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Check out these Facebook groups that support the Haremlit community to find your next favorite harem tale!

	Dukes of Harem - https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem 

	Haremlit Readers - https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremLitBooks 

	Harem Gamelit - https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit 
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SMOKE SHOW
A SMOKY SLICE OF LIFE MEN’S ADVENTURE



ABOUT SMOKE SHOW

From tech mogul grind to smoke-filled, low-and-slow modern nomad life.

When tech founder Ryan Mitchell sells everything and points his Winnebago toward the Texas Gulf Coast, he's seeking solitude. Everything changes on a Tuesday when a smoke show named Piper slides into his booth during breakfast tacos. He discovers fire, flavor, and fusion with women who make him question his carefully planned solo life. With Ryan’s love of smoking meat, Piper’s culinary training, and Mari’s experience with mobile kitchens, the trio decided to take a chance and join the food truck scene.

This spicy foodie road memoir explores how one burnout tech mogul leaves the 80-hour grind and begins learning to read smoke instead of spreadsheets. Can the three of them work together to build a barbecue joint on wheels, pursue their dreams, and change everything? Perfect for readers who love slow-burn romance, foodie culture, van life adventures, and Texas barbecue with sharp humor, savory scenes, and heartfelt age-gap relationships.

From burnt out to burnt ends, Ryan Mitchell is about to discover the perfect recipe for a life worth living.

Smoke Show is the first book of the Chef's Kiss Barbecue series. A slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this harem romance of midlife reinvention.


To the pit masters of Texas barbecue, and the purveyors of heat, spice, and smoky meats.


Barbecue may not be the road to world peace, but it's a start.

ANTHONY BOURDAIN


SMOKE SHOW



CHAPTER 1
THE BURNOUT PROTOCOL


You know that moment when you realize you've been holding your breath for twenty years? Mine came at 11:47 AM on a Tuesday in downtown Austin, watching our stock ticker flash green numbers that meant absolutely nothing to me. By midday, BizProTech was trading at twice its opening price and continuing to climb. Everyone around me lost their minds. With the strike price for founder shares, many of us were looking at a windfall. Champagne corks were flying, people were crying, and our CFO was on the phone with his yacht broker.

Me? I calculated how fast I could liquidate everything and disappear.

Not the reaction you'd expect from a guy who'd become worth north of ten million dollars, but there you have it. While my team celebrated in the conference room, mentally, my bags were already packed. Or rather, determined what bags I needed, since I planned to get rid of everything I owned.

The funny thing about building a business-process-optimization platform is that you become really, really good at optimizing processes. Even ones that involved dismantling your entire life. I had spreadsheets for my spreadsheets with color-coded timelines for selling the condo, transferring assets offshore, liquidating the 401(k), and even finding a new home for my Tesla. Because nothing says "mid-life crisis" like a forty-two-year-old tech founder driving around Austin in a Model S, am I right?

Three weeks later, I, Ryan Mitchell, proudly owned one major possession: a thirty-six-foot Winnebago Adventurer 36Z with solar panels, satellite internet, and enough battery storage to power a small village. Oh, and a used Nissan Leaf on a tow dolly, because even in my crisis of conscience, I wasn't ready to give up on electric vehicles entirely. Some habits die hard.

By the way, the Douglas Adams reference wasn’t lost on me. By age forty-two, one should supposedly know the answer to life, the universe, and everything, right? I had absolutely no idea what any of it meant. So I did what any rational person would do: I pointed my rolling home south and decided to find out.

I drove south out of Austin, turned left at San Antonio, and followed the highway until it hit Corpus Christi. But let me tell you, the Gulf Coast in early September hit me like opening an oven door with temperatures in the mid-nineties and humidity so high that it felt like walking through soup. It initially made me question every life choice that brought me to the Texas Gulf Coast. All things considered, though, I'd rather acclimate to the oppressive heat and continual sweat than go through another day in Austin's air-conditioned corporate towers.

I found a spot at a popular RV park on Padre Island, close enough to hear the waves but far enough from the tourist chaos to think. The RV's solar panels earned their keep powering the AC around the clock.

Thinking seemed to be all I did those first few weeks, or rather, trying not to think.

You have to understand—for twenty years, I scheduled my life in fifteen-minute increments: meetings, code reviews, investor calls, product demos. I ran optimization algorithms constantly in my head, always looking for inefficiencies to eliminate, processes to streamline, and bottlenecks to unclog. My brain had become a very expensive Swiss watch, and then I went and ripped out all the gears.

The silence was deafening.

My new routine, if you could call it that, became simpler than when I fixated on my company. Wake up whenever, but before the heat hits around nine. Coffee on the beach. Maybe a run along the shoreline—turns out all those years of stress-jogging through Austin left me in pretty decent shape. Lunch whenever I felt like it. More coffee. Reading. Sometimes I'd drive the Leaf into town for supplies, marveling at how strange it felt to walk into an H-E-B without checking my phone every thirty seconds.

The lack of structure should have driven me crazy. I’d built my career around flowcharts and decision trees with clearly defined success metrics. But after the initial panic—and I definitely panicked—something weird started happening. I began to unwind, relax, and loosen up. I mean, if you compared it to my usual baseline of overworking.

Eventually, on an aimless drive through Corpus, I stumbled onto something that would change everything. But at the time, I just thought it was hunger pains.

I should rewind and tell you about Austin barbecue, because the contrast is essential.

In Austin, barbecue had become performance art. You've got Franklin Barbecue with lines stretching around the block—I've stood in that line more times than I care to admit, often entertaining clients who wanted the "authentic Austin experience." And then there’s La Barbecue, Micklethwait, and Louie Mueller, all serving incredible food to people who Instagram their brisket before they eat it. Don't get me wrong, the food is legitimately fantastic.

But somewhere along the way, Austin barbecue became a destination, a pilgrimage site for food tourists with their Instagram accounts and forty-dollar brisket plates. Franklin’s earned every bit of hype. Aaron’s a wizard, and his brisket is basically meat candy. But there's something performative about the whole scene, you know? Like barbecue theater for people who need to document their authenticity.

The Gulf Coast? Completely different animal.

About three weeks into my wandering phase, I realized I had no fucking idea what to do with myself. Picture this: I'm driving my RV while towing the EV through some nowhere stretch between Corpus and Victoria, following my nose because—and here's where my process brain gets dangerous—I'd started tracking BBQ joints on a spreadsheet. Yeah, yeah, I know—old habits.

I pulled into what looked like a crack house with a smokestack a bit outside of Victoria. A cinder block building with bars on the windows and a parking lot with more potholes than pavement. The kind of place that makes you check your life insurance policy. But the line of pickup trucks and work vans gave away that it was something special. And the scent… God, the hickory smoke scent was almost a religious experience.

Rudy's—not the chain; the OG Rudy’s, run by a seventy-year-old Black man who’d been smoking meat since before I was born. No Instagram presence, no craft beer selection, a hand-scrawled menu on a piece of cardboard, and brisket, which made Franklin's seem like cafeteria food.

I ordered a pound—because you always order by the pound at these places, never by the sandwich—and watched Rudy work. He ran three massive offset smokers with nothing but intuition, a meat thermometer that looked older than disco, and his thumb. There were no timers, no apps, only Rudy walking over every hour or so, testing the brisket with his thumb, checking the color, and adjusting dampers by feel.

"You smoke much?" he asked me while I stood there trying not to drool on myself.

“Fixin’ to,” I said. Technically, true. I’d bought a Traeger pellet smoker—top of the line, WiFi enabled, the whole nine yards—determined to figure out the science. I bought it to fit in one of the RV’s undercarriage compartments. I followed the instructions and assembled it before realizing it needed to be broken down to stow it. So, my first few smoking attempts turned out sporadic, and the results were inconsistent.

Rudy laughed. "Pellet smoker?"

Busted. "How'd you know?"

"You got that look. Like you're trying to solve a math problem instead of cooking meat."

He wasn't wrong. I'd been approaching barbecue like a product launch—breaking down the variables, optimizing for efficiency, tracking data points, temperature curves, wood ratios, and rub formulations. For crying out loud, I created spreadsheets to track brisket parameters.

But here's what I’ve discovered about authentic barbecue—it's not about the technology. It's about understanding fire and meat and time in ways that can't be easily quantified. Rudy's brisket had this perfect bark, glossy and dark, and when he sliced it, the smoke ring was thick as a pencil. The fat rendered so perfectly that it tasted like meat butter. One bite and I realized I'd been playing in the kiddie pool.

"What's your secret?" I asked.

"Ain't no secret. Just time and attention. Most folks want shortcuts. Set a timer and walk away. But the meat tells you when it's ready, not the clock."

I learned another lesson from the Victoria trip—I needed to stop wandering. Eighty-five miles each direction meant hooking up the Leaf, driving the entire thirty-six-foot Winnebago with the trailer in tow, finding RV parking that could accommodate my setup, and then reversing the whole process. By the time I got back to Corpus, I’d have to find a new landing space, unload the Traeger, and reassemble it before I could experiment with another cook. I spent more time managing logistics than enjoying the barbecue experience.

I needed a home base. Somewhere I could park the RV long-term and use the Leaf for daily runs, somewhere within a reasonable radius of the good food trucks and authentic joints. Somewhere that felt less like camping and more like belonging. Barbecue had become my obsession. Not in a healthy way—I mean, when did anyone consider any obsession healthy?

I hit every barbecue joint within a fifty-mile radius. My route went something like this: drive up Mustang Island to Port Aransas, take the ferry across the intercoastal waterway, then wander through San Patricio County, hitting joints around Aransas Pass, Ingleside, and Portland at the top of the bay, before returning south of Corpus. Hole-in-the-wall places were scattered across the area—places where they’d chain the bathroom key to a hubcap and brew sweet tea in five-gallon buckets.

Each place taught me something different. At Smoke Dreams, this old Mexican guy named Carlos showed me how he wrapped his brisket in butcher paper instead of foil to preserve the bark as it finished. At Big Jim's, I learned about how he used the Texas Crutch with aluminum foil and why timing your wrap is more art than science.

Meanwhile, my own attempts were educational. That’s a nice way of saying I produced some genuinely inedible meat. The Traeger made it too easy to overthink things. I developed the bad habit of checking the app every ten minutes, adjusting temperatures, and second-guessing the algorithm. The brisket would come out technically perfect but completely soulless—like eating a precisely calibrated protein delivery system instead of actual food.

During one particularly spectacular failure—a twelve-pound packer brisket that came out with the texture of shoe leather—I discovered my first real breakthrough. Not with the meat, mind you, with myself.

I sat in my camping chair at sunset, staring at this beautiful piece of beef that I somehow transformed into jerky, when it hit me. I’d done it again—turned something organic and intuitive into an optimized process, taking the soul out of it and replacing it with data points. That mindset had made me very rich and downright miserable.

So I did something radical. I disassembled and stowed the Traeger, drove into Corpus, and bought the cheapest offset smoker I could find at Academy Sports—a basic steel barrel with a firebox welded to the side. There were no temperature controls, WiFi, or apps—just fire, metal, and a mounted thermometer that may have lied about everything.

My first cook was a disaster—the second worse. By the third attempt, after burning through half a cord of oak, I produced brisket that could’ve been used as roofing material. But my process had changed. I started paying attention to the fire, learning to read the smoke, and developing what Rudy had called "the feel."

It humbled the hell out of me. I'd built a company worth hundreds of millions, yet I couldn't keep a fire going for twelve hours without turning meat into charcoal. But for the first time in decades, I learned that some things couldn't be reduced to an algorithm.

And that's when I started noticing the food trucks.

The Gulf Coast food truck scene is nothing like Austin's. In Austin, food trucks are basically restaurants on wheels—gourmet concepts with social media managers and venture capital backing. Down here, they're more like... well, like actual trucks that happen to serve food. Family operations, usually. Mom-and-pop setups where the recipes come from somebody's grandmother and the business plan is written on the back of a napkin.

I started seeking them out during my barbecue pilgrimages. Taco trucks parked outside construction sites, seafood trailers near the docks serving shrimp po’boys that would make New Orleans weep, Vietnamese bánh mì trucks that somehow ended up in small Texas towns and stayed.

I was impressed by the purity of the culture and how it existed behind a shroud of modern amenities. These weren’t people trying to build empires or optimize market penetration. They were cooking food they loved for people who appreciated it: simple transactions, honest work, and a direct connection between effort and reward.

I found myself eating lunch from a different truck every day, not because I needed to populate my spreadsheets—though old habits die hard—but because each one felt like a minor revelation—like discovering a new way to think about business that didn’t involve growth hacking or customer acquisition costs or any of the other bullshit that consumed my life for the better part of my career.

The irony wasn't lost on me. I spent years building software to optimize other people's business processes, yet here I sat, falling in love with the most beautifully inefficient businesses imaginable. These food trucks didn’t use inventory management systems or customer relationship databases. They were just people who knew how to make good food and weren't afraid to park their entire livelihood on four wheels.

The exception to my food truck obsession was Sunrise Tacos. This breakfast taco place that wasn’t a food truck per se, just a tiny fast food joint beside a vacant lot near the marina with a few booths, and a bar beside the order window. That was when I first saw her, and made Sunrise Tacos a regular start to my days three days a week.

I didn't know her name yet, and I didn't foresee that she'd turn my haphazard early retirement into something resembling an actual life. She ordered her breakfast tacos with extra jalapeños and enough hot sauce to make grown men cry, and when she laughed at something the guy behind the counter said, the sound cut through the morning air like music.

She had this energy about her, you know, like an aura? Existing entirely in her element, where she belonged, doing what she wanted to do. An intuitive lifestyle, but magnetic in a way I didn't quite understand. This is still the part of the story where I was just a guy with too much money and too much time, learning to cook meat over fire and wondering what the hell came next.

What came next turned out to be everything.

But I'm getting ahead of myself again. That's the problem with hindsight—it feels inevitable when you're looking backward. At the time, she was only another customer at a taco truck, and I was some random burnout, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life.

Anyway, back to my breakthrough with my barbecue. It came about two weeks later, on a Tuesday morning, when I woke up before dawn with nothing particular to do. Let’s be honest, that described most of my mornings those days. But something felt different. Maybe it was the way the salt air smelled or the fact that I finally stopped checking my phone every five minutes for emails that would never come.

I fired up the offset smoker—my temperamental steel beast that had become both my greatest frustration and my most honest teacher. This time, instead of overthinking it, I just cooked. I fed the fire when it needed feeding, adjusted the dampers when the smoke looked wrong, and trusted my instincts instead of methodically logging temperatures in a spiral notebook.

The brisket wasn't perfect. The bark could've been darker, and I might've pulled it thirty minutes too early. But when I sliced into it, steam rose from the meat like incense and revealed an honest-to-god smoke ring—a bit thin but real. I took a bite, and for the first time since I began this whole experiment, it tasted like barbecue instead of an engineering project.

I sat on the beach, eating passable brisket and watching the sunset paint the Gulf in shades of orange and pink, and realized something profound: I felt happy. It wasn't because of any accomplishment or a new process optimized for maximum efficiency. I just felt happy.

A completely foreign feeling.

My phone buzzed—a text from my former CTO asking if I wanted to grab drinks next time I visited Austin. I stared at the message for a long moment, then put the phone away without responding. Austin felt like another lifetime—another person's life.

My plan, if you could call it that, had started when I left Austin to spend a few months on the road, clear my head, maybe write that novel every tech founder thinks they have in them. Figure out what came next. Consulting, maybe. Angel investing. Something that used my experience but didn't require me to build another company from scratch.

But sitting there with my imperfect brisket and my perfectly aimless morning, I realized the plan had changed. I just hadn't admitted it to myself yet.

I’d fallen in love with the slow pace of coastal bend life—its uncertainty, the way each day unfolded without a predetermined agenda, and the simple pleasure of learning something that couldn’t be optimized, disrupted, or scaled for maximum growth.

For the first time in forever, I wasn't trying to solve a problem. I was trying to live.

And that's when I knew, whatever came next, I'd be ready.

I sat back in my camp chair, watching the Gulf waves catch the last light of day, and felt something I hadn't experienced since... hell, maybe since I built my first computer from Radio Shack parts at the age of twelve. Pure, uncomplicated satisfaction. No board meetings, no venture capitalists asking about my "five-year vision," no notifications pinging like digital mosquitoes. Just me, semi-edible smoked meat, and the kind of quiet that used to terrify me.

You know that moment in movies when the protagonist realizes their old life is officially over? It usually involves dramatic music and meaningful glances at the horizon. Well, mine didn’t have the soundtrack—unless you count the rhythmic crash of waves and the distant cry of seagulls, who were definitely eyeing the remains of my brisket.

For the first time in decades, I wasn't planning three moves into the future. I lived in the present, content for maybe the first time in my life.

Call it intuition or too much Gulf Coast humidity affecting my brain, but the strangest feeling welled up that tomorrow would bring something—or someone—that would make this new chapter even more interesting.


CHAPTER 2
THE PELICAN POINT WAYPOINT


Six weeks into my great South Texas barbecue pilgrimage, I discovered that enthusiasm and efficiency are not the same thing. This revelation came to me while standing in my huge Winnebago, trying to locate my thermometer probe under a pile of salt-crusted rub containers, continually damp wood chips, and what appeared to be the remnants of yesterday's brisket experiment.

The Gulf air, it turns out, had strong opinions about metal equipment. My beautiful Traeger pellet smoker looked like it had survived a maritime battle, and my Academy Sports offset barrel developed a patina that would have made a shipwreck jealous. Everything tasted faintly of salt, including my coffee, which concerned me since I bought the beans yesterday.

I stood there in my boxer shorts, holding a rusty thermometer, and had what Douglas Adams might have called a moment of crystalline clarity about the universe’s fundamental chaos. Or maybe I'd gotten bored with living like a disorganized vagrant with expensive toys.

My process brain came online, alarms blaring, at my inefficient, wasteful, amateur-hour experimental barbecue boot camp. I was sitting on ten million dollars in offshore accounts but living like a college kid who'd discovered camping.

In the afternoon, I drove the Leaf into Corpus Christi proper and began researching car-trailer dealers. By evening, I traded my tow dolly and a healthy chunk of cash for an eighteen-foot V-nose enclosed trailer, which looked like it could survive both the apocalypse and my organizational shortcomings.

I parked it behind the RV and opened all the doors before driving the Leaf up the ramp into the trailer, as if it belonged there, which it did. The trailer had a roll-up garage door on the driver’s side, allowing me to exit the car and secure it to the interior hard points for travel. The Leaf fit in the back, giving me about 4 feet of space in the nose, enough to accommodate both fully assembled smokers, with some spare space for more gear.

Everything was protected from salt air and my own tendency to leave expensive equipment scattered around like lawn ornaments. It had locks and even a motion-sensitive security camera. I installed LED strips and added shelves along one side to store equipment, protecting it from the ever-present humidity.

Standing back to admire my work, I felt the familiar satisfaction of a system optimized. The setup morphed into something clean, efficient, and infinitely more dignified than my previous arrangement. Sure, I became a barbecue nomad, but I damn sure needed to be a well-organized barbecue nomad.

The next morning brought another realization: I was driving in circles.

Not literally—though given my navigation skills, that wasn't entirely out of the question. But as I spread out a map of the Texas coast and started marking the barbecue joints I visited, a pattern emerged. I kept gravitating back to the same thirty-mile radius around Corpus Christi Bay, like a comet bound by the sun. Lockhart and Austin might be the barbecue capitals of Texas, but apparently, my heart belonged to the Gulf Coast, primarily Nueces and San Patricio counties.

This discovery coincided with my growing fatigue with RV park roulette. I moved my rig every few days, sampling different parks like a recreational vehicle sommelier. Some were too remote, others too crowded, and one memorable establishment near Rockport featured a neighbor who practiced bagpipes at dawn. Now, I have nothing against Scottish music, but at 6 AM, it sounds less like cultural heritage and more like cats being murdered by robots.

I needed a base camp—somewhere I could settle into a routine without feeling like I was on permanent vacation from my permanent vacation.

I found it at Pelican Point RV Resort, on Mustang Island, about halfway between Port Aransas and White Cap Beach. It was roughly east of Corpus past the causeway over the Intracoastal Waterway, and up the strand a ways. Somewhat rural, but still a leisurely drive in the Leaf if I felt like visiting civilization, or making a supply run. It sat along a stretch of beach that looked like a postcard someone had left out in the sun too long. Pelican Point, a more appealing name than the more accurate “Weathered Concrete Pad Paradise,” sat in the ideal location. Close enough to hear the fishing boats coming and going along either side of the barrier islands, but far enough from the popular beaches to avoid the spring break chaos.

The park manager, a sun-weathered woman named Elizabeth, but you'd better call her Liz, looked like she'd been born with a clipboard in her hand, sized me up with a glance, and the practiced eye of someone who'd seen every variety of RV refugee.

"Monthly rate?" she asked, not looking up from her paperwork.

"Is that a question or a statement?"

"Both. You've got that look."

"What look?"

"Like you're running from something but don't know what you're running to." She handed me a rate sheet. "Monthly's cheaper, and you won't have to explain your life story every week."

Liz made a good point. I signed up for a month, parked the Winnebago and trailer on a ninety-foot concrete pull-through pad with a view of the Gulf on one side and the bay on the other, and felt something I hadn’t experienced in years: belonging.

It wasn’t home per se—I left that nebulous concept behind when I sold my condo in Austin—but something adjacent to it. It gave me a sense of place that didn't require a mortgage or a forwarding address.

My new routine developed organically, much like good code when you stop trying to force it. Coffee while watching the sunrise through the window beside the Winnebago's fold-out dinette table, watching the bay turn from pewter to gold while the salt air worked its way through my sinuses. The Gulf Coast atmosphere had a humid weight to it that was initially oppressive, but now it felt like being wrapped in a warm, damp blanket that smelled faintly of seafood, not rotting fish.

Beach runs became a thing as the temperatures started cooling in late September. I'd hop in the Leaf, drive down to a beach access, and park near the end of the pavement, where it gave way to packed sand. Then run along the waterline without dodging RVs or retirees on golf carts. The Leaf handled these short trips like a champ—silent, efficient, and arriving with 90% battery remaining.

