


Neil Flambé was a star.


Another of Flambé’s talents? He could make an ordinary cell phone sound like a megaphone.


“HELLO? GUNTER? Are you still there? I need a different fish!”


Gunter wanted desperately to hang up. Instead he tried another approach. “Neil, please calm down. The man on the boat assured me that he caught the fish this morning.”


“Floating on top of an oil slick?” Neil yelled. “Listen, I have the top food critics from all the major newspapers coming for dinner, as well as the Spanish ambassador. If I serve that toxic fish to my guests, it will KILL THEM!”


“You’re exaggerating, Neil,” Lund said, struggling to stay calm. “It was fine when it left here. And it’s only a few minutes to your restaurant.”


Neil took a loud breath, prepping for another assault on Gunter’s ears.


“But if you insist,” Gunter continued quickly, deciding it was probably best just to give in, “I’ll send over another fish right away.”


There was a short silence.


“You’ll send two,” Neil said firmly.


Gunter paused. His stomach had started to churn, and he knew he’d need to pop another antacid or five when he finally got off the phone. Flambé was one of his best—or at least one of his best-paying—customers. He’d fork over plenty for a good salmon. The only problem was that he was a royal pain in the zielscheibe: the rear end.


Gunter rubbed his finger over his throbbing temple. “Yes, fine, two,” he said. The line clicked and Flambé was gone. 


“He doesn’t even say danke schön,” Gunter muttered angrily. He turned in his chair and yelled out the window to his partner Renée, who was sitting on the dock fixing her nets.


“I need two fresh salmon right away!” Gunter shouted. “Still flipping, if you can find any like that.”


He burped. “And bring me some antacids, too.”
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Chapter Two


Prep Time


Neil clicked his phone shut and turned back to his chopping block. The fish lay there, its glassy eyes turning slightly opaque. Neil’s extrasensitive nose told him this fish was not as fresh as it seemed.


Too bad. It had cost him an incredible $260. But there was no chance this smelly carcass was going to find its way onto his menu.


“Garbage!” Neil yelled at no one in particular.


“Chillax, cuzzin.” The voice came from the rear doorway of the kitchen. “Man, you are wound tighter than my mum’s hairdo!”


Neil turned and glared at his cousin. Larry was a few years older than Neil, hadn’t shaved in a couple of days ,and looked like he hadn’t had a haircut in a couple of decades. His light brown hair fought to escape from underneath his chef’s cap, and was winning the battle. He chuckled as he carried a crate of fresh asparagus into the kitchen.


“That fish has gotta be fresh, man. The delivery guy only dropped it off, like, ten minutes ago.”


Neil closed his eyes and started to count to ten. He was trying to be patient, he really was. “Come here, Larry, and really smell this fish,” he said. “See if you can stop yourself from throwing up.”


“Oh, man,” Larry groaned. “Here we go again with this whole ‘extrapowerful sense of smell’ stuff. What are you, a warlock? Harry Pots and Pans?” Larry laughed at his own joke.


As usual, Neil didn’t.
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Neil pointed at the fish. “Smell it.”


Larry shrugged and walked over to the chopping block. He stuck his nose as close to the salmon as he could and took a big theatrical sniff.


“So?” Neil asked. “How does it smell?”


“Awful,” Larry said.


Neil broke into a triumphant smile.


Larry winked. “But then again, I hate salmon.” He laughed. “And hey, that smells like a fresh salmon to me.”


Neil’s smile was quickly replaced by a frown. “A truly fresh fish should hardly smell at all,” he said.


“So what does bad fish smell like?”


“Bad fish smells like, well, fish.”


“You mean like when you see a dead fish washed up on a beach, or like sometimes when you walk past the fish counter in a supermarket and you get a whiff and go whoa!?” Larry asked, walking his asparagus over to the large metal sink that stood against the kitchen’s back wall.


“Exactly.”


“Yuck. And you can smell that on this fish?”


Neil took another whiff. The faint scent of a fish going bad was stronger now.


“Yes,” he said.


Sure, most chefs would miss it. Larry certainly had. The fish hadn’t gone off enough to really kill anybody. But Neil Flambé held himself to a different standard, a much, much higher standard. And when it came to upholding that standard, his supersensitive olfactory nerve was his secret weapon.


