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To my partner in crime (writing) Laura and our two
amazing daughters. If only you liked seafood. Sigh . . .


AND TO EVERYONE . . . KEEP SUPPORTING
THOSE FOOD BANKS!





Prologue



The Mediterranean, 1225


Pierre stared intently at the horizon. It couldn’t be . . . but it was. He shaded his eyes. Yes, there, bobbing on the sea, was a ship. And it was heading toward the island. The brilliant white sails glimmered in the sun as it sped closer, carried by the warm Mediterranean wind.


Pierre scratched his scraggly beard. He had long since stopped having hallucinations about ships. This had to be happening. Still, he needed to be cautious. As the ship got closer, he could see the flag with the familiar blue circle and cross flying from the ship’s mast. He shuddered. A ship flying the exact same flag had dumped him on this miserable rock . . . when? He struggled to remember how long ago that was, but couldn’t.


Pierre remembered the details, though, as clearly as if it were yesterday. It had been the treacherous Jean Valette who’d gleefully shoved him onto the rocky beach, hands and feet still bound, and just as gleefully had thrown one meager sack of barley after him. It had broken open, spilling grains all over the pebbles and stone.
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“Feed yourself on that.” Valette had sneered. “Once it’s gone I guess you’ll have to be more creative.” He’d said the word “creative” with a twisted smile.


Pierre had looked at the desolate rocky landscape. No herbs, no sheep, no chickens, lambs, cows, or even horses, a gamey meat Pierre had once fed to the Pope himself. There were just a few scrubby bushes and stunted trees. He’d have to be creative indeed if he were to have any chance of surviving. To think Valette had once been Pierre’s guardian, his teacher, his mentor. Now he was his executioner.


Valette had turned back into the foaming surf and climbed into the waiting rowboat. As he had sailed away he’d called back, “You are not just a traitor to me, and to the Order, but to God above. We’ll see if God can forgive you. I never will.” Then he had spat in Pierre’s general direction.


Pierre had struggled to stand.


Valette had taken out his knife and thrown it at Pierre’s feet. “You can use this to cut your bonds,” he said, “and later you can use it to end your suffering.”


A sudden gust of wind had come up. It tipped Valette over and into the surf, where the crew scrambled to haul him, soaking and choking, back on board. Pierre had smiled, despite his dilemma. Then the same gust flew over the scattered barley and brought a welcome scent to Pierre’s nose. His smile grew as he realized that there wasn’t just barley on the beach. A number of other seeds had been mixed into the bag. It was only a tiny glimmer of hope, but for Pierre, it had helped transform his despair into determination—determination to live and to one day escape and exact his revenge. He watched as Valette’s ship disappeared over the horizon and then set to work.
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What followed were long months of backbreaking work. He gathered seaweed, whatever dirt and rotting wood he could grab, and built a garden. He carried stones from the beach and built a kind of hermit’s cave. And he hoarded the barley, eating as little as possible.


The next spring his work and sacrifice paid off. Tiny green sprouts of fragrant herbs sprouted in his makeshift garden. He protected them from wind and cold, and brought them to maturity. Now he was able to do what he did best: cook.


Pierre speared fish, when the current carried them close enough to shore. He learned to throw stones accurately enough to bring down gulls. It wasn’t the best bird flesh in the world, but on the island, it became a welcome feast.


He hadn’t thrived, but he hadn’t died.


Now, for the first time, a ship headed toward him. Was it a rescue? Or was Valette returning to ensure he’d actually died—and to finish him off if he hadn’t? Pierre had a full belly and, thanks to his hard labor, incredibly strong arms and legs. If there was going to be a fight, he was ready. The crew lowered a rowboat into the sea and approached the beach. Pierre hid behind his stone house and clutched the knife. He peered around the wall.


His heart leaped when he saw the man at the standing at the bow of the rowboat. It wasn’t Valette. It was his beloved cousin, Lawrence. Pierre hadn’t seen him since they’d fought together in the Holy Land. Pierre grimaced at the memory. That campaign was the reason he was here.