Afternoons belonged to the smokers—both of them—because apparently, I needed redundancy in my barbecue operations. I used the offset smoker for traditional Texas brisket, and the Traeger for everything else: pork shoulders, ribs, and chicken or sausage.

I started keeping a notebook—old habits—to track wood types, temperatures, cook times, and the inevitable disasters. I shared my successes with my RV park neighbors and my failures with the seagulls and aquatic life.

I learned that when mesquite burned too hot, it made everything taste like a campfire. I found out the hard way with eight pounds of pork shoulder that ended up tasting like charcoal briquettes soaked in liquid smoke. Live Oak was more forgiving and steady, the golden retriever of barbecue woods. Hickory hit the sweet spot for ribs, but required attention—turn your back for thirty minutes, and you'd have bacon-flavored jerky.

Temperature management became its own PhD program. I discovered what everyone calls the "stall"—that mysterious plateau where meat stops cooking and sits there taunting you. It nearly broke my analytical brain the first time it happened. Internal brisket temps built steadily at first, then sat at 165º for three hours while I frantically adjusted vents and added wood chips like some kind of barbecue shaman. Turns out patience was an ingredient I'd forgotten to stock.

Quick technical segue. I later learned the stall comes from evaporative cooling, where the meat “sweats” and keeps the temperature from rising. This is also where collagen conversion and intermuscular fat rendering occur, which are key to achieving melt-in-your-mouth briskets and pork butts.

Enough about meat science. Back to my trailer setup. It proved its worth daily. Not only were the smokers set up semi-permanently, but I also created an outdoor kitchen space of sorts for prep work. Shelves in the nose of the trailer stored rubs and sauces, and a long folding table gave me room to spread out notebooks and my laptop for research. An awning stretched from the back of the RV to the front of the trailer, providing shade and some protection from the occasional squall.

I had designed my mobile life for efficiency, but it delivered something more valuable: flexibility. When the wind shifted and smoke started blowing toward my neighbors, I could relocate the smokers to the other side of the concrete pad. When inspiration struck at midnight, I could fire up the laptop and research bark formation or collagen breakdown without disturbing anyone.

Tuesday morning arrived with the kind of Gulf Coast clarity that makes you understand why people move here and never leave. The salty breeze off the Gulf carried just enough bite to cut through the humidity, and the sun painted everything with that particular Texas gold that no Instagram filter can quite capture. I'd been awake since five-thirty, not from insomnia but from genuine eagerness—a feeling so foreign I initially mistook it for indigestion.

By seven-fifteen, I walked through the doors of Sunrise Tacos for my ninth visit—three times a week since settling here three weeks ago—not that I counted. Except I absolutely did count, because that's what process brains do. We count things. We notice patterns. We build spreadsheets in our heads even when we're supposedly on sabbatical from spreadsheet life.

"Morning, Ryan," called Miguel from behind the counter, already reaching for the large-sized coffee cup without being asked. "Usual today?"

The fact that he knew my "usual" hit me like a minor revelation. I was a creature of habit, even in this odd transitional phase from burnout executive to neophyte barbecue aficionado. I never used to eat at places regularly enough to have a “usual.”

"Yeah, the usual sounds perfect," I said, pulling out my wallet with the satisfaction of a man whose life had achieved a pleasant predictability. Two breakfast tacos—one chorizo and egg, one potato and bacon—both with jalapeños. Black coffee. No hot sauce because Miguel's jalapeños packed the right amount of heat to wake up your taste buds without requiring a dairy intervention.

While Miguel worked his magic on the flattop, I surveyed my temporary kingdom. The morning rush was in full swing behind me—construction workers grabbing breakfast burritos the size of small footballs, office workers ordering elaborate coffee drinks with names that would have made my grandmother laugh, and the usual collection of retirees who treated Sunrise Tacos like their personal social club.

And there, at her usual table in the corner—the jalapeño girl.

I gave her that nickname after overhearing her order that first week—everything with extra jalapeños, delivered with the kind of confidence that suggested she knew exactly what she wanted from life and wasn't apologizing for any of it. That day, she wore a faded blue tank top and cutoff denim shorts, her sunbleached blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun that somehow looked intentionally effortless. A paperback book lay open beside her breakfast taco, and she read with the focused intensity of someone genuinely lost in whatever story unfolded on the page.

She maintained this energy about her—not the manic, caffeinated buzz that defined most of my Austin colleagues, but something calmer and more grounded. She moved through the world like she belonged in it, like she'd figured out some fundamental equation the rest of us were still struggling with. When she laughed at something in her book, the sound carried across the restaurant like wind chimes, natural and unforced.

"Here you go, man," Miguel said, sliding my coffee across the counter. "You settling in okay at Pelican Point?"

"Better than okay," I said, and meant it. "Still learning my way around the smokers, but the RV life suits me."

"What kind of rig are you running?"

"Winnebago Adventurer 36 footer. Class A. Overkill for one person, but I like the kitchen setup."

Miguel nodded approvingly. "My brother's got a fifth wheel out there. Says the fishing's been good this week."

I should have been paying attention to Miguel's fishing story. But my peripheral vision was locked onto the jalapeño girl—Piper, I learned her name from eavesdropping on a phone conversation the previous Thursday. However, I pretended not to know it. She closed her book, marking her place with what looked like a receipt, and stretching in the unselfconscious way people do when they think no one's watching.

Our eyes met for two seconds, and it felt like two minutes.

She smiled—not the polite, reflexive smile you give strangers, but something warmer, more curious. Like she’d noticed me noticing her and found it amusing rather than creepy. My brain, that reliable processor of complex algorithms and strategic business decisions, went offline for approximately three seconds. I should respond with a nod, a wave, or even just a smile.

Instead, I turned to Miguel and said, "Fishing, yeah. Sounds great," with the enthusiasm of someone who never held a fishing rod in his life.

Smooth, Ryan. Real smooth.

Miguel's face lit up as if I had offered to buy him a boat. "Oh man, you gotta try the jetties! Best redfish this side of⁠—"

I nodded along, making what I hoped were appropriate fishing noises while tracking every movement from the jalapeño girl's table. She'd read something on her phone, occasionally glance up at the morning crowd. She picked at the chip on her coffee cup's handle. She stirred the cream and sugar into her coffee counterclockwise.

Focus, you middle-aged disaster.

"—and the bait shop on Ocean Drive has these killer live shrimp⁠—"

"Absolutely," I replied, having no idea what Miguel said. "Live shrimp. Essential."

Miguel slid my breakfast tacos across the counter with the reverence of a priest passing communion. "You're gonna love it out there, man. Nothing like the Gulf at sunrise."

I fumbled for my wallet, dropped it, picked it up, and somehow managed to pay without making eye contact with anyone. The whole transaction felt like a series of spasms and overcorrected jerks.

My usual corner table—the one with the perfect sightline to her spot but enough distance to maintain plausible deniability—was occupied by a family of tourists arguing over sunscreen SPF levels. This meant my only option became the two-seater directly in her line of sight.

Perfect. Now I get to eat breakfast feeling like a zoo exhibit.

I settled into the chair and put my back to the wall and my neuroses on full display. She sat maybe eight feet away. Close enough to smell her shampoo if the wind shifted. Close enough to hear her laugh when she texted someone back.

Don't look. Don't look. Don't⁠—

I looked.

She wore a faded Whataburger T-shirt and small silver hoops in her ears. Next to her plate, a paperback novel face-down—something with a woman in a flowing dress on the cover—sat on the table. Her nails were painted dark teal-blue, like the Gulf before a storm.

I took a bite of my breakfast taco and promptly forgot how to chew. The egg was perfect, the chorizo had just enough heat to make my lips buzz, and the tortilla was still warm from the griddle. But her page-turning captured me—the way she unconsciously tucked her hair behind her ear every few minutes.

My pathetic game shamed me. I built companies, gave presentations to rooms full of investors, and once talked my way out of a speeding ticket in front of a judge who looked like Judge Judy's meaner sister. And now I didn’t have the balls to say hello to a woman reading a romance novel?

I finished my tacos in record time, which is to say I inhaled them like a competitive eater with somewhere to be. When I stood up, she still sat there reading, existing in her own little bubble of morning calm.

I tried pushing myself to say something—anything. I could comment on the book, ask about the weather, or anything else that I could use to deny that I’d been staring at her like a creep for three weeks.

Instead, I walked past her table, nodded at Miguel, and pushed through the door into the parking lot as if fleeing a crime scene.

The drive back to Pelican Point became a masterclass in self-recrimination. I rolled down the windows and cranked the radio to drown out my thoughts, but they kept leaking through anyway.

My inner dialog went something like, “You’re forty-two years old, and you’re acting like you’re fourteen. She smiled at you, and you responded by discussing fictional fishing plans with Miguel like you were planning the D-Day invasion.”

Back at the Winnebago, I did what I always did when my brain needed a reset: I fired up the Traeger. With the way my breakfast debacle distracted me, I didn’t want to manage the firebox obsessively. I set the temperature to 225º and plugged in the meat thermometer.

Today felt like a tri-tip day, but cooking it like a Texas brisket with a finish temp of 202º. I’d been working on perfecting my technique for weeks, and so far, the results ranged from "edible" to "why did I think I could master Texas barbecue?" But practice makes... well, practice makes it less terrible.

I rubbed the meat with my latest spice blend—heavy on the black pepper, light on my expectations—and settled in for the long haul. Brisket doesn't hurry for anyone, which made it the perfect metaphor for my current life situation.

The afternoon stretched out like salt taffy. I read, dozed in my lawn chair, and watched the smoke curl up from the Traeger like an incense offering for the gods of smoked meat. Around five o'clock, I lifted the lid of my smoker with the resignation of a man who'd grown accustomed to disappointment. I expected the tri-tip to look like a crusty meteorite that had crash-landed in my backyard. But it turned out different this time. The bark—the holy grail of barbecue crust—looked more mahogany than a lump of charcoal. I poked it with my thermometer probe, and it gave way with just the right amount of resistance before sinking into the tender meat.

When I sliced into it, I nearly dropped my knife. An actual smoke ring. Not the faint pink whisper I'd been getting for weeks, but a genuine crimson band that looked like it belonged in a magazine. The meat pulled apart perfectly, a slight stretch, then a pop as it released. I took a bite, and the tender meat marbled with rendered fat made me moan like I'd.... well. It was almost a religious experience.

I took another bite. Then another. I stood next to my Winnebago, chewing slowly, trying to process what had happened. It tasted good. It looked good—not competition-level, not Instagram-worthy, but genuinely, undeniably good.

I loaded a plate and walked down to the beach, settling into my usual spot on the weathered picnic table some long-ago hurricane deposited. The Gulf stretched out before me, painted in those impossible Texas sunset colors that look fake until you see them yourself. I ate my tri-tip brisket and watched the sun melt into the water like butter on a hot skillet.

And it hit me—a hard-to-describe joy. Not the manic, caffeine-fueled satisfaction I used to mistake for happiness in my corner office, but something calmer and wholehearted. Contentment, maybe. For the first time in decades, I wasn't mentally drafting tomorrow's agenda or calculating optimization strategies. I sat on a beach, eating barbecue made with my own hands, watching the day end.

Six months ago, I was a corporate efficiency expert who considered a forty-minute lunch break an act of rebellion. Until an IPO windfall made me rethink everything. Now I was the guy who spent entire afternoons coaxing smoke rings out of beef. The irony wasn't lost on me—I had to move to the middle of nowhere to find my somewhere.

Tomorrow, I decided, I'd go back to Sunrise Tacos. Maybe this time, actually say something to Piper. Perhaps even mention the brisket success. After all, if I could master the mysteries of smoke and fire, how hard could it be to have a conversation with the jalapeño girl?

The last sliver of sun disappeared, and I felt something I hadn't experienced in years: anticipation of whatever came next.


CHAPTER 3
THE JALAPEÑO GIRL PARADOX


After settling into Pelican Point, I fell into what you might generously call a routine—what you might less generously call the eating habits of a man who escaped the rat race without any plan of what to do next.

The Winnebago became my floating island of solitude, anchored between a couple from Minnesota who insisted on explaining their grandchildren's athletic achievements in exhausting detail, and a permanently sun-weathered guy named Chuck who appeared to survive entirely on Lone Star Light and the occasional fish he caught off the pier. Chuck and I achieved that perfect neighbor relationship where we nodded at each other with mutual respect and spoke exactly zero words.

But here's the thing about routines—they sneak up on you like a software bug you don't notice until someone points it out. Mine organized itself around food trucks.

Tuesday through Thursday, Sunrise Tacos for breakfast. On Tuesday, I deconstructed the bánh mì sandwiches from this Vietnamese truck parked outside the marina. On Wednesday, I discovered the tamale lady who sold handmade tamales out of a cooler in the trunk of a sun-faded Honda Civic with the kind of smile that made you buy six tamales when you'd planned on two. On Thursday, I sampled Big Eddie’s Seafood & Shrimp, a worn-down restaurant near the marina docks, specializing in shrimp po’boys, crawfish boils, and fresh Gulf seafood.

I started cataloguing these operations without any conscious thought. A few things stood out as common: simple menus, minimal overhead, family labor, and zero scalability. Everything my startup world taught me to avoid, and yet here they were, printing money one bánh mì at a time.

These mobile eateries weren't optimized, data-driven, or designed for rapid expansion or acquisition by a larger food service conglomerate. They were just... good. Really, really good. And somehow, that was enough.

Friday morning, sitting in the Leaf with a bánh mì doing miraculous things to my taste buds, when I realized I was subsisting on nothing but various smoked meats for the past four days—brisket omelet for breakfast, leftover pulled pork for lunch, sliced brisket and sausage with beans or corn for dinner.

One cannot live by smoked brisket alone. Pretty sure that's in the Bible somewhere, maybe right after the part about not coveting your neighbor's Wi-Fi password.

I stopped at Academy Sports on my way back to the RV park and ended up in the outdoor cooking section like a man with a purpose I hadn’t identified yet. I wandered past the Weber kettles and the Big Green Eggs, past the propane accessories and the wireless meat thermometers, which cost more than my first car.

And that's when I saw it on the end cap, waiting for me like destiny: a compact Blackstone griddle. It had a stainless steel surface, no controls except for the valve controlling the amount of propane flowing from propane canisters used by backpackers. It whispered promises of breakfast hash, smash burgers, stir-fry, and all the non-brisket possibilities I'd been unconsciously craving.

I picked up the box. Put it down. Picked it up again.

This could be the beginning of something interesting or the continuation of something slightly concerning. But standing there in aisle seven, holding twenty-two pounds of flat-top potential, I decided either option would be acceptable.

So I became the proud owner of a mini Blackstone griddle I absolutely didn't need. I had a moment of realization that I'd morphed into some sort of food truck anthropologist, not intentionally, mind you. I was about as qualified to study culinary culture as a penguin is to teach flying lessons. But when you're living in an RV park with nothing but time and a mysterious urge to avoid thinking about the successful career you walked away from before it transformed you into a process optimization version of Gollum, you start noticing things.

Take Torres Family Tacos, for instance. It was located in what I generously referred to as the "industrial romance" section of the bay—right next to Sal's RV Repair, where the smell of WD-40 mingles with the aroma of perfectly seasoned carnitas. This wasn't some weekend warrior operation cobbled together from a Craigslist trailer and a prayer. Whoever designed this food truck clearly understood the sacred geometry of mobile kitchens.

The immaculate setup didn't stop at clean; pushing up to infinitely close to spotless also worked efficiently, making my former process-optimization brain purr like a well-tuned engine. Every surface maintained a purpose. Every tool resided in a designated spot. The prep station flowed into the cooking area, which flowed into the service window with the kind of seamless logic that would make a Toyota factory manager weep with joy.

The woman working the truck moved through the space like she'd been born in it—early thirties, maybe—with the kind of focused intensity that comes from doing something you're genuinely good at. She'd take an order, prep ingredients, manage three different cooking surfaces, and hand over a perfect taco without ever seeming rushed. I observed a master class in controlled chaos, except without turmoil, only the illusion of it to untrained eyes.

The Korean fusion truck parked near the marina on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Run by this young woman—early twenties, I guessed—who treated her menu like a living document. Every time I showed up, the menu always had something different. Kimchi quesadillas one week, Korean BBQ mac and cheese the next. She'd stand at her service window between customers, scribbling notes on a grease-stained notebook, muttering things like "needs more gochujang" or "maybe add pickled radish?"

I found myself timing my visits to coincide with her experimental phases. Not like stalking her—let's be clear—but because watching someone iterate in real time oddly fascinated me. She’d try something, gather customer feedback, adjust the recipe, and try again. It was basically agile development, but with actual flavor profiles instead of user stories nobody cared about.

I started treating these trucks like research subjects without really understanding why. I unconsciously cataloged details about how they handled the lunch rush, their ingredient prep strategies, and their interactions with regulars. My old habit of breaking down systems to understand how they worked resurfaced.

But somewhere between my fifth visit to Torres Family Tacos and my third Korean fusion experiment, something clicked. I was happier watching these small family operations figure out their daily puzzles than I'd ever been optimizing enterprise software for companies that already made too much money. These people were solving real problems—how to feed hungry people quickly, affordably, and well—with nothing but creativity and elbow grease.

Their inefficiency—if you could even call it inefficient—was beautiful. They weren't trying to scale to a thousand locations or disrupt the entire food industry. They were trying to make great food and earn enough to keep the lights on. No venture capitalists were breathing down their necks, and they didn’t entertain pivot strategies or growth hacking seminars.

Good food, honest work, and the kind of customer relationships you can't automate—that probably explains why I kept coming back, notebook in hand, pretending to be a guy who really liked tacos and asian fusion dishes. I mean, valid, but not the whole story.

By the third week of my new life as a professional mobile food critic, I developed what could generously be called a routine. Less generously, it could be called stalking, but let's stick with routine.

Time to cycle back to Sunrise Tacos. The joint opened at six-thirty sharp, and I began arriving around seven-fifteen. Not because I calculated when the morning rush died down—okay, fine, I discovered when the morning rush died down. The line moved fastest after the griddle hit its optimal temperature, and Miguel, behind the counter, fully caffeinated, settled into his groove.

"Morning, Ryan," Miguel said as I approached on a Thursday, already writing on the order pad. "Two breakfast tacos—one chorizo and egg, one potato and bacon—both with jalapeños. Black coffee. No hot sauce?”

I nodded, pulling out my wallet with what I hoped looked like casual efficiency rather than the weird flutter of belonging that hit me every time someone knew my order without asking. At my age, I shouldn't have been getting emotional about breakfast recognition, but here we were. Six months ago, I’d eat the same protein bar alone at my desk every morning for three years running without remorse. Now Miguel knew my taco preferences—progress, of sorts.

The morning regulars were as predictable as code patterns I learned from earlier visits before I figured out the end of the rush. The construction crew arrived at six-forty-five, always in a hurry. School crossing guard at seven-oh-five, always counting change. And Piper, aka Jalapeño Girl, who had unintentionally given up her name two weeks ago when she answered her phone with “Hey, this is Piper,” usually arrived around 7:20.

There she stood, third in line, paperback in hand. Today's book featured a shirtless man on the cover who looked like he bench-pressed tree trunks for fun. Okay, I admit I was cataloging her reading material with the same systematic attention I used to apply to market analysis—historical romance one day, contemporary another, something with a motorcycle on the cover last week. It's just who I was.

"Extra jalapeños, please," she told Miguel at the register, the same as always. I have noted this detail approximately twelve times now, which says disturbing things about my observational priorities. She maintained an easy friendship with the staff, the kind of genuine rapport suggesting she'd been coming here long before my breakfast tourism began.

I collected my order and found my usual spot at the counter facing the window, angling myself to have a clear view of the dining area. The fact that this also provided optimal Piper-watching was entirely unintentional. A pure coincidence, obviously.

She sat two tables over, already absorbed in her book, occasionally pausing to add more jalapeños to her breakfast burrito. The woman consumed hot peppers like they were vitamins. I found myself wondering about her heat tolerance, then quickly felt like a creep for wondering about anything related to her mouth.

The problem with having too much time and an analytical brain: I began treating her like a fascinating system to decode. She always dressed casually, worked on her laptop sometimes, but never seemed rushed. She smiled at her phone sometimes while texting, suggesting either a good relationship or really excellent memes. Two weeks ago, she’d helped an elderly man with his order without being asked.

On a whim, or perhaps because I wanted to see the jalapeño girl one more time before the weekend, I arrived at my usual time and, on Friday morning, ordered my usual order, settling into my usual spot. Seven-twenty came and went. Seven-thirty. Seven-forty-five.

No Piper.

This ridiculous feeling of disappointment hit me immediately. I'd been coming to Sunrise Tacos for weeks before even noticing her, and now her absence felt like a disruption in the natural order. I caught myself checking the door every few minutes, a disturbing behavior from a grown man who'd never actually spoken to the woman.

I finished my tacos and coffee, trying to convince myself the morning felt off because my routine had been disrupted, not because I'd been unconsciously looking forward to twenty minutes of covert observation of a pretty woman half my age. But as I walked back to my truck, I acknowledged the uncomfortable truth: I'd become that guy—the one who times his breakfast visits around seeing someone. Here I am in early retirement, experiencing my first legitimate crush since high school, complete with the emotional sophistication of a teenager.

The realization should have been mortifying. Instead, it oddly encouraged me, apparently, underneath all my corporate efficiency, algorithmic tendencies, and data-driven mind, I might still be human.

The following Tuesday morning arrived with the reliability of a Swiss watch and the enthusiasm of a root canal. I pulled into my usual spot at Sunrise Tacos just past seven thirty; the traffic over the bridge slowed me down. I noted I’d perfected my parking precision by memorizing how the rear-view video matched up with lines on the pavement. Forty-two years old, and I'm celebrating parallel parking. This was my life now.

The familiar sight of Piper's corner table hit me like a small wave of relief. There she sat, her button nose in what looked like a paperback with a shirtless man on the cover—because apparently, Tuesday mornings called for fictional abs. The universe had returned to its proper alignment. My weekend of questioning my mental state could officially end.

I ordered my usual—two breakfast burritos, extra salsa, side of existential dread, black coffee—and settled into my observation post. The morning crowd moved with practiced efficiency: construction workers grabbing coffee, office drones clutching breakfast tacos like life preservers. I made my usual mental notes about customer flow, order patterns, and the eternal dance of small business survival.