“Why did I ever let you into my kitchen?” he muttered under his breath.


“Are you talking to the fish?” Larry asked as he carefully cleaned the asparagus in the sink. “Because that would be a little weird, even for you.”


“Actually,” Neil said, “I was talking to you.”


“Ah.” Larry nodded. “Well, in that case, we could start with the thrilling tale of how we got the restaurant. . . .”


Neil looked around at the peeling paint and the ancient fridge. It had not been Neil’s first choice. In fact, it gave him a headache, and heartburn, just thinking about how Larry had picked the place.


“I’d rather not,” Neil said.


“Okey dokey,” Larry continued. “Then, on a more practical level, you ‘let’ me into your kitchen because there’s no way my parents and yours would keep pouring money into Chez Flambé if I wasn’t here.”


Neil frowned. “True. Sad, but true.”


“And,” Larry added smugly, “I don’t think the public health department would be all, like, ‘Hey, what a great idea! Let’s let a fourteen-year-old kid run his own restaurant.’ Face it, you need someone with experience.”


“Experience?”


“Yes, experience. I worked at the world-famous Empress Hotel,” Larry said proudly.


“You were a dishwasher.”


“And I watched some of the best chefs in the business do their stuff.”


“Ha!”


“And never underestimate the importance of clean dishes, chef boy,” Larry added with a wink. “Keeping those nasty germs off the plates keeps them out of your clients’ stomachs. And that keeps the boy genius out of court.”


Neil rolled his eyes. He and Larry were like cream and lemon juice: mix them together, and you got spoiled milk. For now, he’d had enough.


“I have to cook,” he said, turning his attention back to the fish. “Garbage,” he repeated, staring down at the salmon. “It’s not good enough to serve in my restaurant.”


He grabbed the salmon by the tail and walked over to the back window. He managed to open it with his free hand and a crowd of well-fed cats in the alley jumped at the sound of the sliding wood. They quickly huddled together, licking their lips. Neil was a picky chef, and an open window outside Chez Flambé usually meant good eating.


“Here you go,” Neil yelled as he tossed the fish into the alley. The cats lunged and fought to grab any bit of the gourmet fare.


Neil watched them for a moment. He’d tossed a slightly overdone rib roast out the window the day before. He could still see the little bit of bone and string that remained. That dish he’d actually cooked. At least he hadn’t wasted too much time on the salmon.


“See,” Larry said, peering over Neil’s shoulder. “It’s good enough for cats, and they’ve got a great sense of smell.”


“Not as good as mine.” Neil clenched his teeth and slammed the window shut. “Now back to work—we’ve got customers coming.”


“What can I do today, mon capitaine?” Larry saluted with a smile.


“Wash some dishes for a start,” Neil suggested. “Then do what a good sous-chef does, and cut some vegetables, and onions. And grab the new fish when it arrives and bring it straight to me.”


“Your command is my wish,” Larry said, saluting again. He turned on his heel and headed back to the sink, whistling to himself.


Neil looked at the clock. Time to prep.


He’d make the mint sauce for the salmon later. First he needed to prepare the seasoning for his special dish.


[image: images]





Chapter Three


Potatoes Flambé


Neil Flambé was in his element. Now that he was actually cooking, he could forget about the rotten fish. He ran his fingers along the handles of his favorite knives. They hung suspended on a magnetic rack above his stainless-steel countertops.


There were Japanese sushi knives that resembled miniature samurai swords. He had a large butcher’s knife that looked like it could cut a whole cow in half. And he had a series of shiny steel knives of various sizes. They were all razor sharp and lovingly polished. They made the pale fluorescent lights of the kitchen gleam like sunlight.
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Which one for this meal? Neil wondered. But he already knew the answer. There was only one knife that could calm his nerves after the skirmishes with Gunter, Larry, and the fish: the knife he’d had specially made when he was just ten years old. It had been forged in a centuries-old blacksmith shop in southern France and had been weighted perfectly for his hand and his alone.


Neil had undergone a growth spurt recently that had left him feeling gangly and awkward. But even still, this knife felt like an extension of his own body.


Neil pulled it down from the rack. Suddenly, he was like an orchestra conductor with his best baton.