Pierre ran out from his hiding place and into the surf before the boat could land.


Lawrence spied the wild-looking man coming toward him and grabbed the hilt of his sword.


“Cousin, it’s me! Pierre!” Pierre yelled, splashing right up to the edge of the boat. Lawrence let his grip loosen and an enormous smile spread across his scruffy face.


“Pierre?! Impossible.”


Soon they were hugging and laughing and crying. Later, as they sat together on the ship, eating meals from Lawrence’s wonderful store of smoked meats and cheeses, they filled in the holes of the story.


“Why did you come for me?” Pierre said at last.


“Things have changed. The Pope and King both gave me permission to come claim your body for a proper burial. Now I see that won’t be necessary.”


“No thanks to that scoundrel Valette,” Pierre said, fingering his knife. “I wonder if he will exile me again once he finds out that I’m alive?”


“Valette is dead,” Lawrence said, avoiding Pierre’s gaze.


“Why can’t you look at me when you bring me such happy news?” Pierre asked.


“Because of his final words.”


“What did he say?”


“The priest asked him if he had anything to repent for. Instead of repenting . . . ” Lawrence’s voice trailed off.


“Yes?” Pierre stood up and grabbed Lawrence’s arm.


“Instead of repenting, he used his last breath to utter a curse.”


Pierre shook with anger. “What kind of curse? He has already robbed me of so much.”


“He said . . .” Lawrence paused, uncertain of how to break the news. “He said that from now until the end of time, no Flambé would ever cook again. If they even tried, they would pay a horrible price. He vowed death itself. Pierre, you must never cook again.”


Pierre fell backward, shocked. “Never cook again?” It was the worst curse he could imagine. He pulled a small notebook from his coat. It was the one possession he’d been able to smuggle onto the island, tucked into his stockings. It contained years of recipes, and even dishes he’d only dreamed of and never made. He pored over the words he’d scratched into the parchment with a pen made of gull feather and often his own blood for ink.


“No,” he said defiantly. “Never! The Flambés will become the greatest chefs the world has ever known. Curse or no curse!”


A few seconds later, a bolt of lightning hit the mast, and the ship caught fire.





Chapter One



Four and Twenty Thousand
Black Birds
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Every night, around dinnertime, all the crows in Vancouver fly east, abandoning downtown for the surrounding suburbs and their hills. It’s an amazing sight, a sky filled with cawing black birds, moving over the houses and parks like an enormous living storm cloud. No one knows for sure why they do this. Some believe they sense night is coming on, and bad things happen in the city at night.


Neil Flambé, on his fifteenth birthday, burst out of the back door of his kitchen and into the alleyway behind his restaurant, Chez Flambé. He was hyperventilating. His eyes were wide with panic. A crow gave a loud caw and Neil glanced toward the sky. As he gulped desperately for air he watched the birds pass over his head, momentarily blocking out the setting sun. He felt a chill run down his spine, but it wasn’t the cool evening air. The dark murder of crows seemed to match his mood perfectly.


Neil took a deep breath and tried to calm down. He could hear the Soba twins back in the kitchen calling in more dinner orders. Neil shook as his sense of rising panic returned. He prided himself on running the kitchen like a finely tuned clock, but it didn’t take long for orders to back up—one more disaster he couldn’t deal with right now. The crows continued to stream overhead. His foot tingled. Maybe he could just run away? No. Yes. What was going on? “Calm down!” he yelled at himself.


His birthday had not gone well. He’d gotten into fights with his girlfriend, Isabella; his cousin, Larry; and his mentor, Angel. Of course, that wasn’t so different from an ordinary day. But what had just happened was so shocking he could scarcely believe it.


The first group of customers had arrived early for their dinners at the grand reopening of the newly (and expensively) renovated Chez Flambé. They’d arrived to new tables, new engraved silverware, new linen, new dishes, and wonderful food.