This was my routine. This was safe. This was⁠—

"Excuse me."

Startled, I looked up to find Piper standing next to my table, book tucked under her arm, coffee in hand. Up close, she looked even more striking—sun-bleached blonde hair that caught the morning light, bright blue eyes with a sparkle that seemed to hold some private joke. I swear I tried not to notice, but her boobs were a study in symmetrical perfection. My brain began its emergency protocols: maintain eye contact, don't stare, remember how to form words.

"You're the research guy, right?" she said, sliding into the seat across from me without invitation. Her confidence unsettled me. This was not at all like corporate meetings, where people spent ten minutes negotiating who would sit where.

"Research guy?" I managed, which, considering my internal monologue had devolved into a mix of static over the sound of Charlie Brown’s teacher, was a somewhat reasonable response.

"I've been watching you watch this place for weeks." She grinned with the kind of smile that could get her out of speeding tickets. "You take notes. Mental ones, but still. You study the operation like you're planning to buy it or compete with it."

The fact that she'd been observing my observations created a feedback loop and threatened to short-circuit my remaining brain cells. "I'm... interested in how small businesses work," I said, which was both true and the most boring explanation possible.

"Food trucks in general, right? Not just this place?” She leaned forward, genuinely curious, but also like she'd caught me in a white lie. "Because I've seen you at the Vietnamese place on Third Street, and the taco trailer truck near the warehouse district.”

She'd seen me at other trucks and tracked my movements across the city's mobile food ecosystem. This was either flattering or grounds for a restraining order. Given that my behavior echoed hers, I chose to go with flattering.

"All of them," I admitted. "The whole circuit. It's fascinating—the logistics, the customer bases, the way each one carves out its niche."

"Right?" Her eyes lit up. "Like how this place owns the morning rush, but Mama Rosa's truck dominates the lunch crowd even though they're only three blocks apart."

We talked for twenty minutes—twenty minutes that felt like five and also like an hour. She knew the food truck landscape better than most business consultants I’d worked with. She understood the seasonal patterns, the permit challenges, and the delicate economics of mobile hospitality.

"We should compare notes sometime," she said finally, pulling out her phone and setting it on the table with the casual efficiency of someone who'd never second-guessed a social interaction in her life. "I mean, if you want. I've got theories about the downtown routes you might be interested in."

She pointed at my phone and held out her hand, and curled her fingers. “It’s just easier if I text myself.” She tapped in her number into my phone and handed it back as her phone chimed.

"I'm Piper, by the way."

"Ryan."

"Well, Ryan," she looked down and tapped on her phone before standing and collecting her book, "text me if you want to discuss the great food truck conspiracy of our fair city."

And then she left, leaving me staring at the message she texted herself.

Food Daddy.




After a snort, I saved her as “Jalapeño Girl,” but added Piper to her details because data cleanliness was still an old habit. As I saved the contact, I went back to wondering what the hell happened. The careful distance I tried to maintain, the respectful boundaries I constructed—she'd walked right through them like they were made of tissue paper.

Something fundamental shifted, leaving me with absolutely no idea what to do about it.


CHAPTER 4
THE WHATABURGER HYPOTHESIS


So here's the thing about having someone's phone number when you're a forty-two-year-old man whose first date was during the Clinton administration: you stare at it—a lot.

After sitting in my Winnebago for the better part of an hour, phone in hand, contact screen glowing back at me like some kind of digital taunt.

Jalapeño Girl (Piper)

Even seeing her real name there felt like progress, though I wasn't entirely sure why I kept the jalapeño part, maybe because it reminded me of the moment when she'd handed me back my phone with sauce-stained fingers and a smile bright enough to power half of Corpus Christi. And she’d texted herself my number with the note, “Food Daddy.” We already nicknamed each other.

The cursor blinked in the message field, waiting and judging me with its narrow, vertical line of an eye.

Hey, it's Ryan from Sunrise Tacos.




Delete.

Too formal. Like introducing myself at a networking event.

What's up?




Delete.

Too casual. I wasn't twenty-five anymore, despite what my recent life choices might suggest.

Had a great time talking with you today.




Delete.

We'd talked for maybe ten minutes. "Great time" totally oversold it.

This was ridiculous. I pitched to venture capitalists, negotiated multi-million-dollar deals while wearing flip-flops and drinking energy drinks for breakfast, and, for crying out loud, gave a TED talk. But apparently, texting a woman I found interesting reduced me to the emotional equivalent of a dial-up modem trying to load a YouTube video: stutter, screech, warble, wahwha, screech.

The age gap, probably around fifteen years, wasn’t helping my confidence. While she was learning to drive, I was debugging my first startup’s code base. When she probably discovered boys, I’d determined that most of them were idiots—a revelation that hadn't exactly improved with time.

Want to grab dinner sometime?




My thumb hovered over the send button. Simple. Direct. Not too eager, not too⁠—

Delete.

"Sometime" is too vague. Wishy-washy. The kind of non-commitment that killed more potential relationships than incompatible Netflix preferences.

I set the phone down and rubbed my eyes. It was for precisely this reason that I avoided dating during the startup years. Well, that and the fact that explaining how I lived on ramen and caffeine while trying to revolutionize supply chain logistics wasn't aphrodisiac material.

The Gulf breeze rattled the Winnebago's windows, and I could hear the distant sound of waves against the shore. Pelican Point at night had a way of putting things in perspective. Here, supposedly living this simplified life, and I couldn't even send a text message without having an existential crisis about it.

I picked up the phone again. Maybe something funny? Reference the jalapeños? No, that would be trying too hard. Keep it simple. Just⁠—

The phone buzzed in my hand.

New message. My heart did something that felt suspiciously like a drum solo.

Jalapeño Girl (Piper):


You ever been to the original Whataburger? [image: hamburger]




I stared at the screen, relief flooding through me like cold beer on a hot day. She texted first. The universe took pity on my pathetic overthinking and handed me a lifeline. Better yet, she asked about food. I could work with food. One problem, though. I’d found out during my first days of food tourism that the Original Whataburger wasn’t a functioning fast-food joint anymore; it was more of a historical replica. She most likely meant the one near the waterfront.

The one on Shoreline Drive? I've driven past it a few times.




Send. No hesitation this time. It’s incredible how much easier it was to respond than to initiate.

Her reply came back almost instantly:

Driven PAST it? We need to fix that. Meet me there at 6?




I checked the time: 4:47 PM. That gave me about an hour to shower, change, and drive across town. It was doable—more than feasible.

Sounds perfect. See you at 6.




I typed it, read it twice for any obvious signs of desperation or middle-aged awkwardness, found none, and hit send before I could second-guess myself into oblivion. I had a moment where I worried about using two periods instead of a comma and a period. I exhaled as her simple thumbs-up emoji tapback appeared—somehow that felt like winning the lottery.

I sat back in my chair, phone still warm in my hand, and grinning like an idiot. A forty-two-year-old idiot about to go on his first real date in years, to a burger joint that served burgers for five decades before his twenty-something date was born.

A little over an hour later, I stood in the Whataburger parking lot on Shoreline Drive, eleven minutes early because my hyper-optimized personality extended to date punctuality.

I did that thing where you pretend to check your phone while you’re scanning the parking lot like a meerkat when I spotted it—a late-model white Sprinter van rolling into the lot with the casual confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times. A solar panel gleaming above the cab, a bike secured to a roof rack, and a little hybrid badge that somehow made the whole setup look less "trust fund wanderer" and more "I've got my shit together, thanks."

The van was clean—not Instagram-clean, but purposeful-clean—the kind of clean that said this wasn't some quarter-life crisis mobile but an actual lifestyle choice made by someone who knew what they were doing.

Piper hopped out wearing cutoff jeans and a faded, slightly worn Culinary Institute t-shirt, and I felt that little jolt you get when someone exceeds your unconscious expectations. She moved with the easy confidence of someone comfortable in their own skin, scanning the lot until she spotted me doing my terrible job of looking casual.

"Ryan?" She approached with a smile that made my nervous energy spike and settle simultaneously.

"That's me. Though I started to worry you'd come to your senses." I stood, second-guessing whether to offer a handshake or hug, before settling on that awkward half-wave thing that screams 'middle-aged man overthinking basic human interaction.'

"Oh, I came to my senses years ago," she said with a wry grin. "That's why I'm here. Nothing says good judgment like meeting a stranger at a burger joint."

We walked inside, another difference from the original Whataburger. Still, with the casual vibe the chain had cultivated since 1950—orange and white stripes, the smell of grilled onions hitting you before you even got in line, and that particular Texas confidence that said we invented the burger and everyone else is just playing catch-up.

"So what's the move here?" Piper asked, studying the menu like reading poetry. "I'm thinking this is serious burger evaluation territory."

"You're speaking my language." I felt myself relaxing. "Though I have to warn you, I have opinions about burgers that border on the pathological."

"Good. I hoped this wouldn't be one of those polite first dates where we pretend to like everything equally."

We ordered—a Whataburger with cheese for me and #2 with jalapeños for her—and found a picnic table on the outside patio upstairs with a view of Corpus Christi Bay. The late afternoon light did that golden hour thing where everything looks like it belongs in a travel magazine, and the Gulf breeze carried enough salt to remind you that you were somewhere special.

"Okay," Piper said, unwrapping her burger with the careful precision of someone who took food seriously. "Lay it on me. What makes this better than In-N-Out?"

"Oh, we're going straight for the throat," I said. "I respect that." I took a bite, letting my process-optimization analysis kick in. "First, the bun ratio. In-N-Out's got that thin patty situation that makes the whole thing bread-heavy. Unless you get the Double Double, this"—I gestured with my burger—"this is proper proportions."

"Mmm." She nodded, chewing thoughtfully. "Plus, the Maillard reaction on this patty is happening. In-N-Out's more like... steamed beef?"

I paused mid-bite. "Did you casually drop Maillard reaction into burger analysis?"

"Culinary school dropout. I may have bailed on the program, but I retained the food science." She grinned. "Your turn to impress me."

"Five Guys," I said. "Technically superior in the craft burger category, but they're solving the wrong problem. All that customization, the hand-cut fries—it's the startup approach to burgers. The menu is a mess of too many options. Optimizing for features instead of core experience."

"Ooh, tech metaphors. I like it." She leaned forward, and I caught myself noticing the way she gestured with her hands when she got excited. "But here's the thing about Five Guys—they're trying to be everything to everyone. Whataburger knows what it is."

"That's it! Whataburger doesn't try to be gourmet. It tries to be perfect at being itself."

"Which is why it works." She took another bite, and I found myself watching the way she ate—not self-conscious, not performing, just enjoying the food. "Though I have to say, for all the Texas pride, y'all borrowed the best parts from everywhere else," Piper continued, gesturing with a fry. "I mean, the mustard? That's straight German. The onions? Pure Midwest smash technique. Even the way they toast the buns—that's a California influence."

I found myself leaning forward, watching her talk with her hands, waving a crispy fry like a magic wand. There was something hypnotic about the way she could deconstruct a burger like analyzing fine art.

"You're saying Whataburger is cultural appropriation?" I asked, grinning.

"I'm saying it's smart curation." She bit into her burger, considering. "Like, in culinary school, they teach you that the best regional cuisines are usually the ones that have the most trade routes running through them. Texas sits at this perfect intersection—Mexican cuisine, German immigrants, cattle culture, and oil money, bringing in outside influences. Of course you'd end up with something interesting."

"Okay, but then what makes it authentically Texan?"

"The audacity to claim it all as yours," she said without missing a beat.

I nearly choked on my Dr Pepper. "Jesus. That's either profound or devastating."

"Why not both?" She smiled, a crooked little grin that made her whole face light up. "I mean, look at barbacoa tacos versus barbecue brisket. Same basic concept—slow-cooked meat that falls apart. But somehow Texas convinced the world it invented both."

We were entering dangerous territory—already charmed by the van and intrigued by the whole bohemian thing, but now she spoke my language. The optimization part of my brain catalogued everything: how she understood systems thinking, how she could see patterns across cultures, and how she didn't merely consume food but seriously thought about it.

"So what's your research about?" she asked, stealing one of my onion rings. "You mentioned the food truck circuit earlier."

I hesitated. Most people's eyes glazed over when I started talking about efficiency models and market dynamics. But something about the way she'd deconstructed Texas cuisine made me think she might get it.

"I'm trying to understand why some food trucks succeed and others fail," I said. "Like, on paper, they should all have roughly the same advantages—low overhead, mobility, direct customer feedback. But the success rates are wildly different."

"And you think there's a pattern?"

"I know there is, but I haven't cracked it yet." I found myself talking faster, the way I used to in pitch meetings when I knew I had something good. "It's not about the food quality. Some of the best cooks I've met are barely breaking even, while others with mediocre product are crushing it."

Piper nodded, listening. "What's your hypothesis?"

"That it's about understanding your constraints. The successful ones know what they can and can't do within their specific setup, and they optimize everything around that core competency."

"Like Whataburger."

I nodded. "Like Whataburger." I paused, then decided to admit something I hadn't told anyone. "I bought a little Blackstone griddle a few weeks ago. Been practicing smashburgers in my outdoor kitchen setup beside my Winnebago.”

Her eyebrows shot up. "No way. How'd they turn out?"

"Terrible. Like, not redeemable, terrible. Like I tossed it into the sand for the seagulls. May have killed one. Turns out there's a huge difference between understanding the theory and executing it."

She laughed, and the sound made something warm unfurl in my chest. "Did you at least get the crust right?"

"I got char. I'm not sure it qualified as crust so much as carbon formation."

"Oh god, you were probably pressing too hard. Everyone does that at first. You want enough pressure to maximize surface contact, not so much to squeeze out all the fat."

The way she said it, casual and confident, made me realize that this wasn’t mere attraction anymore—this was fascination.

"You know," I said, crumpling up my burger wrapper, "we could continue this conversation somewhere with a better view. The seawall parallels Shoreline. We could walk along the waterfront.”

She glanced over the guardrail to the edge of the seawall and the bay beyond, where the late afternoon sun painted everything golden. "You trying to impress me with the sunset, corporate boy?"

"I'm trying to keep you talking about food while we walk off these calories."

"Fair point." She stood up, slinging her purse/backpack over her shoulder. "But I'm warning you—I've got opinions about fish tacos that might veer into dangerous territory," Piper continued, gathering her napkins with the efficiency of someone who'd cleaned up after herself in a thousand different parking lots. "Every coastal town thinks they invented them, but most places throw some sad tilapia or frozen fishsticks in a corn tortilla and call it authentic. Real fish tacos need proper slaw—something acidic to cut the fat—and the fish should be local. Mahi, if you can get it, but even Gulf red snapper beats frozen white fish any day."

I followed her lead, dumping our trash and trying not to stare at how she moved through the world like she belonged everywhere and nowhere at once. "Spoken like someone who's traveled the coast for real."

"Three years of it," she said, pushing through the glass doors into the humid Texas evening. "You learn which places are tourist traps pretty fast when you're living on a budget."

The seawall stretched before us, that concrete ribbon between civilization and the Gulf that made Corpus Christi feel like the edge of something larger. The fading sunlight turned the water into molten copper and made even the oil refineries in the distance look romantic. Almost.

"So what made you choose the van life?" I asked as we started walking. It was an obvious question, but I was genuinely curious. Most people our age—well, her age—were climbing corporate ladders or at least pretending to have five-year plans.

"Choice implies better options," she said, but without any self-pity. "Culinary school debt is real, and restaurant work burns you out fast. One day, after working sixteen-hour shifts for some asshole chef in Austin, living in a studio apartment I could barely afford, I realized I was miserable. So I bought the van, figured out how to live small, and started cooking food I cared about, instead of mediocre microwavable meals."

She talked about major life decisions like recipes—practical and methodical but with room for improvisation. This was refreshing after years of startup pitch decks and strategic planning sessions.

"And you just... drove away?"

"Best decision I ever made." She glanced at me sideways. "What about you? Tech founder to Winnebago nomad seems like a pretty dramatic pivot."

The question I'd been dreading and hoping for in equal measure. "Burnout, mostly. Built a company, sold it, realized I spent fifteen years creating something I didn't actually believe in. Classic midlife crisis territory."

"Except you're not buying a Porsche and dating twenty-two-year-olds."

"Well, the jury's still out on the second part," I said, then regretted it. Too self-aware, too obvious.

But Piper giggled. "Smooth. Real smooth."

We walked in comfortable silence for a moment, watching a pelican dive-bomb the waves with the kind of precision that would make a tech CEO weep with envy. The thing about being forty-two and talking to someone in their twenties is that you're constantly aware of the math. Not only the age gap, but the experience gap, the cultural reference gap, and the different stages of life gap.

Except with Piper, it felt less like a gap and more like different routes to the same destination.

"Can I ask you something?" she said as we approached a parking area where a cluster of RVs and vans gathered for the night.

"Shoot."

"Are you one of those guys who's going to get weird about me being younger? Because I've got to tell you, most of the guys my age are still figuring out how to do their own laundry."

Direct. I liked that about her. "Are you one of those people who's going to get weird about me having more money than sense?"

"Depends. Are you going to try to fix my life with your money?"

"I'm still trying to figure out how to fix my own life."

"Good answer."

We'd reached her van, a white Mercedes Sprinter that looked like it had seen some miles but was clearly well-maintained. Through the rear windows, I could see the warm glow of LED strip lighting that suggested a carefully planned interior.

She stopped at the back doors, keys in hand, and turned to face me. The sun sank lower, almost gone now, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that would have looked fake in a photograph.

"So," she said, and I could feel the weight of the moment settling between us like a question mark.

Silence stretched between us, filled with the distant sound of waves and the occasional car passing along the seawall behind us. Piper's fingers traced the edge of her van's door handle, and I found myself cataloging the way the parking lot lights caught the copper threads in her hair.

"Want to see the inside?" she asked, her voice carrying that same easy confidence that had drawn me in at Sunrise Tacos. "I mean, properly. Not just peeking through the window like some kind of van voyeur."

I laughed despite the sudden spike in my pulse. "Van voyeur?"

"It's a thing. Trust me." She pulled the door open wider, and the interior light spilled out, creating a warm glow around her. "Come on, Ryan. Live a little."

Live a little. When was the last time someone said that to me? When was the last time I wanted to?

I followed her into the van, immediately struck by how different it felt from the outside looking in. The space seemed larger somehow, but still intimate. The fairy lights cast everything in a soft amber glow, and I caught the scent of something like vanilla and sea salt—her, I realized.

"This is..." I started, then stopped, looking around at the careful details—a tiny succulent plant in a mason jar. Books stacked beside the bed with titles I didn't recognize. A guitar was propped in the corner. "It's like a whole world in here."

"My world," she said softly, settling cross-legged on the bed and patting the space beside her. "Population: one. Well, usually."

I sat down, hyperaware of the years between us, of how easy this felt and how complicated it should be. The mattress and chassis dipped under our combined weight, bringing us closer together.

"Piper," I began, not sure what to say next.

She turned toward me, close enough that I could see the flecks of silver in her blue eyes and feel the warmth radiating from her skin. Her hand found mine, fingers intertwining with a naturalness that made my chest tight.

"You're overthinking again," she whispered. "I can practically hear the gears turning."

"It's what I do." My voice came out rougher than intended.

She leaned closer, close enough that her breath ghosted across my lips. "What if you just... didn't? For once?"

My free hand found its way to her cheek, thumb brushing across her skin. She looked at me like I belonged, and every rational thought dissolved in the space between us.

"Piper..."

"Yeah?"

The question hung in the air between us, unspoken but understood.

The van grew smaller, her question hanging between us like a live wire. My analytical brain kicked into overdrive—this kind of impulsive decision had gotten me into trouble before. The responsible thing would be to say goodnight, go back to my RV, and pretend this electric connection didn't exist.

But Piper's eyes held mine with that fearless directness that had been unraveling me all evening. Her fingers traced lazy circles on my forearm, and I felt eighteen years of careful planning and risk assessment crumbling like a house of cards.

This is it, Mitchell—the moment where you either stay safely in your lane or drive off the cliff.

She leaned closer, her voice soft but certain. "Want to stay a while?"

I stared at her for a moment, my brain doing the same thing it always did—running calculations, weighing variables, analyzing outcomes. But underneath all that mental noise, something simpler happened. I wanted to stay. I wanted to keep talking to her, keep watching the way her eyes lit up when she got excited about something, and keep feeling this strange new energy that seemed to buzz between us.

"Yes," I said finally. "I'd like that."

Her smile widened, and I felt something loosen in my chest. But then my practical side kicked in—the part of me that spent years managing meetings and controlling environments.

"But," I heard myself saying, "what if you came to see my setup instead?"

Piper raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. "Your setup?"

"My Winnebago. It's... well, it's very different from this." I gestured around her cozy van, suddenly self-conscious about what she'd think of my mobile command center. "I've got coffee that doesn't require a camp stove, and the WiFi works if you need to check anything."

She laughed—not mockingly, but with genuine delight. "Are you politely redirecting me, Ryan?"

"Maybe a little," I admitted, running a hand through my hair. "I'm not great at... this. But I do make excellent coffee, and I have a feeling you'd get a kick out of seeing how an ex-tech guy does van life."

"Now I'm really curious." She reached for her jacket. "Lead the way to your fortress of technology."

As we climbed out of her van, I felt an unfamiliar flutter of nervousness mixed with anticipation. Piper would see the full extent of my inability to disconnect—the solar panels, the satellite internet, and the ridiculous number of screens I somehow justified as "essential." I mean, having only one TV in a thirty-six-foot living space is kind of weird, right?

"Fair warning," I said as we walked toward the RV park. "It's possible I've over-engineered the whole nomad thing."

"Can't wait to see it," she said, bumping my shoulder with hers.

The simple contact sent electricity straight through me, and I realized that whatever happened between us, I was already in way deeper than expected.


CHAPTER 5
THE PROXIMITY EFFECT


I pulled out of the Whataburger parking lot with Piper's headlights in my rearview mirror and started second-guessing everything.

What was I doing? Forty-two-year-old tech bros don't bring twenty-something van life goddesses home to their RVs. That's not how this works. That's not how any of this works.

But here we were.