He set a large maple chopping block on the stainless steel-counter. Larry was working away at the big sink at the back, but Neil had a smaller sink next to him. He placed a bowl of potatoes in the sink and covered them with water.


Neil’s grumpiness disappeared as he started prepping the garlic. He didn’t like chefs who sliced it all thin and uniform, especially not for this dish. He preferred irregular sizes. Some bits would give the diner a subtle hint of the herb, while others would suddenly explode on the tongue with a burst of garlic flavor.


He threw the garlic into a stainless-steel bowl.


“Some salt from Italy.


“Pepper from Indonesia.”


Neil added herbs, picked just five minutes ago from the rooftop garden above his kitchen. He took some organic olive oil and splashed it with a slight touch of locally grown cranberry vinegar. The vinegar was his own brand, perfected in his basement with the chemistry set his parents had bought him in a vain attempt to encourage a less expensive career.


He swished the ingredients around in the bowl: the olive green of the oil blending perfectly with the fresh mint and rosemary and the slight red of the vinegar.


Neil rested the bowl on the counter and waited for the liquid to still.


“Ready for the potatoes.” He always said that out loud, like a holy incantation.


Over at the sink, Larry chuckled. “They’re just potatoes, man. It’s like rice—how different can you make them?”


Neil almost cracked a smile. Almost. “Yes, for most chefs—and two-bit dishwashers—potatoes are just a side dish. But not for me, not anymore.”


For most of his life Neil had been unhappy with potatoes, both the ones he’d been making and the ones he’d been eating. He knew there must be a better way to make the humble tuber tremendous, and he figured it had to start with a better potato.


For months Neil had scoured the countryside, looking for his holy grail of spuds. He’d tried dozens of different types, from dozens of different farms, but he was never satisfied.


He’d almost given up the search when, one day, he took a wrong turn on his bike, on a residential street, right in the middle of the city. It was an ordinary street, like hundreds of others, with nothing to set it apart. Nothing, that is, until he smelled them.


He stopped his bike right then and there and stood, like one of those hungry cats in his alley, outside the window of a run-down old house. The wood-framed window was cracked. The paint was flaking off. A ramshackle fence ran under the window and down the side of the property. It was a dump—there was no other word to describe it.


But coming from inside this dump was the smell of someone cooking the most wonderful potatoes.


“Hmm, too much pepper,” Neil said, sniffing the air. “And is that lemon juice?” He sniffed again. Yes, definitely lemon juice.
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Neil was not impressed. Lemon juice would completely overwhelm the starchy, subtle goodness of the potatoes. But it wasn’t the dish that had caught his attention. It was the smell of the potatoes themselves. And someone was about to ruin them, with lemon juice! Neil jumped up on the fence and knocked on the window.


An old man was hovering over a pot of boiling potatoes, about to drop in a cup full of lemon juice.


“Hey, you in there!” Neil yelled, still banging on the glass. “Don’t do it! Don’t kill those potatoes!” The man was so shocked that he dropped the cup onto the floor.


“Thank goodness.” Neil sighed. But the man wasn’t fazed for long. He grabbed a broom and ran to window. It took only one push to knock Neil back onto his butt.


“What are you, some kind of a thug?” the man cried, shaking the broom menacingly. “You could have given me a heart attack. Now go away!”


“No, wait!” Neil yelled. “I’m a chef, a great chef.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the man said. “You’re just a kid.”


Neil clenched his fist. Just a kid. He had been hearing those words his entire life, and he was sick of them. But he gritted his teeth and took a deep breath. He needed to get those potatoes.


“Look, sir, if I promise to make you the greatest potato dish ever, will you tell me where you got those spuds? That’s all I want to know.”


“Got them?” the man said. “I didn’t get them anywhere. I grow them myself.” He pointed the broomstick in the direction of his own backyard. Neil looked over. The entire yard was full of potato plants, hundreds of them.


“So, Mr. Mini-Chef,” the man said. “You gonna make me some dinner? Or do I have to wallop you again?”


Neil and Lu Ming struck a deal over that dinner. Neil smiled as he remembered the roasted garlic potatoes he’d prepared in Ming’s dingy kitchen. Ming had even promised never to mix lemon juice with his potatoes again.