Neil had cooked and served them a dozen of his latest creations, perfectly balanced and chosen for the occasion: mouthwatering mushroom risottos, succulent zucchini flowers stuffed with ricotta cheese and fried in olive oil, perfect pesto and Manchego cheese pizzas. He’d even allowed himself a smile at the thought of the compliments that would soon come flooding back through his gleaming stainless steel kitchen doors.


Instead, what had come back to the kitchen were at least half of the plates.


The customers had sent their dinners back.


Neil had to say it out loud to himself again now to actually believe it. “They sent their dinners back. They sent my dinners back.”


Amber and Zoe, his twin waitresses, had barely whispered the complaints.


“Too salty.”


“Too sweet.”


“Something tastes off.”


“Tastes like a can.”


“Over-seasoned.”


What? These dishes were prepared by Neil Flambé, not some hack with a hot plate! Neil had sniffed each dish closely. His incredible sense of smell—his secret weapon in the kitchen—had told him that his dishes were exactly as he had intended them. He even stuck his wooden spoon into the risotto and scooped out a huge mouthful.


It was, as he expected, sublime. “Those idiots must be drunk,” Neil said.


“I thought the customer was always right,” Neil’s cousin, Larry, called back from the sink where he was busy washing some carrots and zucchini.


“I thought the sous-chef was always quiet,” Neil shot back.


“Yes, chef.” Larry sighed and turned his attention back to the vegetables.


Still, Neil had to admit Larry had a point. Customers paid his bills, and those bills were huge. Neil gritted his teeth. “Tell them I’ll send a fresh order out ASAP,” he hissed to the twins.


Neil prepared the dishes exactly as he had the time before, sniffing at each tiny step to be certain that the dish was up to his exacting standard. The twins carried out the dishes with Neil’s assurance that they were perfect.
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But within minutes the dishes had returned again with the same complaints. Neil shook with rage. He grabbed the plates and threw the dishes through his back window, without bothering to open it, sending shards of glass and gourmet food to the cats waiting outside.


Neil cursed. “Calm down, Neil,” Larry said.


“Maybe the vegetables are off?” Zoe suggested.


“Or the spices?” Amber said.


Neil shook his head. “Not in a million years. I’m going to go give these idiots a piece of my mind to chew on,” Neil spat. He stormed out of the kitchen, sending the double doors swinging violently behind him. He marched toward the seated customers, and stopped dead in his tracks. Neil’s nose started twitching. Something was wrong. He sniffed closely. His super-sensitive nose was picking up was the unmistakable odor of . . . glue? The customers turned to see what was going on, then quickly turned their attention back toward their plates.


The men all had beards. The women wore wigs. Larry came up beside Neil. “You okay, chef-boy? I was waiting for the sound of you alienating our clientele. . . .”


Neil started to back away. “They’re all in disguise.”


“What are they, spies?” Larry asked.


“Worse,” Neil whispered. “Food critics.” He turned toward the kitchen and quickened his pace. His chest heaved and his head spun. Of course they were critics! This was the grand reopening of the best restaurant in the city, maybe the world. They were here, in disguise, to test the new menu. Neil’s throat started to constrict and his chest tightened even more.


This was serious. He didn’t just want good reviews, he needed them. Neil needed these people to spread the word of his skill as thickly as one of his kalamata olive tapenades on a good crostini. But now they had already sent back not one, but two sets of dishes. This was a disaster. He sprinted past Larry, through the kitchen, and out the back door to the alley, where he sat, wondering how this could have happened.


“Neil, where are you?” came Amber’s voice through the broken window. “Is everything okay?”


Neil didn’t answer. He didn’t know what the answer was. Had his nose failed him? His taste buds? Was he . . . losing it? It wasn’t unheard of for chefs to burn out, to lose their edge, but he was at the top of his game and he was just fifteen. Was it, gulp, more puberty?