The drive from Shoreline to Pelican Point took almost half an hour—I timed driving routes obsessively when I first moved here. Tonight, it felt like twelve seconds and twelve hours simultaneously. Piper stayed a respectful distance behind me, her Sprinter's LED strips casting blue light through my rear window like some kind of bohemian UFO.

I caught myself checking the mirror every few seconds. Not because I worried she'd bail—though that was definitely a possibility—but because I kept processing that she was still there. Following me. To my place.

The evening replayed in fragments: her kindhearted laugh when I described my smashburger failure, the way she'd described how Whataburger’s combination of flavors was distinctly Texan, that moment in her van when the air got thick enough to cut with a knife. And underneath it all, the persistent background hum of my brain cataloging everything that could go wrong.

Age gap: fifteen years, give or take. Life stages: incompatible. Her: a free spirit with an artistic soul, living in a van. Me: spreadsheet enthusiast, former corporate overlord, living in a land yacht.

But then I remembered how she'd looked at me while I explained my food truck research and theories, as if I wasn't just some middle-aged guy having a midlife crisis. Like, maybe she found me interesting.

The Gulf air rolled through my partly opened windows, carrying salt and seaweed and the faint smell of somebody's barbecue. Tuesday night at the beach. Most people were home watching Netflix or doom-scrolling their phones. I led a caravan of two toward what might be the most interesting mistake I'd made in years.

Pelican Point's entrance appeared on my right—a weathered wooden sign, palm trees strung with lights, with a few dead bulbs. I waved at Liz through the office window. She waved back, then did a double-take when she spotted the Sprinter behind me. I could practically see the gossip wheels begin turning.

"Evening, Ryan!" Chuck called from his lawn chair fortress, three Lone Stars deep and holding court with Jim from pad forty-seven down the way. "Bringing home company?"

"Something like that," I called back, trying to sound casual while internally cringing at the attention.

These were my people now—retirees and snowbirds, and the occasional digital nomad. A whole ecosystem surrounded me here: a morning coffee huddle around the fire pit, evening happy hours near the cornhole pit, elaborate discussions about solar panel efficiency, and the best places to dump your gray water. I somehow became the tech guy everyone consulted about WiFi boosters and backup cameras.

After passing Chuck’s spot, I pulled into my spot—premium beachfront, sixty feet of Gulf view that cost me an extra forty bucks a month. Worth every penny for moments like this. I parked my Leaf on a smaller concrete pad alongside my RV pad. It was centered between the RV and my car trailer set up behind it. Piper pulled up alongside me, and after a moment, her engine went quiet.

My setup sprawled across the oversized site like a small village. The Winnebago Adventurer dominated the space—thirty-six feet of Class A perfection, solar panels glinting under the security lights. The enclosed trailer was parked behind the RV, and the smokers set up in the space between, covered by an awning. Through the open space, a picnic area in the sand past the edge of the concrete pad, featuring outdoor furniture arranged just so, and string lights to create a warm perimeter. My RV’s entrance faced the gulf, giving me a private view of the surf and sky.

I climbed out and heard Piper's door slam.

"Holy shit, Ryan."

I turned. She stood at the end of her van, hands on her hips, staring at my setup like it personally offended her.

"This is not van life," she said, gesturing at the Winnebago. "This is... this is like if a house came with wheels and commitment issues."

"Technically, it's RV life," I said. "Completely different demographic."

She walked closer, her eyes taking inventory of my makeshift outdoor kitchen, the satellite dish, and the fact that my rig cost more than most people's homes in San Patricio County.

"You said you lived simply now."

"I do. This is simple. It's... optimized simplicity."

She laughed, shaking her head. "Of course it is." But she smiled when she said it.

I walked between the two massive rigs, along the side, and into the Winnebago, feeling the shift in her energy behind me. The space that had become my solitary sanctuary over the past few months felt exposed under her curious gaze.

"Holy organization, Batman," she said, after entering and walking toward the kitchen island, running her fingers along the custom spice rack I installed above the two-burner induction cooktop. Each jar was labeled in my admittedly obsessive block lettering. "Did you alphabetize these?"

"Alphabetical makes the most sense for quick retrieval," I said, then caught myself. "That sounded less neurotic in my head."

She laughed—not at me, but with genuine delight. "No, I love it. Look at this knife block." She gestured to my magnetic strip, where my knives hung in order of blade length. "It's like kitchen porn."

The way she said "porn" made something flutter in my chest that had nothing to do with organizational pride.

She moved through the compact space with surprising grace, her fingers trailing over surfaces as she explored. The galley kitchen was directly across from the dinette, where my laptop sat closed on the dinette table, surrounded by what I hoped she wouldn't notice.

Too late.

"What's all this?" She picked up one of my composition notebooks, the kind I used since my Baylor days. The cover read "Brisket Variables - Temperature/Time Curves” in my careful handwriting.

"Research," I said, probably too quickly.

She flipped it open, and I watched her eyebrows climb. Page after page of charts, graphs, temperature logs, and what could only be described as barbecue equations. She turned to another notebook: "Pork Shoulder Experiments - Rub Ratios & Bark Development."

"Ryan," she said slowly, "how many of these do you have?"

I gestured weakly at the stack. "Twelve. So far."

She stared at me for a long moment, then burst into laughter that filled the entire RV. "You've turned barbecue into a dissertation. This is amazing."

The genuine appreciation in her voice caught me off guard. Most people—including the infrequent women I dated—found my systematic approach to hobbies exhausting rather than endearing.

"Want to see the actual equipment?" I asked, suddenly eager to show her the fruits of all that research.

Outside, the early evening sun painted everything golden as I led her to the space just ahead of the enclosed trailer. The offset smoker—a custom-built steel beast—dominated the space alongside my high-tech Traeger pellet grill. Between the two sat a folding table where the portable Blackstone grill found a home, beside the cutting board, and a stack of tinfoil pans and other accessories.

"Now this," Piper said, running her hand along the offset's firebox, "this is serious business."

I watched her examine the thermometer ports, the adjustable dampers, and the seal on the cooking chamber door. Her movements were full of a confidence that spoke of real knowledge.

"You actually know what you're looking at," I observed.

She glanced up from where she crouched beside the firebox. "Culinary school. Two years at Auguste Escoffier in Austin before I decided formal education wasn't for me." She stood, brushing her hands off on her cutoff jeans. "But I know my way around most proteins."

The way she said it, combined with how close we were standing in the confined trailer space, sent heat through me that had nothing to do with the smoker.

"What's your preferred wood for pork?" I asked, my voice coming out rougher than intended.

"Depends on the cut." She stepped closer, reaching past me to touch the wood storage rack. "Apple for tenderloin, hickory for shoulder. Cherry, if you want that perfect color on the bark."

Her arm brushed mine as she moved, and I caught her scent—something like vanilla and campfire smoke.

"And beef?" I managed.

"Oak. Always oak for brisket. Mesquite for a Porterhouse or flank steak, it burns hot, so you need to watch it." She turned to face me. "Though I bet you already knew that."

The outdoor space felt smaller, the air thicker. To the west, the sun began its descent toward the horizon, painting everything in warm amber light.

The amber light did something to her face that my brain wanted to catalog—the way it caught the copper threads in her hair and softened the sharp angles of her cheekbones. But standing there in the thickening silence, I felt like a teenager again, all awkward limbs and racing pulse.

"It's cooling off," I said, true for early October, but ranked somewhere between stating that water is wet and announcing that gravity exists on the scale of practical observations. But it broke whatever spell we'd been under, and I saw her shoulders relax.

"Yeah, the evenings are nice here," she agreed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Different from inland."

I gestured toward the RV, grateful for something concrete to focus on. "Want a beer? I've got Shiners in the cooler. Fair warning, though—they could be the most expensive beers I've ever bought. I’m learning a bit about craft brews after abstaining for most of my career.” Jeez, Ryan, you don’t have to explain every little thing.

She laughed, and the sound seemed to settle something in my chest. "I'd love one."

Inside the Winnebago, I marveled again at how efficiently thirty-six feet could be organized when you had nothing but time and a former project manager's obsession with optimization—the cooler with a six-pack of Shiners at frigid temperature within arm's reach. I grabbed two bottles and the opener and returned—a simple mission that somehow felt loaded with significance.

When I emerged, Piper was already settled on one of my two Adirondack chairs positioned under the string lights facing the Gulf. She'd kicked off her sandals with her feet tucked up under her, looking like she fit in my carefully curated outdoor living space. The sight of her there, framed by the warm glow of the lights against the deepening sky, made something shift in my chest.

"Nice setup," she said, accepting the beer. "Very... intentional."

"Recovering control freak," I admitted, settling into the chair beside her. "I used to optimize everything—user experience, workflow efficiency, profit margins. Now I optimize for sunset views and beer accessibility."

The cold Shiner's bitter taste complemented the moment. We sat in comfortable quiet for a minute, listening to the sound of waves against the sand and the gentle hum of RV generators settling into evening mode.

"So what happened?" I asked eventually. "With culinary school, I mean. You said you dropped out."

She went quiet for a long beat, and I thought she might not answer. When she did, her voice lost some of its earlier confidence. "I realized I was there for the wrong reasons. My parents wanted me to have a 'practical skill,' something that would always guarantee work. But I wasn't learning to cook—I learned to follow recipes exactly, to replicate the same dishes perfectly every time." She took a long pull from her beer. "Turns out I'm not great at following other people's rules."

"Shocking revelation," I said dryly, rewarded by another laugh.

"What about you? What made you walk away from the tech world?"

My turn to stare at the horizon, where the last traces of amber were fading into purple. "I built something meant to connect people. Make their lives easier, more efficient. Instead, I watched it turn into another way for them to avoid connecting." I shrugged. "Plus, working eighty-hour weeks, with conversations that were solely about user acquisition metrics for about three years."

"So you bought a trailer and drove to the Gulf Coast."

"So I bought a trailer and drove to the Gulf Coast," I confirmed. "My therapist called it a geographic solution to an emotional problem."

"What do you call it?"

I looked over at her, noting how she'd shifted in her chair, angling toward me. Her knees were almost touching the arm of my chair now.

"Tuesday," I said. "I call it Tuesday."

"Tuesday," she repeated, testing the word. "I like it. Very... systematic. You name all your smokers, don't you?"

"Guilty as charged." I took a pull from my Shiner. "There's Big Betty—she's the offset stick burner. Then there's Steady Eddie, the pellet grill for when I need precision. And the Blackstone griddle is... Uh… Blackstone.”

“Blackstone?” She grinned. "Real creative there, tech guy."

"Hey, some things don't need reinventing." I gestured toward her van with my bottle. "What about yours? Please tell me it has a name."

"Dolly." She said it with the kind of reverence usually reserved for family members or outstanding bourbon. "After Parton, obviously. She's temperamental, breaks down at inconvenient times, but she's got character."

Of course, she'd name her van after Dolly Parton. The woman probably curated a playlist specifically for driving into sunsets.

"So what's the story there?" I found myself genuinely curious, which edged into dangerous territory. Curiosity led to investment, and investment led to... well, complicated Tuesday conversations. "The van life thing. You running toward something or away from it?"

She went quiet for a moment, and I wondered if I pushed too far too fast. But then she shifted again—closer this time, her bare foot brushing against my flip-flop. The brief contact might have been accidental, but my nervous system registered it like a system alert.

"Little of both, I guess." She swirled her beer, watching the amber liquid catch the light. "I worked at this high-end place in Austin. Real pretentious stuff—foam on everything, servers who could tell you the life story of every radish on your plate."

"Sounds terrible," I said, though privately thinking about how her voice changed when she talked about food. It became more animated, as if describing a lover instead of a job.

"It would’ve been a great line on my resume, don't get me wrong. But after a while, all that precision started feeling like a cage. Everything had to be perfect, plated the same way, measured to the gram." She looked over at me. "It seems like you'd understand that, right? The tyranny of optimization?"

I nearly choked on my beer. "Did you just psychoanalyze my entire career in one sentence?"

"Maybe." She smiled again, that slightly dangerous smile that suggested she knew more than she let on. "Am I wrong?"

My turn for quiet for a moment, watching the sun sink lower over the water. The air cooling, and the caws of seagulls, along with the steady beat of waves against the shore, echoed around us. Somewhere nearby, someone grilled fish, and the smell mixed with the salt air in a way that made me think of possibility.

"No," I admitted. "You're not wrong."

She stood up then, and for a second, I thought she would leave. But instead, she moved to the RV, leaning her hip against the hood, looking away from the Gulf to the opposite horizon, and backlit her silhouette with the sunset. I actively resisted the urge to stare, like some kind of middle-aged cliché.

"Come here," she said, not looking back. "You're missing the best part."

I joined her, standing beside her, close enough that our arms almost touched. Almost. The space between us felt charged, like the air before a storm.

"What am I looking at?" I asked.

She pointed toward the horizon, across the strip of the inter-coastal waterway, where the sun painted the sky in shades of orange and pink that would make a motivational poster jealous.

"That," she said softly. "The moment when day becomes night. It's different every time, but it's also always the same."

I looked at her profile, noting the way the light caught the curve of her jaw and the slight scar on the edge of her left eyebrow that I hadn't noticed before. She was right about the sunset, but I found it hard to focus on anything except the six inches of space between us and the question of what would happen if that space disappeared entirely.

The last traces of orange faded into purple, and I found myself studying the way the dying light caught Piper's hair, shifting the blonde strands into an array of warm tones. She'd gone quiet, her usual stream of observations replaced by something more contemplative. The space between us shrank without either of us acknowledging it—close enough that I could smell her soap, something clean and herbal like it came from a health food store.

"Ryan." She turned toward me, something different in her voice. Direct. Decided.

Before I could overthink it—before I could catalog all the reasons this could be complicated or premature or potentially catastrophic—she reached up and touched my face. Her palm flattened, warm against my cheek, and I exhaled the breath I'd held.

"I know this is fast," she said, just before she kissed me.

It should have been awkward. First kisses usually are, especially when you're forty-two and out of practice and standing on uneven ground next to an RV that smells faintly of propane. But this wasn't awkward at all. Piper tasted like the beer we'd shared and fit against me like she belonged there. My hands found her waist without conscious instruction, pulling her closer while the last of the daylight disappeared around us.

When we broke apart, neither of us moved away. Her forehead rested against mine, and I could feel her breathing, quick and shallow.

"Well," she said, and for once seemed at a loss for words.

"Yeah." I experienced my own vocabulary issues. The analytical part of my brain—the part that usually provides running commentary on everything—had apparently taken the evening off.

She laughed, soft and a little breathless. "That was..."

"Perfect," I finished, surprising myself with the certainty in my voice.

She smiled then, the kind of smile that reaches your eyes and rearranges your entire face. "I was going to say unexpected, but perfect works too."

We stood there for another moment, the night settling around us. Somewhere in the distance, waves rolled against the shore with metronomic persistence—a night bird called from the dunes.

"Would you like to come inside?" The words came out before I could second-guess them.

"Yes," she said, immediate and sure. "I would."

She took my hand, her fingers threading through mine with the same easy confidence she'd shown in everything else. Together, we turned toward the RV, toward the warm glow spilling from its windows, toward whatever came next.


CHAPTER 6
THE HEAT TRANSFER INCIDENT


The RV door clicked shut behind us, and suddenly the space felt impossibly small. Not small in a cramped way—for a motorhome, the thing was immense—but small in the way that made me hyperaware of Piper's presence beside me. The fading light through the windows cast everything in amber, and I could hear her breathing, quick and shallow like mine.

We stood there for a moment in the narrow entryway, and I felt that familiar analytical part of my brain kick in, cataloging details as if debugging code. I saw how she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a slight flush across her cheekbones, and how she looked around the space—not nervous, but taking it in with those sharp eyes that never missed anything.

"It's bigger on the inside,” she said, and her breathless voice tightened my chest.

"Efficient use of space," I managed, then immediately felt like an idiot. Here she stood, this beautiful woman who'd agreed to come inside with me, and I prattled off about square footage like we were at an RV show.

But Piper smiled, that same easy smile that undid me for weeks at Sunrise Tacos. "Very you," she said, and somehow that made it better.

I reached for her hand, my fingers finding hers in the dim light. Her warm hand felt slightly rough from her outdoor life, and when she squeezed back, I felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders. Whatever we were doing was deliberate and mutual—not something that happened to us, but something we chose together. I led her through the living area, past the compact kitchen where I spent many mornings thinking about her while I made coffee and considered what to do for the day.

The space felt different with her in it, charged with possibility. I noted how she moved with effortless grace, even in the narrow area between the dinette and the pullout island. She didn’t seem overwhelmed by the confined space, unlike some people. Underneath those observations floated something raw, more urgent, maybe primal.

The slide-out extension made the back bedroom space feel roomy, even with my king-sized bed. It was darker here with the overhead light off, and the last of the sunset filtered through the tinted windows. The dark Gulf horizon out one window, the gloaming of the sunset through the other, painted everything in soft gold. When I turned to face her, Piper stared at me, her bright blue eyes serious but not uncertain.

I pulled her into my arms, taking the initiative, and she came willingly, her hands finding my shoulders as I cupped her face and kissed her again. This kiss was deeper, more urgent than the one outside. When she gasped against my mouth, I felt it like electricity shooting straight through me.

"Are we doing this?" she whispered, her forehead resting against mine.

The question hung between us in the small space as we hovered near the bed, loaded with everything we weren't saying. Things that increasingly didn’t matter. The age difference, the fact that we barely knew each other, and other trivial details evaporated. This felt like we were about to step off a cliff into something I couldn't control, optimize, or plan my way through.

"If..." I started, then cleared my throat. "You tell me if you want me to stop."

She went quiet for a heartbeat, and in that silence I could hear my own pulse thundering in my ears. Then her hands slid up to tangle in my hair, and she looked directly into my eyes.

"Don't stop, Ryan."

And when she kissed me, every rational thought scattered into fragments, leaving only her mouth, tongue, and the amber light fading around us. Our kiss shifted as we explored our connection with roving hands and heated moans. She broke the kiss and nodded when I gripped the bottom of her faded t-shirt and lifted it. She gazed at me as she raised her arms, but I couldn’t hold the stare when her breasts bounced free.

Her eyes flared when I glanced back at her, and then she reached and pulled my faded Star Wars t-shirt up and off. Both topless, we paused for a beat before her hands flattened against my chest while my hands cupped her pert breasts. She fanned her fingertips over my chest hair and found my nipples, then brushed her fingers over my abs. I pressed closer to resume kissing her while I squeezed her breasts, teasing her stiff nipples.

Her hands dropped to my shorts, pushing them off my waist and then further until they fell past my thighs to my feet. She broke the kiss, gripping and stroking my shaft as she watched my eyes flare open, then half close at the sensation. “You can tell me if you want to stop…” she whispered as she lowered to her knees and brushed her soft cheek over the blunt tip.

“Fuck. Don’t stop, Piper.”

Her eyes flared at my response as she sucked the tip, her tongue lapping at the slit and collecting the bead of precum. I pushed my fingers through her blond tresses, tightening my grip, which elicited a moan. She nodded, communicating her consent, then sucked and licked my crown. Pulling back and stroking me with her hand, spreading her spit over my shaft.

Her hands moved slowly, as if measuring my length, and she moaned as she gripped the base tightly. “You continue to impress, Ryan.” She stared at me as she stroked a few times, then parted her lips and sucked me deep into her mouth.

My groan echoed in the small space as she bobbed her head up and down my shaft. Tightening my fingers, I held her head steady, taking the initiative and thrusting my hips. She stilled, submitting to my heated passion with her lips sealed around my girth. I focused on her blue eyes, darkened with lust, amidst the soundtrack of her eager noises as I fucked her mouth.

“My turn,” I said, pulling out of her mouth as she gazed up at me with a curious expression. I helped her to her feet and led her past the threshold and beside my bed.

She grinned and pushed her shorts down before bending at the waist, turning to face away from me as she pushed her thong down. Her heart-shaped ass sat atop her two perfectly tanned thighs, her smooth lips glistened and parted as she shook her hips from side to side.

I tipped her forward til she fell onto the bed, rolled onto her back with a laugh. Our eyes met, and the wild connection between us bloomed, a magnetism that drew us closer. I couldn’t stop staring at her naked, lying on my bed, looking at me, and reflecting the heated want that overwhelmed both of us.

When I stepped out of my shorts, her gaze dropped, watching me fist my shaft. I knelt on the bedroom carpet at the foot of the bed, and I leaned toward her. She inched closer and spread her legs, reaching to comb through my hair and guide me to her glistening pussy.

After kissing the small tuft of blonde hair at the apex, I licked a line from the bottom to the top of her slit. She moaned, her hips lifting and grinding into my mouth. Her taste exploded on my tongue, sweet, tangy, and perfect.

I tipped two fingers inside under my chin as I continued licking and sucking her lips, then eased deeper. My fingers slid easily in and out of her tight channel, aided by the mixture of slick arousal and my saliva. I explored her, curling my fingers along the top until I found the place where her breath caught, then fluttered the tips.

“Ryan,” she gasped, almost whining. “I want your cock inside me when I come.”

“Good girl,” I growled, rising and crawling between her spread thighs. “I want to feel you wrapped around me.” I gripped my shaft and teased my broad crown up and down her slit.

“Please,” She gasped, trying to keep her hips still. “Don’t tease me, Ryan. Fuck me.”

I pushed inside her, and it felt like sinking into warm honey as I drove slowly until fully sheathed inside her. Our eyes locked as I rocked my hips, my hands pressed into her tits, holding her down. She lifted her legs, wrapping them around my hips, and dug her heels into my ass. All the objections to the age gap and other issues I’d struggled with disappeared as our bodies melded together.

A sense of transcendent joy cycled in my mind—an utter realization of how right she felt. I wouldn’t doubt us ever again. She was mine. The raw possessive thought shocked me, but the dark glint of my stare made her eyes sparkle.

“Fuck, you feel so good.” She sighed, lowering her fingers to her clit. “I love how you look at me. So dark and possessive.”

“I’ll make you mine,” I said lowly. “Is that what you want?”

“What if I already am?” she gasped, then her pussy tightened, clenching around me. “Oh fuck, don’t stop.”