Neil had used a lot of subterfuge over the years to keep his secret spud supplier a secret. But it was worth it every time he saw the ecstatic grin on the face of a satisfied paying customer. After eating Pommes de terre Flambé, diners would sometimes forget the rest of their meal.


Neil pulled a handful of Ming’s reddish brown spuds from the sink. They’d been sitting in the water just long enough to soften the skins. He took his paring knife and delicately scraped off the blemishes. No other bit of these perfect potatoes should be lost.


He’d barely started scraping when a blast of music yanked him out of his ritual. It was the theme from the old Batman TV show and it was coming from the chopping block he’d used for the rotten fish.


Neil stopped cold. It was his cell phone.


And it wasn’t that oaf Gunter calling back, either. Batman was Neil’s special ring tone. He’d never seen the show, but Larry had told him it was hilarious and had downloaded the song for Neil on the spot. “It’s your own personal Bat signal,” Larry said. And like the Bat signal, it rang only when something was wrong.


Neil sighed. The salmon would be here any minute, and so would the guests. He had no time for this conversation right now.


He started back to work, but the phone kept ringing. With a sigh, Neil put down the potatoes and walked over to his phone. He scooped it up and flipped it open.


“Hello,” he said without much enthusiasm.


“Flambé? That you?”


“Of course it’s me. Who else would it be?” he snapped. It was, as he expected, police inspector Sean Nakamura.


“I don’t know. Maybe I was hoping you’d lent your phone to a real chef,” Nakamura said sarcastically. “Anyway, there’s been another murder. We need your help.”


Suddenly there was a knock at the back door. “The new fish is here,” Larry yelled.


The potatoes stared back at him from the pot.


He could hear the front door of the restaurant opening. The Soba twins, Amber and Zoë, had arrived to prep the restaurant for dinner. The guests would be here soon, eager to claim the reservations they’d had to make weeks in advance.


“Flambé? You still there?” Nakamura yelled. “Flambé?!”


Neil calculated all the possibilities: the salmon, the potatoes, the guests . . .


“Give me twenty minutes,” he said.





Chapter Four


Poached Perch


The kitchen that Inspector Nakamura led him into was very familiar to Neil. He looked at the glazed tiles that covered the walls over the stainless-steel ovens and counters. Each contained a picture of a different exotic, but edible, fish: mackerel, tuna, arctic char, mahi-mahi, tilapia.
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Neil had been here dozens of times, visiting the man who’d made his magical seafood the talk of the town.


Lionel Perch was one of the best, with the emphasis on was. His grilled whitefish with sage and onion was the finest in the city, perhaps the country, perhaps even the world. Lesser chefs had been so discouraged after just one taste that they had quit cooking forever.


Lionel had once shown a five-year-old Neil the best way to know when a pan-fried fish was absolutely perfect.


“Flaky,” he’d said, “so that you can just separate the layers with a fork. Then take it off the stove and let the internal heat finish the cooking for you.”


And he’d explained how to time the sauce and the fish to be ready at exactly the same moment. It was a lesson in math, physics, and art that blew away anything Neil had learned at school in all the years since. Of course, Lionel had refused to show Neil everything. “After all,” he’d said, asking Neil to turn away while he’d mixed his secret blend of spices, “if we all cooked exactly the same, we might as well be robots or work for McDonald’s.”


Neil had never told Lionel that he could smell the ingredients nonetheless. Lionel had mixed together maybe a tablespoon of fresh chopped sage, about one-and-a-half large cloves of garlic, a quick grind of pepper and one . . . no, two pinches of Italian sea salt. Neil could also tell that the whitefish was mackerel, almost certainly imported fresh from Asia on an overnight flight.


But now Lionel was lying dead on the floor. His face was contorted in a bizarre smirk, almost like a smile, and his face was turning blue.


“Looks just like the other dead chef we found last week,” Nakamura said.


“Emily Almond,” Neil said, crouching on the floor next to the body.


“Yeah, right, Almond. And, as you can see,” Nakamura said, leaning in very close to Perch’s face, “he has the same brown residue on his lips.” He pointed with the tip of his pen and actually tapped the dead man’s lips. An infinitesimal puff of brown dust rose up in the air.
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—GORDON RAMSAY,
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