He felt the slight fuzz on his chin as he watched the cats eagerly lap up the discarded food, expertly avoiding the shards of broken window. The cats purred and chewed and purred some more. Neil stopped rubbing his chin. This was interesting. He got up slowly and walked over to where the cats were greedily eating his dinner. These were no ordinary alley cats. Raised on a steady diet of Neil’s not-quite-perfect but still pretty amazing culinary rejects, they were almost as discerning as Neil when it came to food. If they were willing to risk sliced tongues to get at his risotto . . . he must be doing something right.
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“Good kitty,” he said, and patted the fattest cat on the head. Then he stood up straight and turned back toward the kitchen door. “But that’s it. No more food tonight.” The cats meowed angrily. The crows cawed overhead. Neil watched as the last of them sped off to the mountains and the last rays of sunlight glanced off the rooftops of his neighborhood.


“Time to cook,” he said, his lungs now filled with air and determination.


“Um, Neil, we still running a restaurant here?” It was Larry, who held the screen door open to let Neil in.


Neil didn’t answer. He marched back into the kitchen, past Larry and straight toward the stove, his face as still as stone. He had to concentrate, cook. Something weird was going on, for sure, but there was no way Neil was going to let it get the best of him. His moment of panic was just that, a moment. Okay, he’d use a little less salt, a little less seasoning, even though everything inside told him he was wrong, but he’d adjust to the critics’ demands.


He’d figure out the problem later.


Larry caught the steeled expression on Neil’s face.


“Good cheffy,” Larry said with a smile, and he let go of the door. “Now, let’s cook!”


The screen door banged shut. The noise attracted the cats, who looked lazily up at the faded green wood. One cat cocked his head. Someone had left a strange mark, like a circle and a cross, burned into the door.


There was a yell from inside the kitchen as Neil struggled to make a slightly seasoned and barely salted order of Pommes de Terre à la Flambé. The cats, as cats do, quickly forgot the mark and licked their lips with each yell. “No more food,” the tall redheaded kid in the chef hat had said, but the cats knew better. They sat gazing at the broken window, and waited.
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Chapter Two



Carrion Laughing


Neil slumped down on the sidewalk outside Chez Flambé, his back against the painted tile. He hung his head. He wanted to moan, but wasn’t sure he had the energy. His clothes were soaked with sweat. He was absolutely exhausted. Cooking tonight hadn’t been a pleasurable challenge, but a grueling battle. Neil had to work against his instincts, his expertise, in a maddening attempt to please the incognito critics.
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“I can’t believe how little sea salt I ended up putting in my mushroom bisque.” He shook his head sadly. At least the critics hadn’t sent the third round of dishes back . . . but Neil knew it wasn’t his best work. That was unforgivable. He still wasn’t sure what had gone wrong.


“It just makes no sense!” he mumbled. “They should have been asking for seconds, not leaving food on their plates.”


Neil had even announced to everyone that dinner was on the house. That was a financial hit he couldn’t really afford, but he hoped it might eke out some measure of compassion from the critics before they savaged him in the coming weekend’s papers.


“Darn,” he said, lowering his head into his palms. “That could not have gone any worse.”


“Well, happy birthday,” Larry said, sitting beside him. “I did get you this.”


“A time machine, I hope.”


“Um, no. I’m thinking of the future.” Larry handed Neil a tiny box, wrapped in a scrap of that morning’s newspaper.


“It’s some white truffle oil from Northern Italy,” Larry said with a smile.


“Seriously?”


Larry nodded.
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“That’s actually really . . . nice,” Neil said. He carefully opened the package. A small glass vial containing a golden liquid fell into his palm.


“And it’s the really good stuff too,” Larry said, beaming.


Neil began to smile, but stopped. He looked sideways at Larry. “Wait a minute. This is the good stuff . . . and it isn’t cheap. How did you— Wait, never mind. I don’t want to know. The less I know, the less chance there is that I can testify in court.”