I didn’t, rutting into her faster as she clenched tightly around my cock, gushing her release around my shaft. She closed her eyes, tossed her head back, and arched as I kept stroking through her peak. Slowly, her eyes blinked open, and her body relaxed as she watched me lazily. When she realized I wasn’t stopping, continuing to drive into her without any thought of pulling away, her head tossed back again.

“Oh, god,” she gasped, staring at me with awe. “Oh, don’t stop. Fuck.”

I released my grip on her breasts, and they bounced as I kept fucking her. I lowered my hands to the bed, just above her shoulders, and sank into a deep kiss. My hips cycling as bliss tightened in my core, growing into a ball of electricity at the base of my spine.

“Fuck,” I tightened my core, and part of me knew I couldn’t hold back. “Piper, I’m…”

“Do it,” she begged, breathless. “Fill me. Please.”

Any thought of pulling out fled my mind, along with anything else, as my lizard brain took over. I pumped into her until my climax ripped up my spine as my balls tightened and pulsed, jetting my release deep inside her. She screamed, hitting her second peak as my hips jerked and I emptied everything I had into her.

I slumped down, my hand slid behind her neck, kissing her as I continued to grind my cock inside her. She kissed me back, hungrily as she clenched around me in waves, milking my release as our bodies melded into one.

When I pulled up, we stared at each other, like we were having a mutual epiphany. I slid out, then stretched beside her, pulling her ass into my groin as my chest pressed against her back. Words weren’t working, and I relaxed and kissed behind her ear.

We rested comfortably for a time, but we both knew there was more to discover. So, we took our time, flexing into each other, shifting, changing positions, finding different points of mutual pleasure, and decoding how our bodies fit. We didn’t talk, explain, or try to rationalize, beyond offering short encouragements as we continued, moving instinctively, pushing each other to seek more pleasure, more bliss. When we quieted, near exhaustion, she drifted off to sleep in my arms, her head on my chest, as I gazed up at the ceiling, until I slipped into a comfortable darkness.


CHAPTER 7
THE MORNING AFTER PROTOCOL


The first thing I registered was warmth that wasn't mine.

For about three seconds, I lay there in that fuzzy pre-consciousness state, wondering why my usually precise internal thermostat was registering all wrong. Then my brain came online with the efficiency of a well-optimized bootup sequence, and I remembered.

Piper.

She was curled against my side, one arm draped across my chest, her face buried in the crook of my neck. Her breathing was soft and even, the kind of deep sleep that only happens when you're wholly comfortable. I could feel the gentle flutter of her eyelashes against my collarbone.

The morning light filtering through my RV's windows had that particular Gulf Coast quality—golden and heavy with salt. It painted everything in warm tones, including the woman currently using me as her personal pillow.

What the hell had I done?

Not in a regretful way. More like the way you'd ask that question after realizing you'd accidentally bought a lottery ticket that won. The kind of disbelief that comes with unexpected good fortune, you're not entirely sure you deserve.

I'd built my company from nothing but code and caffeine. I'd optimized databases, streamlined processes, and turned chaos into profitable algorithms. But lying here with Piper's hair tickling my chin, I realized I had absolutely no framework for this. No methodology. No best practices documentation.

My brain kept trying to categorize what had happened between us—file it under some familiar heading so I could process it properly. Was this a relationship? A fling? A beautiful mistake? But every time I tried to assign it a label, the feeling slipped away like trying to hold water.

All I knew in that moment was it felt… perfect. Different, sure, but everything with Piper was different. She didn't fit into any of my carefully designed compartments, and instead of frustrating me, it felt like discovering a new color.

She shifted slightly, making a slight sound that was half-sigh, half-purr. I found myself studying the way the morning light caught the copper threads in her blonde hair, the constellation of freckles across her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open, and for a moment she looked as disoriented as I'd felt. Then her gaze focused on me, and a slow smile spread across her face.

"Morning," she said, her voice husky with sleep.

"Morning." I was suddenly hyperaware of everything—the way her leg was tangled with mine, how my arm had gone slightly numb from her weight, the fact that my hair was probably doing something ridiculous. "Sleep okay?"

She stretched like a cat, arching her back before settling back against me. "Mmm. Your bed is way more comfortable than my van. Though I have to say, your pillow talk could use some work."

"My pillow talk?" I tried to remember what I'd said last night after... well, after. "What did I say?"

"You started explaining the optimal water temperature for coffee extraction." She was grinning now, clearly enjoying my mortification. "Something about 195 to 205 degrees Fahrenheit and how most people get it wrong."

Jesus. "I did not."

"You absolutely did. Right after you promised to make me the best cup of coffee I'd ever had in my life." She propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at me with those blue eyes that seemed to see everything. "Pretty bold claims for a guy who was half-asleep."

"I wasn't half-asleep. I was in a post-coital state of heightened awareness and wanted to share important information."

She burst out laughing. "Post-coital state of heightened awareness? Ryan, you're like if a romance novel and a technical manual had a baby."

"Is that good or bad?"

"It's perfect," she said, and something in her tone made my chest tight. "It's perfectly you."

The awkwardness I'd been bracing for never materialized. Instead, there was an easy intimacy, as if we’d been waking up together for years, rather than minutes. She traced a lazy pattern on my chest with her finger, and I realized I was in serious trouble. Trouble I didn’t want to shy away from.

"So," she said, "about that coffee. Time to put your money where your mouth is, tech boy."

I groaned and pulled the pillow over my face. "Give me five more minutes to prepare for the performance pressure."

"Nope." She was already sitting up, gloriously unselfconscious. "I'm holding you to this.

With a grin, I slid out of bed and pulled on a new pair of boxers. I stepped into the galley kitchen, which, in RV terms, meant I took exactly two steps to arrive at my destination. The Winnebago's designers had clearly studied submarine blueprints—every inch served multiple purposes, and you learned to move like a dancer or risk collecting bruises.

"Okay, coffee wizard," Piper called from the bed, pulling my t-shirt over her head. It hung loose on her frame, the hem hitting mid-thigh. "Show me what optimized caffeine obsession looks like."

I opened the cabinet above the sink, revealing my pride and joy: a compact espresso setup that had cost more than most people's monthly rent —a burr grinder, precision scale, and temperature-controlled kettle. The works, just miniaturized for mobile living.

"Jesus," she said, padding over barefoot. "You really weren't kidding about the setup."

"I don't kid about coffee." I pulled down the grinder and checked the hopper. "Or breakfast. Hope you're hungry."

She leaned against the narrow counter, watching me measure beans with scientific precision. Twenty-two grams. Always twenty-two grams. "I'm always hungry. But I should warn you—I'm one of those people who help in kitchens. It's compulsive."

"Good. I was hoping you'd say that."

The grinder whirred to life, filling the small space with the rich aroma of freshly ground beans. Piper moved around me with surprising grace, opening cabinets until she found plates, checking the tiny fridge for breakfast possibilities. We developed an immediate rhythm—when I reached for the portafilter, she stepped left. When she checked what was in the refrigerator, I shifted right. Like we'd been doing this dance for years instead of minutes.

"Eggs," she announced, emerging from the fridge with a carton. "Cheese. Butter. I can work with this." She glanced at my espresso machine, which was now ticking as the hot water expanded inside. "How long until coffee?"

"Three minutes for proper temperature. Then another two for extraction."

"Perfect." She cracked eggs into a bowl with practiced efficiency. "I'll have scrambled eggs ready in five. Assuming you trust me with your cookware."

I handed her a whisk from the drawer. "I trust you,"

The words carried more weight than they should have, and we both felt the undercurrent of growing trust between us. She paused, whisk halfway to the bowl, and smiled. Not her usual confident grin—something softer.

"Good," she said simply, and started whisking.

I focused on tamping the grounds, applying exactly thirty pounds of pressure. The familiar ritual calmed my overthinking brain, which had started cataloging all the ways this morning could go sideways. But watching Piper move around my space—seasoning the eggs without asking, finding the right pan by instinct—those anxious calculations faded.

She belonged here. The thought hit me like a revelation and a terror simultaneously.

The espresso pulled perfectly, with a thick crema forming as the dark liquid streamed into the cups. Piper's cheesy eggs were ready at the exact moment I finished, fluffy and perfectly seasoned. We loaded everything onto plates and mugs, another choreographed moment of domestic efficiency.

"Verdict time," I said, handing her a cup.

She took a sip, and her eyes closed. A slight sound escaped her throat—almost a moan. When she opened her eyes, they were slightly unfocused.

"Okay," she said slowly. "You weren't bragging. This is legitimately the best coffee I've ever had."

"Told you."

"Smug bastard." But she was grinning. "We're taking this outside, right? Because I need to properly appreciate both the coffee and whatever conversation we're about to have."

I nodded toward the door. "After you."

She grabbed her coffee and plate of eggs and headed for the exit, my shirt still swallowing her petite frame. I followed, wondering when exactly I'd started thinking in terms of "we."

The morning air carried salt and possibility as I trailed Piper outside to my setup between the RV and trailer. The string lights I'd hung between the awning posts last week cast a warm glow that competed with the early Gulf sun, creating this oddly perfect ambiance I definitely hadn't planned for moments like this.

Piper settled into one of the Adirondack chairs like she belonged there, tucking one leg beneath her. She'd thrown on my Baylor hoodie over my t-shirt. Part of my mind had already cataloged them as hers. The oversized sleeves hung past her hands, and she used them like mittens to hold her mug.

"This is nice," she said, gesturing toward the water with her coffee. A pelican skimmed the surface maybe fifty yards out, and the waves made that constant, low whisper that had become my morning soundtrack. "I can see why you picked this spot."

"Full disclosure—I chose it for the proximity to the laundry and distance from the dump station. The view was just a bonus."

She laughed, that easy sound that seemed to bypass all my usual defenses. "Of course you did. Very on-brand."

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the kind that should have felt awkward given what happened between us last night, but somehow didn't. The eggs were on point, the coffee strong, and Piper made these small appreciative sounds that made me ridiculously pleased with my barista skills.

"So," she said eventually, setting down her fork. "We should probably talk about last night."

There it was. I'd been waiting for this conversation, running various worst-case scenarios in my head since I'd woken up to find her curled against my side. My default mode wanted to analyze it to death—listing the complications, weighing the variables, and assessing the probability of various outcomes. However, something changed as I began to ignore my tendency to overthink impending disasters.

"Probably," I agreed, then forced myself to add, "though I have to say, my usual approach would be to build a spreadsheet about it."

"Please don't," she said, grinning. "I'm allergic to spreadsheets."

"Noted." I took a sip of coffee, watching a fishing boat putt along the horizon. "Look, I don't regret what happened. At all. Rather enjoyed it tremendously. But I'm also aware it's... complicated."

"Because you're old?" she asked, completely matter-of-fact.

"I prefer 'experienced,'" I said dryly. "But yes, partly that. Also, because we're in completely different places in our lives, and this—" I gestured between us, "—happened pretty fast."

Piper pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. The movement made my hoodie slip off one shoulder, and I had to redirect my attention back to her face.

"I mean, yeah, there's an age gap," she said. "And yeah, we may want different things long-term. But so what? I'm not looking for someone to build a white picket fence with, and you're not looking to throw everything away and live in a van."

"Definitely not," I confirmed. "I've seen your kitchen situation."

"Hey, my camp stove is perfectly functional." She bumped my arm with her elbow. "But seriously, Ryan, I'm not some naive kid who needs protecting from herself. I know what this is."

The directness of it caught me off guard in the best way. No games, no hidden agendas, no expectation that I'd suddenly transform into someone I wasn't.

"What is it, then?" I asked.

She was quiet for a moment, watching the pelican make another pass. "Two people who like each other, figuring it out as they go. No pressure, no timeline, no overthinking it into the ground."

"I excel at overthinking things into the ground," I warned. “But I’m trying to break that addiction.”

"I noticed. We'll work on that."

The confidence in her voice—not arrogant, just sure—made something settle in my chest. The inclusive way she looked at improving my internal struggles. It wasn’t my problem to fix; she made it an opportunity for us to succeed. Maybe this didn't need to be as complicated as I was making it.

"Speaking of figuring things out," I said, “if you need internet access for work stuff. My setup here is quite robust, and you’re welcome to use it. Satellite WiFi inside and a range-extending portable hotspot for working outside. Pretty decent speed, and the data plan's unlimited."

Piper raised an eyebrow. "You're just full of solutions, aren't you?"

"Old habit." I set the hotspot on the picnic table between us. "Twenty years of troubleshooting everything from supply chain bottlenecks to temperamental espresso machines. I see a problem, I want to fix it."

"And what's the problem here?"

I paused, realizing how that sounded. "Not you. Never you. I just meant—if you need to work, or check email, or whatever. The offer's there."

She studied me for a moment, and I could practically see her weighing something in her mind. "You know what’s the matter with you, Ryan?"

"I'm sure you're about to tell me."

"You're too useful." But she was smiling when she said it. "Makes it hard for a girl to maintain her independence when you keep solving things before she even asks."

"I could try being less helpful," I offered. "Might take some practice."

"Don't you dare." She grinned, holding the coffee cup with both hands encased in my sweatshirt. She took a sip while watching me, weighing something in her mind. Then she put the cup down and turned to me. "This is actually perfect. I've got some client work I need to catch up on, and the café WiFi yesterday was spotty at best."

I felt an odd surge of satisfaction at being useful, followed immediately by concern that I was already falling back into old patterns. The urge to offer more—my laptop if hers was acting up, the RV's table if she needed more space, coffee whenever she wanted it—rose automatically.

"Just the WiFi," I said, more to myself than to her.

"What?"

"Nothing. Just—" I gestured vaguely. "Trying not to overwhelm you with offers to help."

Piper stood, stretching her arms above her head. The movement pulled the sweatshirt taut and highlighted her perky, unencumbered breasts that shifted as she moved. I forced myself to look away, focusing instead on clearing our breakfast dishes.

"You know what I need right now?" she said.

"What's that?"

"Space to think. And work. And maybe figure out what the hell I'm doing here." She wasn't saying it meanly, just matter-of-fact. "This is all very... nice. Comfortable. And that makes me want to run."

I nodded, understanding more than she probably realized. "Where will you go?"

"There's a library in town, or that café from yesterday. Somewhere with background noise and people who aren’t… you." She paused. "Not because I don't like you. Because I do. Maybe too much."

The honesty in her voice caught me off guard. I'd spent so many years stopping and starting with women in my field, where every conversation felt like negotiating a business deal, that Piper's directness was both refreshing and terrifying.

"How long do you need?"

"I don't know. A few hours? Maybe longer. Maybe a day… a week.” She shrugged, like she understood her bohemian instincts were just as baffling to her as my constant analysing was to me. "Is that okay? Or do you have some kind of schedule I'm messing up?"

"My schedule consists of 'figure out what comes next,'" I said. "Take all the time you need."

She walked over to where I was standing by the RV's steps, close enough that I caught her scent—something like vanilla, coffee, and the outdoors. For a moment, I thought she might kiss me goodbye, and I wasn't sure if I wanted her to or if it would complicate things further.

Instead, she reached out and touched my arm briefly. "Thank you. For breakfast, for the WiFi offer, for not making this weird."

"Is it weird?"

"Probably." She grinned. "But good weird. I think."

I watched her walk toward her van, noting the confident set of her shoulders and the way she moved as if she owned whatever space she occupied. She paused at the driver's door, looking back.

"Ryan?"

"Yeah?"

"I'll be back."

It wasn't a question or a promise; it was a statement of fact. But something in the way she said it made me believe her, made me think that whatever she needed to work through, she'd work through it and come back to see where this thing between us might go.

“Well, you kind of have to, since you’re wearing my stuff.” I grinned at her, not at all disappointed that she was comfortable enough to forget that detail

I watched her glance down at herself, taking in the oversized Baylor hoodie hanging loose on her frame, the hem of my t-shirt peeking out underneath. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

"These?" She pulled at the hoodie's sleeves, which extended well past her hands. "I might just keep them."

“I have a few of each,“ I winked.

“Of course you do.” Her eyes sparkled with understanding before she turned toward her van.

I followed behind her in the Gulf air, already warming from the slight morning chill. She climbed into the driver's seat of the massive Sprinter, looking impossibly small behind the wheel. The engine rumbled to life, and she rolled down the window.

"Don't miss me too much," she called out.

"I'll try to contain myself."

I watched her navigate the narrow street, my hoodie a splash of green in her side mirror until she turned the corner. The morning felt suddenly quiet, charged with possibility and weighted with questions I wasn't ready to answer.

She'd be back.

At least, that's what I told myself.


CHAPTER 8
THE COFFEE AT SEVEN CONUNDRUM


By sunset, the RV felt too big. Piper had left before noon, and I’d cleaned up from our simple breakfast. I stood at the sink, washing the coffee mugs, and tried to figure out when thirty-six feet of mobile living space had started feeling like a warehouse. This morning, with Piper here, it had been cozy. Efficient. Two people moving together, as if we'd been doing this for years. Now it echoed.

I dried the mugs with more attention than the task required, then placed them back in the cabinet with their handles facing out. It was an old tic—the kind of compulsive organization that had made me good at my job and probably insufferable as a person.

I thought about firing up one of the smokers. I had a pork shoulder in the fridge that needed attention, and the evening temperature was perfect for a long, slow cook. It would cook for hours, low and slow. I could wrap it before the stall, or let it roll through the night, and pull it in the morning.

But I couldn't muster the enthusiasm.

Instead, I found myself opening my laptop, pulling up my food truck research notes, and updating the spreadsheet for most of the day, collating the data from my notebooks and the Notes app on my phone. Locations, peak hours, customer demographics, and average transaction sizes. All the data I'd been collecting during my culinary tourism, now organized into neat columns and color-coded cells.

This is what I did when I didn't want to feel things—I organized data.

The cursor blinked on an empty cell under the column labeled "Potential Partners—Culinary Skills.” I’d been at the task for a few hours after Piper left, and now I didn’t know what to put into that cell. I stared at it because the implications were too messy to process.

My phone sat on the table, face up, notifications on. I'd been checking it every ten minutes since she drove away, hating myself a little more each time. This wasn't me. I didn't do this. I was the guy who could go days without looking at his phone, who'd built an entire company on the principle of asynchronous communication.

But apparently, one night with Piper Stout had reduced me to a teenager waiting for a text.

I’d been time blind most of the day, hyper-focused on the details of recording food truck data into correctly descriptive rows and columns. Determining metrics and KPIs like the process optimization guy I was, but staring at the column header made me realize how fucking neurotic it was. That was when I discovered the light outside the window behind me was dimming.

The sun was setting over the Gulf, painting everything in impossible oranges and pinks that should have felt romantic but instead just reminded me that I was watching it alone. Again, like I had for weeks before Piper walked into my life and rearranged all my carefully constructed solitude.

I closed the laptop, grabbed my phone, and a Shiner I didn’t really want, and walked outside. I settled into one of the Adirondack chairs, trying to ignore the empty one at my side, and placed the phone face up on the armrest while I sipped the beer and watched the sky darken.

The beach was quiet—Wednesday evening, most of the families had packed up, and the serious fishermen wouldn't arrive until dawn—just me and the waves and the seagulls staging their nightly raid on the dumpsters. Chuck waved from his spot adjacent to my pads, beer in hand as always. I waved back, grateful he was too far away for conversation. The Minnesota couple, a row back behind a stand of live oak, had their TV on—I could hear the tinny sound of a game show through their open windows. Normal people doing everyday evening things.

What was Piper doing right now? Had she worked at some coffee shop with terrible WiFi? Probably. And now was she parked somewhere with a view, reading one of her paperback novels with the van's side doors open? Living her best bohemian life, completely unbothered by the fact that she'd turned my world sideways.

Or maybe she was regretting the whole thing. Maybe the morning-after conversation had been too much, too fast. Maybe she'd decided that a forty-two-year-old tech refugee with control issues wasn't worth the complication.

I went inside and made my dinner, forcing myself to leave my phone outside. I made a plate of leftovers, the results of the experiment with a spatchcocked chicken I attempted Monday afternoon. It was okay for a first attempt. I needed more practice to figure out how to achieve crispy skin. I added a couple of slices of white bread and a scoop of reheated baked beans. Then grabbed my plate, the last Shiner, and returned to my earlier abandoned Adirondack chair.

I checked the phone, because I’d been away from it for maybe thirty minutes. Nothing. I shook my head at myself and focused on eating my dinner. After sitting in the fridge for two days, the chicken skin had the consistency of cold rubber, and I tossed it into the sand for the seagulls to try. The rest was passable, but I need to figure out a better way to spice the meat, since the rub was congealed onto the unappealing skin.

I finished, and after glancing at my phone, I went inside, cleaned the dishes, and made a small cup of coffee, concentrating on the exacting process of foaming milk for an attempt at latte art. I made a perfectly passable blob that might have been a circle. I carried the cup outside to my chair and settled in for a long night of overthinking the Piper situation.

My phone buzzed.

I nearly dropped the mug trying to grab it, then saw the message light up.

Jalapeño Girl:


Coffee at 7?




Three words. Sent at 8:42 PM.

I stared at the message, my brain immediately spinning up multiple interpretations. Was this a question about tomorrow morning? An invitation? A test to see if I'd been waiting to hear from her?

Then I remembered what she'd said this morning, “No pressure, no timeline, no overthinking it into the ground.”

I'll have it ready.




Send. No hesitation.

Three dots appeared immediately, then disappeared. Then appeared again.

Perfect.




I sat back in the chair, phone still in my hand, and felt something unknot in my chest. She was coming back. I checked the time. In ten hours and eighteen minutes, make that seventeen minutes, she'd be here.

The evening suddenly felt full of possibility, rather than emptiness.

I leaned back in the chair, malformed latte art forgotten, and let myself grin like an idiot at the Gulf. Ten hours. I could work with that.

The pork shoulder suddenly seemed like a viable project again. I stood, collected my mug and phone, and headed inside with renewed purpose. If Piper was coming back at seven, I needed to be ready. Not just with coffee—though that was non-negotiable—but with something that proved last night wasn't a fluke.

Inside the RV, I pulled the shoulder from the fridge and started trimming. The rhythmic work of removing excess fat and silver skin had always been meditative for me, a task that occupied my hands while my brain processed in the background.