Larry chuckled. “Don’t worry, Sirloin Holmes, nothing weird about this one. I had a friend who was heading over to Italy for school.”
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“Let me guess. SHE owed you a favor?”


“Not a favor, exactly. She just wanted to say thanks.”


“For?”


“Never mind,” Larry said with a faraway look in his eye and a smile.


Neil watched the liquid sparkle in the soft light of Chez Flambé. Expensive, rare, and exquisite, truffle oil like this should go in a special dish and should be used soon, while it was still fragrant and fresh. But could he risk it? What if he wasted it on dishes that got sent back? He found the energy to moan and let his head slump.


“I thought you said birthdays were lucky,” Neil said quietly. “In fact, I distinctly remember you saying that on the plane ride back from Mexico City.”


“Well, not all luck is good luck,” Larry said. “So, technically, I’m still right.”


“Gee, thanks,” Neil mumbled between his fingers.


“Besides, isn’t Angel always saying you need to find happiness inside?”


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“Well, you know you cooked good food. . . .”


“Great food.”


“Whatever.” Larry rolled his eyes. “Anyway, Angel always says you need to find happiness from your own self, not from what others say about you. That includes critics.”


“The last thing Angel said to me today was ‘grow up.’”


“Actually, I think his actual last words were ‘shut up.’”


Neil spread his fingers and glared at his cousin. “And?”


“Maybe you shouldn’t have been so critical of the frosting he made for your birthday cake.”


Neil didn’t say anything. Neil could still taste the iodine from the cake. It had tasted bitter, like it had been made with salt instead of sugar. Neil knew, or at least had thought, that Angel would like honest feedback from a great chef. Apparently not.


Larry suddenly laughed and slapped Neil on the back “Hey! How ironic! You sent Angel’s cake back. See, it happens to the best chefs . . . like Angel.”


Neil ignored the jab.


“It doesn’t happen to me,” Neil said. He was silent for a moment, thinking. “Those critics must have been up to something,”


“What do you mean?”


“Why would they send them back?”


“Because they tasted like—wait . . . was it cardboard or tin cans?”


“No. Those dishes were perfect. They were perfect. It had to be some ulterior motive. Maybe they were intentionally trying to set me off?”


“Um, okay, why exactly?”


“Because they’re jealous? Because they want to tear me down?”


“Um, Neil, maybe you should take a deep breath and settle yourself into a nice calm cup of tea or something.”


“Tea?”


“It goes great with humble pie, which is what you’re going to be eating if you don’t settle down. Critics are critics. They can’t like everything you cook.”


Neil scoffed. “Of course they can.” He stared off into the distance.


“Maybe they’ve been paid off by some other chef?” Neil said, biting his nail. “They show up to rattle me, send the dishes back, then rip me in the papers.” A slight breeze came up and jostled the newspaper Neil had let fall to the ground. Something caught his eye. He cocked his head and looked closely at the page. Tucked next to a story about a piano-playing chipmunk was a tiny advertisement.


 


Opening soon. Carrion. Vancouver’s
Newest and Best Restaurant. Look
for us across from Trader Bob’s Only a
Dime and the Rough dollar store on
Stella Street.


 


Trader Bob’s on Stella Street? That was right next to . . . Chez Flambé?!


Neil’s head snapped up. Across the street stood the derelict remains of the Pets and Pelts kennel and haberdashery. It had been empty and crumbling since way before Neil moved into his place—thank goodness. Neil shoved the truffle oil into his pocket and ran over. There, taped to the inside of the cracked window, was a building permit, reading “Zoned for restaurant.” The ad said “opening soon,” but Neil couldn’t see any sign of work. No wonder he didn’t know there was a restaurant coming. Neil pushed his nose against the glass and peered inside. It was almost completely dark. But Neil thought he could see a faint blue light in the gloom, like two eyes staring back at him. Maybe it was a bit of the streetlight reflecting off some metal. A new stove maybe? He blinked and peered inside again, but the light, whatever it was, had disappeared.


Neil stood back and looked at the graffiti-covered walls. A new restaurant? Here? The closest Neil had to competition in this part of town was the falafel and french fry joint that was only open on weekends, four doors down. Neil didn’t even consider it competition for his business—more of a danger for his customers. His main concern was that the wind would carry the smell of the putrid fat into his dining room just as he was serving his duck terrine.
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Something scurried past his feet, emerging—he was sure—from some crack in the facade of the building. Someone was going to start a restaurant here, to go head-to-head with Neil? Who was the chef? “What idiot would put a restaurant in this part of town?” Neil said angrily.


As if on cue, Larry came up beside him. “Hey, cool, another restaurant!”


Neil gritted his teeth. “Yes, cool . . . another restaurant in a part of town that can barely attract enough customers for ONE! At least I know which chef was paying off those critics. Whoever is starting this place!”


“Well, maybe. But we don’t even know who this chef is, or what this place is. It looks haunted. Maybe it’s going to be a coffee shop run by animal ghosts!” Larry said with a wide-eyed smile.


“Dream on,” Neil said.


“Oh, I will. Coffee served by ghostly rabbits. That would be awesome.”


“You are right about one thing. We don’t know who’s behind any of this, but I intend to find out.” Neil grabbed his cell phone and flipped it open. “I’m calling Nakamura.”


“Whoa, whoa, cuz, does this really seem like a police emergency?” Larry said, putting his hand on Neil’s arm. He did his best imitation of Neil and Sean Nakamura, Neil’s frequent partner in solving food-related crimes. “‘Nakamura, stop chasing that bank robber.’ ‘Why, Nose, what’s the situation?’ ‘My food sucked tonight and I think it might be the ghosts of the pets from across the street messing with my marjoram. . . .’”


Neil yanked his arm away. “Get your hands off me!” Neil looked at Larry with an almost crazed expression. Larry was so alarmed he took a step back. Neil caught himself and shook his head. “Sorry, Larry, sorry . . . I’m just a little . . . frazzled.”


“Little? You looked a bit more than a little frazzled there, chef-boy.”


Neil flipped his phone shut.


“I said I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s not an emergency,” Neil said. “I guess it can wait until tomorrow . . . tomorrow morning.”


Larry put his hand back on Neil’s shoulder. “Maybe you should get some sleep. I’ll finish cleaning up.” Neil nodded.


Together, they walked back to Chez Flambé. “Oh, I almost forgot,” Larry said. “Your mom and dad dropped by to wish you a happy birthday.”


“What? I didn’t see them.”


“You were busy.”


“Doing what?”


“Cooking . . . and yelling. They stuck their heads in the kitchen, but figured you weren’t in the mood to be disturbed.”


“They couldn’t stay?” Neil fought to suppress the slight tremor in his voice.


“Your dad said something about a conference call or a meeting or something. He said they’d see you at home . . . maybe tomorrow.” Larry winced as he relayed the message. There was no question Neil’s parents loved him, but they weren’t exactly the warm-and-fuzzy types.


“Happy birthday to me,” Neil said quietly as they walked into the dining room.


“They did leave you this,” Larry said, holding a small plain parcel, wrapped in twine. “At least I think they left it.”
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“What do you mean ‘think’? They didn’t hand it to you?”


“Well, I only said a quick hello and then had to grab that order of steaks off the grill. It was on the counter after they left and I’m sure it wasn’t there before that.”


“Great, thanks,” Neil said.


“Aren’t you going to open it?” Larry asked.


Neil stared at the package. The paper was crinkled and old. The twine looked more like a dirty old shoelace. Typical. “No. I don’t think so.” Neil walked over to the tiny office at the back of the kitchen and threw the package on top of his desk. It hit some papers and slid off, landing somewhere on the floor with a thud. Neil slammed the office door. “Maybe tomorrow . . . you know, just to prolong such a great birthday.”


Larry pumped his fist in the air. “Hey, we’ll storm back, big guy. Now get some rest.”