After that, I carried out the pork butt and a bottle of mustard to my outdoor kitchen and placed it in an aluminum pan to apply the rub. I started up the Traeger to pre-heat and returned my attention to the bone-in pork butt. It was really from the shoulder… okay, you’re not interested in that much butcher trivia—time to get back to overthinking.

Piper had texted. That meant something. She could have just shown up, or not shown up at all. But she'd given me a warning, asked permission in that casual way of hers. Coffee at 7? Not a demand, not an assumption. A question that left space for me to say no.

Though we both knew I wouldn't.

I rubbed the shoulder with a spicy-sweet rub I bought from H.E.B.—salt, pepper, paprika, and a touch of brown sugar—perfect for the pork butt. It didn’t need complexity, just time and attention—the kind of attention I'd been learning to give things since I left Austin and its endless optimization cycles.

By midnight, the butt was in the pellet smoker, temperature holding steady at 225. The wood smoke curled up into the night sky, carrying that primal scent of oak and rendered fat. I set an alarm for 3 AM to check it, then another for 5:30 to start prepping coffee.

I settled into bed, my pillow still smelling faintly like her, and that recollection felt comforting. I'd sleep like a baby and wake up to make the perfect cup of coffee.

Piece of cake.


CHAPTER 9
THE PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT


Sleep, predictably, was a disaster.

I lay in bed—our bed? my bed?—staring at the ceiling and trying not to analyze the situation to death. She was coming back. That was good. But why? Just for the WiFi? For the coffee? To return my clothes? For me?

The sheets still smelled faintly like her shampoo—vanilla and something herbal. I'd noticed it this morning when she'd been curled against me, and recalling it now felt both comforting and pathetic.

At 3 AM, I gave up on sleep and checked the smoker: the temperature was perfect, bark was forming nicely, and no adjustments were needed. I stood there in the calm Gulf air, watching smoke drift across the stars, and tried to remember the last time I'd felt this kind of nervous anticipation.

College, maybe. Before I'd learned to treat relationships like business partnerships, before I'd optimized the romance right out of everything.

The 5:30 alarm was redundant. I was already up, grinding beans with obsessive precision, heating water to exactly 200 degrees, arranging the pour-over setup like a chemistry experiment. If I was going to promise the best coffee she'd ever had, I was damn well going to deliver.

At 6:45, as sunrise began to light up the horizon over the Gulf, I heard the rumble of her Sprinter's engine.

My heart did something complicated and entirely unbidden. I forced myself to stay inside, finishing the coffee prep, not wanting to look like I'd been waiting at the window even though I had been absolutely waiting at the window.

The engine cut off. A door opened and closed. The sounds of footsteps on gravel, heading toward my door.

I counted to three, then opened it before she could knock.

Piper stood on my doorstep in the early morning light, wearing the same faded Culinary Institute shirt from yesterday and looking like she hadn't slept any better than I had. Her hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and she had that slightly rumpled look of someone who'd spent the night in a van.

She also carried my Baylor hoodie and a folded t-shirt draped over one arm.

"Morning," she said, her voice carrying that husky quality it got when she was tired. "I, uh… was wearing your stuff when I left."

I looked at the hoodie, then back at her face, noting the slight flush across her cheekbones. She'd driven back here at dawn to return a sweatshirt. Sure.

"Coffee's ready," I said, stepping back to let her in. "And I may have started a pork shoulder around midnight, so if you're hungry later…”

She stepped inside, and the RV immediately felt the right size again.

"You couldn't sleep either?" she asked.

"Not particularly."

"Good." She set the hoodie on the small sofa across from the TV just inside the entryway and turned to face me. "I'd hate to be the only one lying awake overthinking things."

I poured the coffee with more care than I'd probably ever given to any task in my life. The water hit the grounds in a slow, steady spiral, blooming them first, then continuing in that ritualistic pattern that had become muscle memory. The smell filled the small space—dark, rich, with notes of chocolate and something almost floral.

Piper watched from where she'd settled at the dinette, her chin propped on her hand. "You really are serious about this."

"I told you I was." I handed her the mug, our fingers brushing against each other. The contact sent that same electric jolt through me as yesterday. "Give it a minute to cool. The temperature matters for the flavor profile."

She laughed, but it was softer than her usual laugh. Tired, maybe, or just as uncertain as I felt about what we were doing here. "You know, most guys would just make instant coffee and call it good."

"Most guys probably didn't spend two months perfecting their extraction technique because they had nothing better to do." I poured my own cup and sat across from her in the dinette. "But for the record, instant coffee is a crime against nature."

She took a careful sip, and I watched her face change. Eyes widening slightly, then closing. A slight sound of pleasure that made me glad I was sitting down.

"Okay," she said, opening her eyes. “Your coffee is amazing.”

The satisfaction I felt was disproportionate to the accomplishment, but I didn't care. "Told you."

We sat in silence for a moment, both of us drinking our coffee, neither of us quite sure what to say. The morning light coming through the windows had a golden quality that made everything look softer and kinder. Outside, I could hear the waves and the distant cry of gulls.

"So," she said finally. "I should probably explain why I'm here at seven in the morning with your hoodie."

"You don't have to."

"I want to." She set her mug down, wrapping her hands around it like she needed something to hold onto. "Yesterday, after I left, I went to that café on Ocean Drive. The one with the supposedly good WiFi?"

I nodded.

"It was terrible. The WiFi kept dropping, and there were these college kids next to me having the loudest conversation about their relationship drama, and I couldn't concentrate on anything." She paused, looking down at her coffee. "But that wasn't really the problem."

I waited, not wanting to push.

"The problem was I kept thinking about you," she said, meeting my eyes. "About this place. About how comfortable I felt here.”

The honesty in her voice made my chest tight. "And that's bad?"

"I don't know." She laughed, but it sounded a little shaky. "I chose van life specifically so I wouldn't get attached to places or people. So I could leave whenever I wanted. And now here I am, at seven in the morning, because I couldn't sleep in my van last night without thinking about how much better I slept here. With you.”

I reached across the table, covering her hand with mine. "For what it's worth, I didn't sleep well either."

"No?"

"Kept checking my phone like a teenager." I grimaced. "It was pathetic. I almost texted you to invite you for dinner, then talked myself out of it because I didn't want to seem desperate."

"You should have." She turned her hand over, lacing her fingers through mine. "I was sitting in my van working up the courage to text you. Took me until almost nine.”

We sat like that for a moment, hands clasped on the table, both of us smiling like idiots.

"So," I said. "What now?"

She took a deep breath. "I was thinking... if the offer's still open, I'd like to try working from here today. Use your WiFi, see how it feels to be around you during normal daylight hours instead of just..." she gestured vaguely, "whatever yesterday was."

"Yesterday morning was pretty great," I said.

"It was." Her smile turned slightly wicked. "But I need to know if we work when we're not, you know, working."

I laughed despite myself. "Fair point. And yes, the offer's still open. The WiFi password is taped under the hotspot if you want to work outside. Help yourself to anything in the fridge. I'll probably be outside messing with the smoker most of the morning."

"Perfect." She squeezed my hand once more before letting go. "This is good. We're being smart about this."

"Very mature," I agreed.

"Completely rational."

"Not rushing into anything."

She grinned. "Exactly. We're going to take this slow and see what happens."

I raised my coffee mug. “Here’s to low and slow."

She clinked hers against mine. "To seven a.m. coffee and reasonable expectations."

We both knew we were lying to ourselves, but it felt good to pretend we had some control over whatever this was becoming.

The morning developed its own rhythm. Piper set up at the dinette with her laptop, occasionally muttering at her screen or typing in furious bursts that suggested either inspiration or deadline panic. I rotated between checking the smoker, reading on my tablet, and resisting the urge to hover by the windows to watch her work.

Okay, I hovered a little.

Around ten, I brought her a fresh cup of coffee without being asked. She looked up, smiled, and went back to whatever she was designing—something with color swatches and font choices that looked way more creative than anything I'd ever produced.

"Marketing stuff?" I asked.

"Social media campaign for a boutique hotel in Port Aransas. They want 'authentic coastal vibes' but also 'elevated luxury experience.'" She made air quotes with unconcealed disdain. "So basically, they want to look bohemian while charging $400 a night."

"Sounds like every tech startup pitch I ever heard. 'Disruptive innovation' that's really just the same thing with a nicer interface."

She laughed. "Exactly. But they pay on time, so I smile and make their Instagram pretty."

I left her to it, heading back outside to check the pork shoulder. The bark was developing beautifully—dark and crusty, with that perfect texture that meant the rub had bonded with the rendered fat. Another few hours and it would be ready to wrap.

When I came back in, Piper was standing at the window, stretching her arms overhead in a way that made me actively redirect my attention to literally anything else.

“Are you always this focused when you work?" I asked.

"Only when I'm trying not to think about other things." She turned, leaning against the counter. "It's not working, by the way."

"What are you trying not to think about?"

"How much I like being here. How easy this feels." She gestured around the RV. "I've been in my van for three years, Ryan. Three years of deliberately not settling anywhere. And now I'm sitting at your table like I've been doing it forever."

I grinned slightly. “I don’t see the problem.”

“Right?” She sighed. “It’s just…I don't know." She crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. "I've watched too many of my friends get swallowed up by relationships. They meet someone, move in together, and suddenly their whole life is about the other person. I swore I'd never do that."

"You've been here for three hours," I pointed out. "That's not exactly moving in."

"But I want to stay." The admission seemed to cost her something. "That's the scary part. I actually want to stay, and I never want to stay anywhere."

I moved closer, not touching her but close enough that she'd know I was there if she wanted me to be. "For what it's worth, I'm terrified too. I spent twenty years building walls around my life, and you walked right through them like they were made of tissue paper."

"I'm good at that," she said quietly.

"I've noticed."

She looked up at me, and I saw the same uncertainty I felt reflected in her eyes. Whatever this was between us, it was moving fast, felt inevitable, and scared the hell out of both of us.

"I have a proposal," I said.

"Oh god.” She smirked. “We’ve known each other for like three days. Little soon for proposals."

I grinned. "Not that kind of proposal. I was thinking about the food truck thing."

Her expression shifted, interest replacing anxiety. "Yeah?"

"You've got culinary training. I've got capital and process experience. I’ve been circling the idea like I’m afraid to commit to it." I paused, measuring my words. "What if I stopped circling and actually did something about it… with you?”

She was quiet for a moment, and I could see her brain working through the implications. "You mean, actually start a food truck? Together? Like, for real?"

"Why not? You're not happy doing marketing for hotels you don't believe in. I'm not happy doing nothing. And we both keep talking about it like it's hypothetical when we both know it's not."

"That's..." She trailed off, then laughed. "That's either the best idea I've heard in years or completely insane."

"Probably both."

She pushed off the counter and paced the narrow space between the kitchen and the dinette. "We'd need to figure out the menu, find a truck, deal with permits and health inspections..." She was talking faster now, hands moving as she thought out loud. "Location strategy, supply chain, whether we go full mobile or find regular spots to park..."

"I've already got spreadsheets," I admitted.

"Of course you do." She smiled when she said it. "Show me."

I grabbed my laptop, pulling up the research I'd worked on the previous day. Piper leaned over my shoulder as I walked her through the data—peak hours at different locations, average transaction sizes, and the economics of various menu items.

"This is actually good," she said, sounding surprised. "Like, really good. You've been thinking about this seriously."

"I've been thinking about a lot of things seriously." I glanced up at her. "Including whether I wanted to do this alone or find a partner."

"And?"

I slid off the dinette cushion and stood facing her, forcing myself not to pace. To relax and just answer the question.

“Alone seems boring. And inefficient. And not nearly as interesting as doing it with someone who knows how to actually cook."

She straightened, crossing her arms but not moving away. "So what are you asking? Partnership? Business arrangement? Or is this part of whatever..." she gestured between us, "this is?"

"I'm asking if you want to build something. With me. The details, we can figure out as we go."

Piper was quiet for a long moment, staring at my laptop screen like it held answers to questions she hadn't asked yet. Then she looked at me, and I saw the exact moment she decided.

"Okay," she said. "Let's do it. Let's actually build a food truck."

The certainty in her voice made something shift in my chest. This was real. We were really doing this.

"One condition," she added.

"What's that?"

"We do this right. Not half-assed, not as a hobby. If we're going to build a food truck, we’ll build one that works." She was now fully animated, her eyes bright with possibility. "Which means we need to talk to people who actually know what they're doing. The ones who are succeeding."

"Agreed. Where do we start?"

She pulled out her phone, scrolling through something. "There's a woman who runs a taco truck—Torres Family Tacos. I've watched her operation. She's got it dialed in. Professional, efficient, making actual money." She looked up. "We should talk to her. See if she'd be willing to share advice."

"When?"

"Today. This afternoon. Before we lose momentum."

I grinned. "I like how you think."

"Good. Because if we're doing this, we're doing it now." She grabbed her coffee, draining the last of it. “The pork shoulder can keep smoking while we’re gone, Ryan. We've got work to do.” She sat down in front of my computer and scrolled to the column labeled ‘Potential Partners—Culinary Skills,’ and typed in, “Piper Stout - Chef.”


CHAPTER 10
THE TORRES VARIABLE


She modified my spreadsheet, adding her name and role under the empty column I’d struggled with yesterday. I hoped she didn’t sense how tense I was as she started typing, because, let me tell you, my fingernails bit into my palms as I made anxious fists. I’m particular about my data in ways that border on maniacal. But her addition:

Piper Stout - Chef

I forced myself to exhale normally, rather than emit an expressive sigh. Because how I felt about her self-insert into my project plan soothed any anxiety I’d experienced. She turned and tilted her head, smiling at me like she hadn’t just tipped my world on its axis, and stood up.

"You know, there's one more reason I came back..." Piper smirked and stepped close enough that I could smell the salt air still clinging to her hair. Before my process brain could catalog what that meant, she leaned against me and cupped me through my jeans with unmistakable intent. Her fingers outlined the result of the growing arousal between us as if she'd read my mind.

I stopped my ongoing cataloging and kissed her. Hard. She returned the kiss with building passion. I gripped her waist, lifting her onto the narrow galley counter in one fluid motion. She pushed her cutoffs down, pulling her knees to her chest until they fell in a denim heap at my feet. In one motion, she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer as her fingers worked at the button of my shorts with the same confidence she'd shown negotiating our partnership terms.

"This seals it," she whispered against my mouth, her breath hot and urgent. "Business partners."

"Among other things," I gruffed out, rubbing my hands along her thighs. While she worked my shorts down, I lifted my hands to squeeze her pert breasts through her t-shirt, and felt the stiff points of her nipples. She nodded and bit her lip as she freed me from my jeans. The RV's compact kitchen suddenly felt like the perfect size for this kind of intimate negotiation.

The urgency built like static electricity—all the nervous energy from making life-changing decisions channeled into something primal and immediate. I stood there between her thighs, my shorts hastily pushed to my knees, hers in a puddle at my feet—any thought of going slow evaporated in the heat of her stare.

We kept our shirts on as we crashed together with the kind of intensity that comes from finally acknowledging what had been building. This was much more than a food truck partnership. It was fast, wild, and uncontrollable. Our heated kiss continued through the chaos of our ribald connection. Both of our hands grabbed and pulled, while driving my cock into her bucking hips with passionate violence. It wasn't long before both of us shuddered to a breathless finish together. Piper threw her head back and laughed—pure, satisfied joy.

"Okay," she said, adjusting her t-shirt as I pulled up my shorts and tucked my shirt back in. "Now we're ready."

For either a partnership or insanity. Odds were both.

"Shower?" I suggested, running a hand through my disheveled hair. "We should look professional when we scout Torres Family Tacos."

"Good call," she said, hopping down from the counter with that same easy confidence. "Can't have anyone thinking we're just playing house in here."

Though technically, we kind of were. Which I felt fucking perfect. Pardon the pun.

The shower past my bedroom at the rear of my motorhome wasn't built for two people, so Piper went first while I cleaned the kitchen counter and stepped outside to check on the pork shoulder. The Gulf air hit me with its familiar cocktail of salt, humidity, and the faint petroleum tang that drifted over from the refinery district. The pellet smoker held steady at 225º, the hickory smoke curling lazily in the mid-day heat.

I checked the console’s probe temperature readout: 165º at the beginning of the stall. Estimating the stall time was more intuitive than scientific, but I knew I didn’t have time to let it roll through on its own until it reached the finish temperature. It needed what was called The Texas Crutch.

The bark looked good, but the meat felt too springy; it needed more time under the aromatic blanket of smoke. However, it had reached the point where the natural evaporative cooling of surface moisture prevented it from reaching the perfect finish temperature. I wrapped the pork butt in rust-colored butcher paper, which would allow it to breathe and better preserve the bark than foil. Then I pushed the wired temp probe through the paper and closed the lid.

It’s funny how some things require patience while others demand immediate action. Earlier, we’d been all immediate action. Now, we were back to the slow burn. Thanks to Traeger’s phone app and my internet connection, I would be able to monitor the cook remotely. I could even adjust the temperature if I found the meat close to 203º, the ideal pull temperature.

"Your turn," Piper called from the doorway, her hair damp, and my towel wrapped around her like she'd been doing this for months instead of hours. The casual domesticity of it—her using my shampoo, my soap, my space—should have felt strange. Instead, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

I showered quickly, my mind already shifting into reconnaissance mode. When I emerged wearing jeans and a tropical shirt, Piper sat at my dinette with coffee and my laptop open, now dressed in a printed t-shirt and faded jeans. A small pile of clothes on the opposite bench showed she'd grabbed fresh things from her van while I showered. I tensed for a bout of anxiety that never came as I realized she was moving in. It was okay, and I preferred it, even if we hadn’t talked about it. She fit in my world like she belonged there. Which I increasingly thought she did.

"Okay, so they started this operation over fifteen years ago," she said, interrupting my stream of thought as she read from my notes. "Family recipes, consistent quality, and a loyal following among the waterfront workers and petroleum plant employees. Average ticket is twelve bucks, they serve maybe 200 customers during lunch rush."

I slid in across from her, moving her clothes to make room. She now existed in my space, and I enjoyed how good it felt to be together. However, we were discussing our reconnaissance of Torres Family Tacos, so I continued the conversation. “The key is not to look like competitors. We're hungry people who heard good things."

"Right. Casual customers." She grinned, then arched her brow and scrunched her nose. "Think you can manage casual?"

"I can be casual." The words came out exactly as defensive as they sounded.

"Sure, you can, spreadsheet boy." She smirked and scrolled through more of my data. "Jesus, Ryan, you have their daily Twitter posts categorized by protein type and weather conditions."

"Information is power."

“Excessive information is a little weird when you're talking about someone's lunch truck." But she smiled as she said it, and I felt that flutter of partnership—business and otherwise—settle warm in my chest.

We decided she'd follow me in her van. This gave her the freedom to leave if things got weird. Honestly, as great as it felt to know she was willing to push into my domain, I wasn't ready to have her trapped in my passenger seat, given my tendency to overthink everything to the point of exhaustion. Which I would, because that's what I do. Keeping our budding relationship low and slow felt kind of poetic.

The drive toward the industrial district would take us into uncharted territory—both professionally and personally. I had no idea what we'd find at Torres Family Tacos, but I suspected it would change everything.


CHAPTER 11
THE FOOD TRUCK RECONNAISSANCE


Twenty minutes later, I was following the familiar route toward Corpus Christi's industrial heart, Piper's van visible in my rearview mirror. The drive toward the blue-collar district took us away from the tourist-friendly parts of the coast and into Corpus Christi's working heart.

Refineries rose like metal cities in the distance, their flare stacks painting orange tongues against the sky. The smell changed, too—less beach vacation, more serious business, where people earned their living with their hands and backs and where a good lunch truck wasn't a novelty but a necessity.

I could see Piper's van in my rearview mirror, and every time I glanced back, she gave me a little wave like we were a convoy. Like we were a team.

Torres Family Tacos operated out of a converted Airstream trailer positioned in a gravel lot between a marine supply store and a welding shop. Even from two blocks away, I could see the line. Not the hipster Instagram-worthy line of downtown food trucks in Austin, but the serious, no-nonsense line of working people who knew what they wanted and how long they were willing to wait for it.

I parked across the street, Piper pulling up behind me. Through my windshield, I watched the Torres operation with new eyes. This wasn't food tourism anymore—it was more like food truck espionage, but less evil.

The setup was clean, efficient, and professional. Two people worked the trailer’s counter—a woman who looked to be between my age and Piper's, probably Marisol Torres, the daughter of the founder, and a younger guy. Their movements were choreographed, with no wasted motion. The customers weren't browsing menus or taking photos. They ordered, paid, received their food, and moved on. The operation ran like a machine, utterly beautiful in my eyes.

"Holy shit," Piper said, appearing at my driver's side window. "Look at that line."

I looked, calculated, and felt the familiar mix of excitement and terror that came with recognizing real competition. We were definitely not in Kansas anymore.

I took Piper's hand as I got out of my car, and we crossed the street, dodging a delivery truck that honked at us for good measure. The closer we got to Torres Family Tacos, the stronger the aroma became—charred meat, onions, and an earthy, smoky spice that made my mouth water.

"Okay," I said, falling into line behind a construction worker still dusted with drywall. "Time to see what we're up against."

The line moved with military precision, so steady that one could set their watch to it. I counted twelve people ahead of us, and according to my watch, the average order took ninety seconds from greeting to handoff. Impressive, considering the menu board above the service window listed at least twenty items.

Speaking of which, the pricing made me do a double-take: Three tacos for eight bucks, a loaded burrito for six. Either they were running on razor-thin margins, or they'd figured out something about efficiency that most restaurants missed entirely.

"Look at that workflow," I murmured to Piper, nodding toward the service window where we could see into the truck's interior.

Marisol moved as if conducting an orchestra. Left hand working the griddle, right hand assembling orders, somehow managing to take payments and make change without missing a beat. The younger guy—her brother or cousin, based on the family resemblance—prepped ingredients behind her, but she clearly choreographed this particular symphony.

The construction worker ahead of us stepped up. "Usual, Carlos?” She called out before he'd even reached the window.

"You know it, mija."

She plated three carnitas tacos before he finished speaking. Onions, cilantro, a squeeze of lime, wrapped in foil, and in his hands before I could blink. Cash exchanged, next customer stepped up.

"Jesus," Piper whispered. "She's like a machine."