Neil grabbed his keys off the wall. He smacked his head. “I forgot. I have English homework due Monday. What else could go wrong?”


As if on cue, it began to rain.


“Let me guess,” Larry said, doing his best to suppress a chuckle. “No rain gear?”


Neil didn’t say anything. He walked past Larry, out the back door, and climbed onto his increasingly wet bike. Then he pedaled sadly and wetly home.


 


[image: Diagram]


 


MY DEAREST IRINA,


I CAN NO LONGER ACCEPT MY
FATE, A FATE OF MY OWN MAKING.


I AM LEAVING YOU THIS BOOK. IT IS THE ONLY GOOD THING I HAVE LEFT.


FAREWELL.


PIERRE 1272              1311


 


Pierre Flambé stared through the rain at his wife and children, sitting around the fire inside of their makeshift home. Pierre didn’t have the energy to cry; he let the rainwater wet his cheeks in place of tears. He was a hollow man, defeated . . . cursed.


His family didn’t know it, but he was saying good-bye. Pierre had tried to make a life for them. He had failed. He loved his family, and he loved his beautiful Irina. He had loved her ever since that day he had crawled onto the salty shoreline of Malta, his rescue ship smoldering and sinking on the horizon.


She had pulled him away from the waves and had nursed him back to health with meals of honey and cakes and tea made with bitter herbs. Pierre had been able to salvage only one possession from the wreck—his recipe book. He was clutching it when he washed ashore. Irina had to wrench his fingers loose before she could hang it to dry. When he’d woken from his stupor, he’d panicked, worrying that it had been lost.


The book contained what was left of his life as a wizard with food. The sea had washed away many of the recipes. His blood was not a very waterproof ink. But the marks from the homemade quills could still be read if the page was wetted.


Pierre married Irina, had two wonderful children, and made a living as a cook for a series of lords and ladies and bishops.


Then, one day, for no reason, he lost his ability to cook. He poisoned an influential cardinal. The cardinal had almost died, and wasn’t happy. He exiled Pierre from Malta forever. Pierre tried to find cooking jobs elsewhere, but every time he made a new start—began to recover his earlier expertise with food—something horrible would happen. Soon the name Flambé was synonymous with bad food, and hiring Pierre was not a risk anyone was willing to take.


Pierre tried his hand at other jobs, but his heart wasn’t in it. A Flambé was meant for greatness. Let the village idiots do the blacksmithing, masonry, and carpentry, he thought bitterly. His body and mind were not meant for these menial things. But he had to feed his family, so he sacrificed his principles and continued with whatever work he could find. Oh, why had be angered Valette? Why had he helped the so-called enemy . . . No, it was too painful to think about the life he might be enjoying now if he’d made different decisions twenty years ago.


Then one day, by some miracle, his cousin Lawrence reappeared. Pierre had assumed Lawrence had drowned in the wreck. Instead, he, too, had washed up on shore after the wreck, but miles away on the coast of Italy. He’d attempted to track Pierre down for years, and was shocked when he saw the shell of man who was once his younger cousin toiling as a tanner in a leather-maker’s shop in LaRochelle.


He tried, without success, to cajole Pierre out of his depression.


Pierre remembered all of this as the rain continued to pelt his scraggly red hair. Lawrence came up beside him.


“Take care of them,” Pierre said.


Lawrence was neither shocked nor confused. He knew his cousin was defeated. Lawrence nodded. “I will, I promise.”


Pierre pulled out his book and a quill. He scratched a note into the margins of his most precious recipes, then handed the book to Lawrence. Without another word Pierre turned around and disappeared into the nearby woods, and was never seen again.