But that wasn't quite right. Machines didn't smile at the elderly woman ordering in rapid-fire Spanish, or remember that the teenager wanted extra salsa verde, or somehow manage to look genuinely happy to see every single customer despite the fact that she'd probably seen over a hundred people today already.

We shuffled forward. The heat from the truck's service window started to reach us now, mixing the savory aroma of cooking meat with the faint scent of motor oil from the auto shop next door—industrial romance at its finest.

Marisol glanced up between orders, her eyes scanning the line with the practiced efficiency of someone who could estimate wait times down to the minute. When her gaze landed on us—two obvious outsiders in our clean t-shirts, jeans, and uncertain expressions—I caught something that might have been curiosity.

She was attractive, I realized. Not in the same way as Piper, who was a smoke show, vibrant, and filled with restless energy. Marisol had this grounded presence that drew you in. Dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, forearms that spoke of years of wielding heavy pans, and brown eyes that missed absolutely nothing.

Professional respect, I told myself, I was feeling. As if it were the same appreciation I'd feel watching any master craftsperson at work. In other words, I lied to myself. My mind spun as I struggled with the magnetic attraction I felt towards the captivating woman.

Piper squeezed my hand. "What are you thinking?"

"That we have no idea what we're doing," I said. A bit of a dodge, but true enough in a couple of ways. I didn't know what Piper would think about the pull I felt toward Marisol Torres, or the realization that her smooth operation intimidated the hell out of me.

The line kept moving—five people were ahead of us now. I watched Marisol handle a complicated order—two burritos, one without beans, extra cheese on the side, and three different salsas—without needing to write anything down. She called instructions to her prep cook in Spanish and assembled everything with the kind of muscle memory that only came from doing something thousands of times.

Four people. Three. Two.

My analytical brain cataloged the details: the way she kept the griddle at different temperatures for different proteins, how she arranged her workspace with everything within arm's reach, and how she somehow managed to clean as she went without slowing down.

One person ahead of us.

Piper practically vibrated with nervous energy beside me. "What do we order?"

"Everything," I said. "For research purposes."

The customer ahead of us collected his food and stepped away. Marisol looked up at us, and for the first time all afternoon, her rhythm hesitated for a beat. She wore a nametag on her uniform top—Mari—and I realized we were about to find out how much we didn't know about the food truck business.

She looked up as we approached, and I understood why this truck had a line while others sat empty. She maintained the kind of presence that commanded attention without demanding it—efficient movements, alert dark eyes that seemed to catalog everything at once, and a smile that managed to be both professional and genuinely warm.

"Good afternoon," she said, wiping her hands on her apron. "First time at Torres Family Tacos?”

I felt Piper tense beside me. We'd been watching this operation for twenty minutes, trying to look casual while taking mental notes, and apparently, we'd failed the stealth test within seconds.

"Is it that obvious?" I asked with a self-conscious smirk, aiming for self-deprecating charm and landing somewhere around awkward tech guy trying too hard.

Her smile widened, revealing a dimple that I definitely hadn't noticed from our surveillance position. "Let's just say I know my regulars. Plus, you've been studying our menu board like it's got the secret to life, and universe, and everything.” Sweet, she was a fan of Douglas Adams. I had the impulse to count the menu items to see if they added up to forty-two

Piper laughed—a genuine sound that seemed to ease some of the tension. "Guilty. We're trying to figure out what's good, but honestly, everything sounds and smells amazing."

"It is," the woman said without a trace of false modesty. "I'm Mari, by the way. And you're right to be overwhelmed—my abuela's recipes don't make choosing easy."

Mari. The nickname fit her perfectly, though I couldn't quite articulate why. I stared into her eyes for a beat before forcing myself to focus on the menu board. Calling it overwhelming was an understatement in the best possible way. Carnitas, carne asada, al pastor, fish tacos, and something called "Torres Special”, without a description, but seemed popular based on the orders I'd overheard.

"What would you recommend for, uh, adventurous first-timers?" I asked, then cringed at my phrasing. Adventurous first-timers? What was I, writing copy for a dating app?

Mari didn't seem fazed by my verbal stumbling. "Depends. Are you playing it safe or going all in?"

Piper and I exchanged a look. I could tell she heard the same double meaning I did, but she wasn’t fazed. After a beat, I went back to overanalyzing the order. We needed to try everything for research purposes, but ordering one of each item would definitely give away that we weren’t casual customers.

"All in," Piper said decisively. I noticed the slight smirk and the momentary side-eye she gave me. "Within reason."

"Perfect." Mari's hands moved across the prep area as she talked, assembling containers with practiced efficiency. "I’ll do you a sampler—two each of our top five: carnitas, carne asada, al pastor, fish, and the Torres Special, which is my personal favorite. But I'm not telling you what's in it until after you try it."

"Deal," I said too quickly. "And whatever sides you think we need."

"Rice, beans, extra salsa verde—it's addictive, fair warning—and chips that are still warm." She paused in her assembly line routine to look directly at me. "You seem like salsa verde people."

Something about the way she said it, like she could read more than our condiment preferences. Her eyes held mine for a beat longer than strictly necessary for a customer transaction. I felt that familiar flutter of awareness and attraction to the fairer sex that I'd been successfully ignoring for the better part of five years back in Austin. Whatever that was had awoken when I noticed my jalapeño girl at Sunshine Tacos. My thoughts spun that I thought of her as mine, then whirled back as I realized the similarity with meeting Mari. What the fuck, Ryan?

From my peripheral vision, I caught Piper watching the exchange with the kind of keen observation that made me wonder what she'd clocked in my reaction. It didn't seem like jealousy—Piper wasn’t the jealous type, and we’d established pretty clearly that whatever we were was complex but not possessive. Her expression conveyed more curiosity, an awareness of an unforeseen possibility.

"Salsa verde people," I repeated, testing the phrase. It had another double meaning: the fresh and vibrant condiment with a unique type of spice. “I like that. It’s a particular demographic."

"I'm good at reading people," Mari said, turning back to the grill where something sizzled and smelled incredible. "Comes with the territory."

The ease of her confidence was magnetic. No second-guessing, no overthinking—just competent certainty in everything she did. Even whatever type of flirtation drifted between us. Maybe I imagined it, but I envied that quality while simultaneously trying to analyze how she'd developed it.

“It will take a bit, and I need to keep the line moving,” she called over her shoulder. "There's a picnic table around the side that gets good shade. I’ll have Javy bring it out.”

"Perfect," Piper said, handing over cash before I could fumble for my wallet. "Thank you, Mari."

"Thank you for trying us out," Mari replied, already turning to the next customer but throwing us one last smile. "Hope we don't disappoint."

As we walked away to find the promised picnic table, I realized I already wanted to plan a return visit. For research purposes, obviously. Not at all, for another moment with the dark-eyed Hispanic woman who flirted with me naturally. Definitely not that.

The shade from the awning over the outdoor tables felt like a small mercy against the oppressive heat as Piper and I settled at the weathered picnic table. It wasn’t long before the young guy helping Mari appeared, carrying a plastic tray and set it down between us. The aromas and presentation could only be described as a masterclass in Mexican street food—ten tacos arranged like a color wheel of possibility, two of their top five dishes, and an array of sides that made my mouth water before even taking the first bite.

"Okay," I said, picking up what looked like carnitas with a perfectly charred pineapple chunk. "Let's see if this lives up to the hype."

The first bite shut me up completely. Impossibly tender pork, fat rendered to silk, and the pineapple added this sweet-tart brightness that made the whole thing sing. The tortilla—clearly made fresh—with the perfect chew that only comes from corn masa pressed and griddled to order.

"Holy shit," Piper mumbled around her own bite, which appeared to be some kind of deep-fried white fish with a verde sauce that looked like liquid emeralds.

I nodded, already reaching for the next one. The problem with being analytical about everything is that I couldn’t stop at just enjoying good food. I had to deconstruct it and understand why it worked. The complex seasoning on the meat didn’t overwhelm. The perfect acid balance from the salsa verde cut through the buttery succulence of the meat. Even the way she'd arranged the toppings showed an understanding of texture and flavor that went way beyond slinging food from a truck window.

"Ryan," Piper said after we'd demolished half the sampler in relative silence. "We have no idea what we're doing."

I paused mid-chew, pretty sure that the barbacoa had been slow-cooked until it achieved some kind of transcendent state. "What do you mean?"

"This." She gestured at the tacos, then toward Mari's truck, where a steady line of customers waited patiently in the heat. "Look at this operation. She's got timing down to a science, the food is restaurant-quality, and she's clearly been doing this for years. Meanwhile, we're over here thinking we can buy a truck and figure it out as we go."

She wasn't wrong. Watching Mari work—every movement deliberate, every timing perfect—intimidated me the more I focused on her process. She'd flip tortillas while plating the previous order, call out to customers by name, and somehow keep track of six different proteins cooking at once.

"So what are you suggesting?" I asked, though I felt I knew what she'd say.

"We ask her." Piper shrugged. Yep. She acted as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "Mari clearly knows what she's doing. Maybe she'd be willing to give us some advice."

Overthinking returned in a rush—my first instinct. What if she thought we were competition? What if we came across as presumptuous? What if⁠—

"Stop it," Piper said, apparently reading my face. "I can literally feel you spiraling. Just ask her."

Twenty minutes later, when the lunch rush died down to a trickle, we approached Mari's service window as she cleaned her flattop with the methodical precision of someone who'd done it a thousand times.

"That was incredible," I said, which felt like calling the Mona Lisa 'pretty good.'

Mari looked up, wiping her hands on her apron. "Glad you enjoyed it. You two aren't from around here."

"No, we're..." I gestured vaguely, then decided to go for it. "I'll be direct, we're thinking about starting our own food truck. Different concept, but still. And after eating your food, and seeing your operation, we realized we have absolutely no idea what we're doing."

She raised an eyebrow, and I caught something that might have been amusement flickering across her face.

"So I wondered," I continued, feeling increasingly awkward but pushing through, "if you'd like to join us for dinner tonight? I've got a pork shoulder that's been smoking since this morning, and we'd love to get your perspective on the business side of things. If you're interested."

Mari studied us for a long moment. I could see her taking in Piper's hand resting casually on my arm, the way we stood together, making her calculations. Professional curiosity warred with what appeared to be natural caution.

"You're serious," she said finally.

"Dead serious," Piper chimed in. "Ryan's a decent pitmaster for being new to the game, that is, when he's not overanalyzing everything."

"Seven o'clock," Mari said decisively after another pause. "After I close up. Where?"

I pulled out my phone but decided to take a chance. “Are you familiar with Pelican Point out on Mustand Island? I’m in that campsite. I can send you directions if you don’t mind a text."

"Oh, I know that area well," Mari said, nodding. "My friend has a place nearby. What’s your number, and I’ll text you."

"Perfect." The three of us swapped phones and entered our contact information. After which, I shook her hand, and Piper did the same. “See you at 7!”

She waved with a grin, then went back to scrubbing her flattop.

As we walked back toward our cars, I could feel the weight of what we'd just committed to. Piper became unusually quiet beside me, her usual chatter replaced by what I recognized as the same nervous energy coursing through me.

"So we're really doing this," she finally said.

"Looks like it."

I paused to check my Traeger app. The pork shoulder was advancing out of the stall, which meant I could probably pull it in a couple of hours. I checked the time and figured we had around three hours before it reached the perfect temperature, which would give it a decent rest time before Mari’s arrival.

“We should be getting back and set up for dinner.” I unlocked my Leaf, pausing with my hand on the door.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Piper smiled, leaning close and kissing my cheek before she walked back and climbed into her Sprinter van, like we’d been caravaning forever.

We’d spent barely two days together, but were already in a comfortable balance. Whatever was going on between us felt new and tentative, and now we'd invited someone else into our circle—someone who knew how to help us with our food truck dream. Someone who seemed already more than a casual acquaintance.

It felt like jumping off a cliff into a flowing river—terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.


CHAPTER 12
THE THREE-BODY PROBLEM


About an hour after we returned to Pelican Point, the pork shoulder, which had been cooking under a blanket of smoke for nearly sixteen hours, reached a perfect internal temperature of 203°F, according to my app. This was exactly where it needed to be for the pulled pork to be fall-apart tender.

Time to conduct a visual check, assess the meat’s texture, and make any final adjustments. I lifted the Traeger's lid, releasing a cloud of hickory-scented steam into the late afternoon heat. The bark looked perfect, darkened to a deep mahogany crust, and when I pressed my fingertip into the meat, it yielded like a perfectly ripe peach. I tasted the residue of the spices and fat as I adjusted the smoker temperature to the lowest setting, 185°F, to let it rest while keeping it warm.

"Looking good, chef." Piper emerged from the RV carrying two bottles of Pacifico, condensation already beading on the glass in the Gulf humidity.

I gratefully accepted the beer, my analytical brain automatically cataloging the afternoon's details: salt breeze carrying the distant sound of waves, temperature hovering around 85º, scattered clouds promising relief from the sun without threatening rain—perfect conditions for an outdoor dinner.

Which reminded me.

"Shit." The word escaped before I could stop it.

"What's wrong?" Piper's eyebrows drew together, concern flickering across her sun-kissed features.

I gestured helplessly at our outdoor setup: two Adirondack chairs, one folding table, and three people expected for dinner in less than two hours.

"I'm an idiot. I've been obsessing over the cook, and now I realize there is nowhere for Mari to sit." The familiar tightness of overthinking began creeping up my chest. "I could drive to town, but odds are everything's closed by now, and⁠—"

"Ryan." Piper's voice cut through my spiraling thoughts. "Breathe."

She knew how my mind worked—how my brain turned a simple problem into a complex disaster scenario. These were old habits from my tech days, when every glitch could cascade into system failure that she noticed and helped me see it stirred up an emotion I couldn't name.

"Sorry. I want this to go well."

"It will." She bumped my shoulder with hers, a gesture that somehow managed to be both casual and intimate. "But first, let's solve the great chair crisis of 2025.”

And like magic, the tension dissolved. I appreciated Piper’s alchemy—how she could take my overthinking and transform it into something manageable, even amusing.

"Options," she continued, taking a sip of her beer. "We could ask one of your neighbors to borrow a chair. We all sit in the sand for a beach picnic, or—“ Her eyes lit up with mischief. “I could sit in your lap.” She actually waggled her eyebrows.

I shook my head, grinning and enjoying the humor, but I continued. “Mari's going to think I'm completely unprepared."

"Mari's going to think you're human. Besides, she runs a food truck. She should appreciate practicality over preciousness." Piper grinned, and her eyes lit up. “Oh, wait. I’ve got it!" Piper turned and climbed inside her van. Before I could follow, she emerged with a lightweight camping chair, blue mesh with a cup holder, and something tucked under one arm. The solution didn't match our rustic Adirondack setup, but it kept it functional. “I keep this stowed under the mattress for when I want to sit outside.”

"Perfect." I felt my shoulders relax. "See? This is why I need you around."

"To solve your furniture emergencies?"

"To remind me that not everything has to be perfect."

The words hung between us for a moment, carrying more weight than a simple thank-you for finding a chair. I could feel, despite the newness of our relationship, how she changed me—teaching me to bend instead of break when things didn't go according to plan. It surprised me how I didn't resist, but instead surrendered to her calm suggestions.

"Come on," she said, setting up the third chair. "Let me help you with the sides. What else are we serving besides the world's most perfectly smoked pork shoulder?"

“Coleslaw fixings are in the fridge," I said. "And I thought we'd do corn on the cob?"

"That sounds perfect. I’ll get started. Just show me where your pots are for the corn." She paused, studying my face. “You know she's going to say yes, right?"

"To what?"

"Whatever you're planning to propose tonight."

I hoped so, but the way she stated it made me wobble between the food truck goal and something else—something more intimate between the three of us.

The afternoon heat built up around my setup like a heavy blanket, despite the awning providing shade. It was time to move this operation inside, where the air conditioning could work its magic.

"Kitchen?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

"Kitchen," Piper agreed, pulling what turned out to be her knife roll from under her arm.

The Winnebago's galley, generous by RV standards, felt like a submarine when two people tried to cook simultaneously. A thirty-six-foot luxury motorhome, but with a kitchen still smaller than most walk-in closets. But it had everything we needed: a gas burner, two induction burners, a convection oven, and a full-size refrigerator. The sink/island pulled out, allowing enough space for two people if they didn’t mind bumping elbows, along with the perfect triangle between the sink, range, and cold storage.

I filled a large pot with water and set it on the gas burner. The twin induction surfaces would work with most pans, but I enjoyed hearing the gas burner ignite—at least this part I could handle without embarrassing myself. Four ears of corn sat in the sink, still wearing their green husks like they were dressed for a different party.

"Want me to start the slaw while you deal with those?" Piper asked, already unpacking vegetables from the refrigerator onto the cutting board at the end of the pull-out island.

"Perfect." I grabbed the first ear of corn, peeling back the husk and rinsing to ensure I pulled off all the silk. "What's your secret culinary technique for perfect cold slaw?”

She grinned, setting a head of cabbage on the cutting board with the confidence of someone who knew in precise detail how to slice it. “Not factory-chopped vegetables, first off. Lime-jalapeño honey dressing with a little cilantro, little heat, little sweet. Takes it from picnic side dish to something Mari might want to serve."

I watched her unwrap her knife roll—a serious array of blades that looked like it belonged in a restaurant kitchen, not an RV. She selected her chef's knife and tested the edge with her thumb.

"Careful," I said automatically.

"Ryan." She sighed and gave me a look. "I know what I’m doing; you don’t need my advice in debugging code, right?"

Fair point. I held up my hands in surrender, then went back to shucking corn, trying not to stare as she confidently cut the cabbage into ribbons. The technique was mesmerizing—her knife slicing through the head like butter, and rocking in a steady rhythm that spoke of muscle memory and serious training.

The water started to bubble. I added salt, then looked back at Piper's station. She'd already moved on to julienning carrots, her knife work creating symmetrical matchsticks with mathematical precision.

"Jesus," I said. "Where did you learn to do that?"

"Culinary school has its moments." She didn't look up from her cutting. "Before it became a testosterone-poisoned nightmare, anyway."

I slid the corn into the boiling water with a satisfying splash. Steam rose, and I turned on the fan to vent it outside. In the confined space, I could smell Piper's shampoo mixing with the sweet corn and the jalapeño she'd started mincing.

"So about tonight," I said, leaning my hip against the counter. "Any last-minute strategy for the Mari pitch?"

Piper paused in her chopping. "You mean besides hoping she doesn't hate the food?"

"The food's going to be incredible. I'm more worried about the business side."

"That's your department, Mr. Tech Entrepreneur." She scraped the minced jalapeño into a mixing bowl. "I just make it taste good."

I checked my phone—6:15—Mari would be here in forty-five minutes, and everything was coming together with the kind of precision I usually associate with project management software, not cooking.

Piper whisked together mayo, lime juice, honey, and what looked like enough jalapeño to add severe heat without overwhelming the dish. She tossed the cabbage and carrots into the dressing, then added a handful of chopped cilantro, which transformed the whole thing into something that belonged in a food magazine.

"Taste," she said, holding out a fork.

I took a bite, and the flavor was bright and tangy, with enough heat to make your tongue pay attention, familiar enough to be comfortable, and unexpected enough to be memorable.

"That is going to sell a lot of barbecue."

Piper's face lit up like I'd handed her a James Beard Award. She did this little bounce on her toes that made my chest tight in the best possible way.

"Really? You think so?"

"I think Mari's going to want the recipe." The corn bubbled steadily on the propane burner, cobs bobbing in the rolling water. Piper had already set out the paper plates and plastic utensils on the picnic table outside, placing cups in the middle to keep them from blowing away in the light breeze. Three chairs were arranged in a loose triangle around a square card table in the sand just off my concrete pad, looking out toward the Gulf. Everything was ready except for the star of the show.

I stepped out into the early evening heat. The Gulf breeze carried salt and seaweed, mixing with the hickory smoke that clung to the air around my RV. The pork shoulder sat wrapped in butcher paper on the Traeger's warming rack, dark bark glistening where the paper had pulled away.

"Need help?" Piper appeared beside me, close enough that I caught her scent over the barbecue smoke.

"Just moral support." I lifted the wrapped shoulder, feeling the weight of the butcher paper-wrapped butt, and slid it inside a tinfoil half-sheet pan. "This is it. Our first pitch together."

She bumped my shoulder with hers. "No pressure or anything."

"None at all." I carried the pork inside, set the tray next to the cutting board. When I peeled the paper away, it revealed meat so tender it started to fall apart as I prodded it with my finger. Steam rose from the exposed surface, carrying that unique combination of smoke and spice that meant everything had gone right.

Piper leaned over my shoulder to look. "Holy shit, Ryan."

“Right?” But I grinned. The perfect dark mahogany bark dented slightly and retained its shape when I pressed. Pleased, I covered it with a foil tent to let it rest in the tinfoil pan until Mari arrived.

"Mari's going to take one bite of that and sign on to whatever we’re doing," Piper said.

"We haven't talked about any of that yet."

"Details." She waved a hand. "This is going to work. I can feel it."

I smiled at her, then took a chance and kissed her. Right there in my tiny galley kitchen with barbecue rub and juice on my hands and sweat in my hair. When I pulled away, our eyes met, and I felt that sizzle of arousal that I didn’t have time to chase. So, I checked the corn. "Two more minutes."

At seven o'clock, I heard the crunch of tires on shell-packed sand. Through the window, I watched a white Honda Civic park next to my Leaf behind the RV. The driver’s side door opened, and Mari Torres stepped out.

She moved like someone who'd spent years working in tight kitchen spaces—efficient, with no wasted motion. She wore dark jeans and a sleeveless top that showed off arms with some real strength to them. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, with sunglasses pushed up on top of her head.

She paused, taking inventory, as her gaze swept over the Winnebago and the wisps of smoke swirling in the background. I could almost see her calculating the cost of the RV and the quality of the equipment and trying to decode whether we meant business or just some rich guy's expensive hobby.

Piper smoothed her tank top, suddenly self-conscious, while I checked my shirt for any stray grease stains.

"Breathe." I squeezed her shoulder. "We got this."