Chapter Three



Frosty Icing


Angel Jícama sat down at his kitchen table and stared at the birthday cake with a critical eye. It was shaped like a giant chef’s hat, with red-hair icing sticking out underneath. He stroked his beard and hummed meditatively. It was a silly cake, he knew, but Neil was so serious all the time and Angel had been hoping to lighten his mood. He hadn’t.
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Isabella Tortellini and her bodyguard, Jones, sat across from him and stole sideways glances at each other. They had tracked Angel down at his apartment after their disastrous attempt at a birthday party at Chez Flambé. He had invited them in for dinner and tea. Dinner had been great—quail eggs on brown butter toasts—but Angel had been either watching the cake or stabbing it with a knife for a full fifteen minutes now.


“I think it’s safely dead,” said Jones, keeping a close eye on the knife. “That tea must be as thick as mud by now,” he whispered to Isabella.


Isabella had been keeping a closer eye on Angel’s expression. “Angel,” she said, reaching across the table and gently touching Angel’s hand. “It’s getting late. I need to go soon. Is everything okay?”


Angel had been so lost in his own thoughts that he’d almost forgotten that he had guests. “Sorry about that, Isabella,” he said. “I’m just a little rattled.”


“You can’t possibly tell me you’re surprised that Flambé kid is a rude little—” Jones started. Isabella gave a little cough and he stopped. “Well, you can’t be surprised that he’s cocky.”


“No. I’m worried because he was wrong about the cake.” Angel cut a small slice and placed it on a plate. He stared at it, not offering any to his guests or trying it himself.


Isabella knew why he was being so cautious. This cake had been the cause of a huge blowup between Neil and everyone else earlier at Chez Flambé.


Angel had made a mocha-chocolate-cream bombe for Neil—who had blurted out a short “thanks” but was, predictably, too preoccupied with dinner prep for much else. “Look, skip the candles and song; I’ve got to work,” he’d said. Then he’d sunk a fork into the cake and grabbed a bite.


He immediately spat it out all over the dining room floor. “Angel, that’s horrible! What did you do, replace the corn oil with motor oil?” Angel just sat there open-mouthed as Neil turned to Larry. “Clean up this mess. The customers will be here soon.”


Neil stormed back into the kitchen and Angel stormed out with the remainder of the cake, after throwing a few choice words in Neil’s direction. Isabella stormed into the kitchen herself and chastised Neil for being so rude. He turned on her with an anger she had never seen before. “Are you questioning my skills as a chef? Seriously? Me? I just won a major competition in Mex—”


He stopped when he saw the cold look in her eyes.


“I know there is much pressure on you today, Neil,” Isabella had said, poking a finger in Neil’s face. “But don’t you ever speak to me like this again, or I will never speak to you again.” Isabella had a long history of keeping her promises. She had once gone a decade without speaking to a single chef. Only an amazing meal from Neil Flambé had broken that silence. But she was perfectly willing to put a cork back in that perfume bottle.


Neil apologized.


Still, an icy chill had spread over the whole affair. Neil finally said, “I really do need to prep for dinner. I’ll call or . . . maybe see you later?”


Isabella hadn’t answered. She walked out and then she and Jones had gone in search of Angel.


Now the cake sat between them, saying nothing. She wished it could. Was Angel reacting this way because Neil had been right about the cake? Or maybe it was something else. Angel had worked alongside Neil in the Azteca Cocina in Mexico City and had worried that competing would bring back his old demons—his drive for perfection at all costs. Was that why Angel was so angry?
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World-class chef—and royal pain in the neck—Neil Flambé serves his dishes to resounding applause and overwhelming approval. He might be smug, but he’s got the nose to back it up.



Then things start going wrong: His signature dishes are returned. A group of critics visits the restaurant and leaves completely dissatisfied. The icing on the cake is when Chez Flambé is closed by an order of the Department of Health . . . and that’s just the beginning.



Suddenly Neil finds himself in the middle of the cook-off of his life. This time it’s about more than the prize—his entire reputation is at stake. In the heat of battle, he discovers the root of all his problems: a dark curse that has plagued Flambé chefs for centuries. Has Neil finally met a mess that even he can’t smell his way out of?








More delicious mysteries!
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