Mari stepped around the side of my RV, and I moved outside to meet her, holding the tinfoil-tented tray. I proceeded to the table and slid the tray near my chair, then focused on Mari. Up close, she had the kind of presence that filled a space—confident without being aggressive, warm but assessing—like Piper with a bit more cumin and brown spice.

"Ryan," She grinned and extended a hand. "Love your setup here.

"It’s coming together." Her firm handshake, callused from kitchen work, felt warm and confident. "Thanks for coming out."

"Are you kidding? I've been smelling that smoke since I entered the park." She glanced toward the Traeger. "Hickory?"

"Good nose."

Piper emerged from the RV carrying bowls of coleslaw and steaming corn. Mari's attention shifted, and I watched her take in my partner—the sun-bleached blonde hair in a messy bun, the confident way she moved, and the genuine smile.

"Piper, right? I'm Mari."

"I’m so glad you're here," Piper said, setting down the dishes on the picnic table and wiping her hands on a dish towel tucked into the waist of her denim shorts. "Ryan's been raving about the Torres special all afternoon."

"Has he now?" Mari's eyes flicked between me and Piper, and I caught something calculating in her expression. Not suspicious. More like a chef evaluating ingredients.

"Well," I said, gesturing at the mismatched chairs around the table, "why don't we sit down and you can judge for yourself?"

The evening golden hour did its magic on the water beyond the resort. Everything was positioned just right. The cooling Traeger still emitted wisps of smoke lazily in the background, sending hickory-scented signals to anyone within a quarter mile.

Mari took one Adirondack, while Piper slid into her folding camping chair beside her, facing the waves. I claimed the other Adirondack facing Mari, next to the foil pan and fragrant meat, ready to reveal the star of the show.

“Just over fifteen hours, with a few hours resting,” I announced, pulling the foil from the edges of the pan where the pork shoulder rested. "Low and slow at 225º.”

The foil peeled back with a metallic whisper, releasing a cloud of aromatic steam that made all three of us pause—the pristine bark, a dark mahogany color, was like armor around the tender meat inside.

I donned thick cotton gloves, followed by black nitrile gloves, before pulling the shoulder blade bone out. It slid out cleanly, steaming, and I set it aside. Then I dug my fingers into the butt, sinking into the hot roast without any resistance. The shoulder meat underneath the crisp bark pulled apart with barely any effort, revealing pink smoke rings and strands of juicy pork that made my mouth water. I methodically pulled the tender meat apart into shreds, inhaling the smoke-scented steamy meat.

Mari leaned forward slightly. Professional interest. Piper propped her head on her hands and licked her lips like she wanted to reach over and grab the meat out of the pan.

"What time and temps?" Mari asked.

“Started around midnight, then wrapped it at 165º to push through the stall, before we stopped by your shop. Then the internal temp hit 203º about 90 minutes ago. I dialed the smoker back to 185º to let it rest and warm, then pulled it off a few minutes before you arrived.”

She nodded approvingly. "Most people give up at the stall, or increase the heat until it turns rubbery."

"Most people don't have patience," I said, ignoring the irony of my early attempts at smoking, and plated generous portions. "Or a reliable thermometer."

After peeling off my gloves, I passed around the bowl of steaming corn on the cob while Piper added serving spoonfuls of her coleslaw—bright green and white against the dark meat—to each of our plates. The lime scent cut through the smoky richness like a knife through butter. She'd been nervous about her contribution, but watching Mari's reaction to the color combination, I could tell we were off to a good start.

I invited Mari to take the first bite, while I heaped a generous portion on Piper’s plate, followed by mine.

She took her first bite methodically. Chewed slowly. Her expression gave nothing away, but her shoulders relaxed a fraction.

"This is high quality," she said finally.

"It's hobby quality," I corrected. "Big difference."

"Is it?" She took another bite, this time getting a forkful of coleslaw and pork. "Because I've eaten at restaurants that couldn't produce this. The spices are top-grade; you paid attention when you trimmed the butt, and you were patient with time and temperature. That's what elevates your meat. The cold slaw is excellent, with the uniformity of the julienne and the smoothness of the dressing, it’s the perfect compliment.”

Piper practically glowed. "The coleslaw was Ryan's idea. He said the acidity would cut the fat."

"He's right." Mari looked at me with new interest. "You have formal training?"

"YouTube University, an abundance of free time, and an obsessive personality,” I admitted. “I’ve learned a lot since I arrived here about two months ago.”

That got a smile. Small, but genuine.

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The kind of quiet that happens when food is good enough to demand attention. A pelican skimmed the water beyond the resort's dock. Somewhere in the distance, a generator hummed to life.

"So," Mari said, setting down her fork, "You mentioned starting a food truck."

Here we go. I glanced at Piper, who gave me an almost imperceptible nod.

"We have an idea," I said carefully. "But we also have a problem."

"Which is?"

"We have no idea what we're doing."

Mari's eyebrows rose with a chuckle. "That's refreshingly honest."

"I figured out how to smoke meat, and Piper has culinary training,” I continued. "We have capital, equipment, and enthusiasm. What we don't have is any clue about permits, locations, food costs, or how to run a mobile restaurant without losing our shirts."

"Or poisoning anyone," Piper added helpfully.

"That too."

Mari sat back, studying us both. "And you're telling me this because...?"

“We’d like to hire you as a consultant,” I said. “Help us figure out if this is feasible and, if it is, how to do it right."

The silence stretched. A fishing boat puttered past, its wake lapping against the shore.

"What kind of concept were you thinking?" Mari asked finally.

I felt something shift. She wasn't saying no.

"That," I said, "is exactly the kind of question we need help answering."

My pork shoulder hit the mark. I knew it, Piper knew it, and Mari definitely knew it. She took another bite, closing her eyes for just a second. I caught myself watching the way her lips curved around the fork.

"Okay," she said, setting down the fork on her plate. "This is better than most restaurants, in my opinion." She leaned back in her lawn chair, studying us both. "So what's your vision here?"

Piper jumped in first. "Premium barbecue. Not only good food, but an experience. Something that⁠—"

"Premium how?" Mari interrupted, but gently. Professional curiosity, not criticism. "Are we talking wagyu brisket? Organic everything? Craft cocktails?"

I cleared my throat. "We're still figuring that out."

Mari nodded slowly. "What about location strategy? Are you thinking of festivals, lunch crowds, and dinner service? Following construction sites or setting up in entertainment districts?"

Piper and I exchanged a look. Shit.

"We hadn't really..." Piper started.

"What about permits?" Mari continued, but a smile played at the corners of her mouth. "Health department relationships? Supplier contracts for consistent pricing?"

The silence stretched. A pelican flew overhead, probably laughing at us.

"You two have amazing food and zero business plan," Mari said finally. Not mean, just matter-of-fact. "Which, honestly? Is pretty typical."

She reached for her beer, and I noticed her fingers were long, graceful—working hands, but elegant. "Most people think food trucks are restaurants on wheels. Roll up, cook food, make money." She shook her head. "It's logistics. It's relationships. It's knowing which inspector has a stick up his ass and which one only wants to make sure you're not poisoning people."

"Sounds like you know all that," I replied.

Something shifted in her expression. A flash of frustration, quickly covered. "Yeah, well. My father's been in this business for fifteen years. I've worked for him for eight years, and managed operations for the last five."

"But?" Piper caught it, too.

Mari looked out at the water. The evening light refracted off the gold in her dark hair, and I found myself wondering what it would feel like between my fingers.

"But nothing," she said. "Torres Tacos is his baby. His vision. His rules." She took a long pull from her beer. "I've got ideas. Expansion plans. Ways to streamline operations and increase profit margins by thirty percent." Her voice grew sharper. "But God forbid his daughter suggests changing anything."

The frustration in her voice did something to my chest. Made me want to fix things for her.

"What kind of ideas?" Piper asked.

Mari's eyes lit up. Only for a second, before she caught herself. "Doesn't matter. Not my truck."

"But if you owned one of your own?" I pressed.

She looked at me then, really looked, as if trying to figure out if we were serious or just having a conversation. The intensity of her gaze made my pulse kick up.

"If it were mine?" She leaned forward. "I'd revolutionize the whole approach. Menu engineering based on actual cost analysis. Route optimization using real data, not gut feelings. Customer relationship management that goes beyond showing up."

Piper practically vibrated with excitement. "That's exactly what we need."

"You need more than that," Mari explained. "You need someone who knows the industry inside and out. Someone who can navigate the bureaucracy and build relationships, and keep you from making expensive mistakes."

The implication hangs in the air between us.

"Someone like you," I said.

Mari didn't answer right away. She looked at my setup again—the smoker, the prep station, and the way I had organized everything. A professional assessment, but there’s something else. Maybe it’s an appreciation. Or possibility.

"I think," she begins slowly, "we should workshop this properly. Really dig into the concept. Figure out what premium barbecue means and how to make it profitable."

"With you?" Piper asked.

Mari met my eyes again and nodded. "With someone who knows what the hell they're doing."

The tension stretched taut like a fishing line. A professional opportunity was entwined with something more personal, more dangerous—something present and unstated but not overlooked.

"When?" I asked.

Her smile morphed into pure trouble. "How's tomorrow night sound?"

Piper and I looked at each other, then nodded. "We can do that," Piper said, grinning.

After finishing the meal, we rose and exchanged a round of handshakes that I wanted to grow into comfortable hugs. When Mari got into her car, she waved through the window, backed out, and turned toward the exit. Her taillights disappeared around the corner, leaving Piper and me standing in the driveway like we might have witnessed something life-changing—which, honestly, looking back, was true.

We cleaned up in silence, moving around each other with careful precision. Every accidental brush of fingers felt electric, and the air hummed with unspoken thoughts.

"She's gorgeous," Piper said finally, collecting the disposable plates and silverware.. "And brilliant. And..."

"Yeah." I nodded, watching her face. "She is. All of that.”

"You felt it too, didn't you?" Her voice was quiet and curious rather than accusatory. "That spark."

I could have lied. Maybe should have—Piper and I had been together all of three days. Instead, I went with reckless honesty. "I did."

Piper nodded slowly, like she'd already known. "Good. I thought I lost my mind."

"You're not jealous?"

She turned to face me fully, those blue eyes bright with something I couldn't quite name. "That's not me. And I don't think you'd quit and bounce on me like that. I'm more... intrigued?”

“Intrigued about…?”

"C'mon, Ryan, you've been overthinking this since we ate lunch at her truck. I could see it in your eyes during dinner—you were calculating, planning, wondering if..."

"If what?"

"If there's room for three in whatever we're building here."

"You're not talking only food truck plans, are you?"

"Not only about the food truck." She held my gaze with a slight nod, her lips curling into a wicked grin..

Whatever we were thinking hung between us, loaded with possibility. I stepped closer and cupped her face in my hands—her skin warm and soft. When I kissed her, she tasted like beer, spice, and promises.

“You’re right. I just don’t know what to do with it,” I admitted, feeling arousal swirling inside of me.

“Go low and slow.” Piper bit her lip, then giggled. “Like you did with me.”

We headed inside, fingers intertwined, but I could tell we were both thinking about Mari, about tomorrow night, and about what we were walking into.

Our simple food truck idea had just become a hell of a lot more complicated.

In the best possible way.
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PIPER'S HONEY JALAPEÑO COLESLAW



Ingredients

small head of cabbage, thinly sliced

carrot, julienned

small red onion, sliced, not diced

1-3 jalapeños chopped w/seeds

Cilantro (optional)

Dressing

scoop of mayonnaise (Piper recommends Duke’s)

juice from a lime

2 pinches of kosher salt

2 pinches of coarse-ground black pepper (Piper likes the H.E.B. Brand)

Enough honey for the desired sweetness

Whisk the dressing, pour it over the veg, and top with a sprinkle of chopped cilantro.


FIERY FLIRT
A SMOKY SLICE OF LIFE MEN’S ADVENTURE



ABOUT FIERY FLIRT

When ambition meets attraction, three hearts find their perfect heat.

Ryan Mitchell thought escaping corporate burnout for Gulf Coast barbecue was life-changing—until Piper challenged everything he knew about relationships. Now Mari Torres, the fiery food truck expert with operational genius and curves that distract him mid-smoke, wants in on their dream.

But Mari's joining more than their business partnership.

As the trio navigates their unconventional relationship, they pivot from food-truck complications to the high-stakes world of competitive barbecue. Mari's expertise transforms their operation, but choosing this path means defying her controlling father and risking everything she's built with her family.

Smoke, spice, and sizzling chemistry collide as Ryan learns to manage more than just fire—he's balancing two incredible women, perfecting brisket under pressure, and discovering that the best things in life can't be optimized with spreadsheets.

Enjoy witty banter, explicit heat, and mouth-watering BBQ in this contemporary harem romance. Watch as a burnt-out billionaire, a free-spirited culinary dropout, and a determined Latina build more than championship barbecue—they're building a family. Full of age-gap attraction, polyamorous passion, and Texas smoke.

[image: ]


Firey Flirt is the second book of the Chef's Kiss Barbecue series. A slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance series that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, competition barbecue, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this harem romance of midlife reinvention.


For those brave enough to rewrite the rules and smoke their own path.


Barbecue is about patience. It's about time. It's about love.

AARON FRANKLIN


FIERY FLIRT



CHAPTER 1
THE COLLABORATION FRAMEWORK


It was Friday night, and Piper and I were getting ready for Mari’s arrival. I’d rearranged the cushions on the dinette three times before I caught myself and forced my hands to still. The laptop sat open on the small table, spreadsheet tabs already loaded—projected costs, permit requirements, potential locations. My phone buzzed with a weather update I didn't need, and I realized I'd been checking it every few minutes like some nervous teenager waiting for a text back.

This was ridiculous. Mari was coming over to talk business. We were three adults who'd agreed to workshop a partnership to create a premium Texas barbecue food truck centered in Corpus Christi. There was no reason for my pulse to be doing double-time just because she'd be sitting in my space again, close enough that I'd catch that subtle jasmine scent she’d worn when she visited yesterday.

"You're spiraling," Piper called from the kitchen area, where she was pulling plates from the compact cupboard. She'd tied her sun-bleached hair back in a messy bun, and flour dusted the front of her vintage band t-shirt. "I can practically hear your brain grinding its gears from over here."

"I'm not spiraling. I'm preparing.” I gestured toward the laptop. "I've run preliminary numbers on startup costs, researched health department requirements for mobile food service, and mapped out high-traffic locations⁠—"

"Ryan." She set the plates down with a gentle clink. "It's Mari. She's been here before. She knows we don't bite."

The truth was, I wasn't entirely sure what we were anymore—what I was to either of them. Two short months ago, I was a burnt-out workaholic who checked out of the rat race and checked into a low-key RV nomad lifestyle, convinced that my carefully ordered solitary life was precisely what I needed. Then Piper crashed into my world, all wild energy and impulsive decisions, turning everything sideways.

And Mari... Marisol Torres somehow slipped into the calculus of our ad hoc plans, making our burgeoning food truck dream feel manageable, as if she were the missing random variable that balanced our particular equation. She had the operational know-how to help us, but she also had deep brown eyes, a thick, curvy figure, and a flirtatious game that captivated both Piper and me, as if she could kick-start the business and my heart at the same time.

Now, here we were, about to workshop the impulsive idea into a viable business venture. The analytical part of my brain—admittedly, most of it—wanted clear definitions, concrete plans, and measurable outcomes. The rest of me was still catching up to the fact that I was apparently the kind of person who contemplated food truck partnerships and potentially polyamorous relationships with equal seriousness.

A knock at the door saved me from further overthinking. Piper shot me a look that clearly said relax before moving to answer it.

"Hey, Piper.” Mari's voice carried a warm confidence, settling a restlessness in my chest. I moved toward them as she shared a comfortable hug. They were at ease with each other faster than I'd expected, though I supposed Piper had that effect on people. She certainly had with me.

"Ryan's been reconfiguring the furniture and checking spreadsheets for the last hour," Piper announced as she closed the door and guided Mari two steps into the living area, waved in my direction, and walked around the kitchenette’s pull-out island to continue cooking. “I think he's nervous."

"I'm thorough," I corrected, walking to close the five feet of distance between us, and dodging Piper in passing. Mari looked good in dark jeans and a soft green sweater that brought out the gold flecks in her brown eyes. Her hair was loose around her shoulders instead of the functional bun she wore while working the window at her father’s food truck business. She carried a leather messenger bag that probably contained her own notes and plans. I appreciated that she'd come prepared. I wasn’t going to be the only type A person in our trio.

"Hey," she said, stepping close enough for a brief hug before brushing a kiss against my cheek. Simple, easy, like we'd been doing this for years instead of less than twenty-four hours. "Smells amazing in here."

"Nothing fancy. Just pasta with the pesto Piper made fresh today.” I gestured past the kitchen to the dinette where I’d set the table and stacked up my notebooks and laptop. "Figured we should eat before diving into the heavy planning."

"Smart thinking." Mari settled into the dinette, sliding her bag beside her against the window side. "Though I have to admit, I'm excited to see what you two have been cooking up. Metaphorically speaking."

Piper laughed, bringing over glasses of the wine from a bottle. I hadn’t drunk much besides water and beer in the time I’d been roaming the coastal bend, so a bottle of wine was an upgrade. "Oh, Ryan's been cooking up plenty. Wait until you see his color-coded timeline for permit applications."

"Organization isn't a character flaw." I objected with a self-conscious grin.”

“No," Mari said, accepting her wine with a smile. "It's actually exactly what this kind of venture needs. Someone has to think through the details while the rest of us get caught up in the excitement."

The casual way she said "the rest of us" shouldn't have made my chest tight with something that felt suspiciously like relief, but there it was. We were an "us" now, apparently—a team. My mind was still trying to figure out if it was purely business or something else between the three of us.

I slid into the bench across from Mari while Piper served the pasta, then slid next to her while winking at me. The pasta was simple but good—nothing fancy, just the kind of meal that let you focus on conversation rather than the food. I watched Mari twirl her fork with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd eaten plenty of quick meals between service rushes.

"So this is nice," she said, gesturing around the RV's compact dining area. "Cozy. Very... mobile entrepreneur chic."

Piper laughed. "That's Ryan's aesthetic. Functional minimalism with a side of 'I could disappear into the wilderness at any moment.' The quintessential digital nomad.”

"I prefer 'strategically unencumbered,'" I said, earning an eye roll from Piper. "But speaking of mobile, tell us about the Gulf Coast market. What's the food truck scene really like around here in the coastal bend?”

Mari's expression shifted, becoming more focused. "Honestly? It's wide open for someone who knows what they're doing. You've got your solid taco trucks. Some decent seafood operations. But quality barbecue?” She shook her head. "There might be one decent truck between Galveston and Corpus, and even they're inconsistent."

"Define 'quality,'" I said, building spreadsheet categories in my head.

"Proper smoking technique. Good sourcing. Sides that aren't an afterthought." Mari looked between us. "Which brings me to my question—what's your actual concept? Because 'we want to do barbecue’ is where most people start and stop thinking."

Piper and I exchanged a glance. We'd talked about this, but hearing it from a professional made it feel more real.

"Central Texas style," I said. "Brisket would be the cornerstone, but not exclusively. Good ribs, pulled pork, spicy smoked sausage, and whatever else would work. I've been perfecting my smoking technique for about five weeks now." I grinned with a snort. “I’m a rapidly iterating hobbyist, but I’m ready to start something new. And the barbecue down here is better than the glamorous stuff up in Austin.”

"Ryan's being modest," Piper added. "His brisket is incredible. But the real differentiator will be the sides. That's where I come in."

Mari raised an eyebrow. "Meaning?"

"Elevated comfort food," Piper answered with excitement. "Think smoked mac and cheese with a pepper jack crust. Elote-style corn salad. Bourbon bacon beans. Stuff that complements the meat but stands on its own."

I watched Mari's face as Piper talked, saw the moment her professional interest sharpened. "That could work," she said slowly. "The tourists want Instagram-worthy food, but the locals want substance. You're talking about hitting a sweet spot between both markets."

"Exactly." I felt that familiar buzz as a business concept started to click into place. "Premium product, but approachable pricing. Quality ingredients, but efficient execution."

"The Gulf Coast has another advantage," Mari continued, leaning forward. "You're dealing with people who understand good food. They might not know barbecue like they know seafood, but they recognize quality when they taste it."

Piper nodded enthusiastically. "And there's the festival circuit. All those beach town events, music festivals, competitions…”

“The summer heat is brutal," Mari warned. "But business is lucrative. Spring and fall are steady. Winter's actually not bad—you get the snowbirds, people wanting comfort food when the weather turns. The slowdown is nice to refresh things before the following spring.”

I studied her as she spoke, noticing how her hands moved as she explained the dynamics and how her whole demeanor changed when she shifted into professional mode. Something was compelling about competence, about watching someone who truly knew their craft.

"What about competition from brick-and-mortar places?" I asked.

"Different animals," Mari said. "Restaurants are destination dining. Food trucks are all about convenience, attending events, and handling lunch rushes. You're not really competing—you're filling gaps they can't."

The conversation was gaining momentum, ideas building on each other. I could see Piper getting excited, her creative mind already spinning variations on menu items. Mari was asking the right questions, poking at potential weak spots in a way that felt collaborative rather than adversarial.

"So operationally," I said, "what are we actually talking about here? Beyond the romantic notion of serving great food from a mobile platform?”

Mari's smile had a slight edge to it. "Oh, you want the reality check? Because it's about to get complicated."

Piper took the moment to clear our dishes and transfer them to the cutting board by the sink, while I opened my laptop and arranged my notebook. Mari grabbed her laptop from her messenger bag, picked up her phone, and started scrolling through notes, her brow furrowed in concentration.

“Okay, let's talk timeline. If we're serious about this, we're looking at three to six months minimum before we can serve our first customer."

The number hit me harder than I expected. "That long?"

"Food trucks aren't just buying a vehicle and cooking," she said, setting her phone on the table between us. "First, we need permits. Business license, mobile food vendor permit, and fire department approval. Each one takes weeks, sometimes months. Then there's the truck itself—finding one, retrofitting it for our specific needs, passing health inspections."

Piper leaned forward, chin propped on her hand. “I’d read something about a commissary kitchen?"

"That's actually our biggest hurdle," Mari admitted. "We can't just cook anywhere. The health department requires all food trucks to operate out of a licensed commissary. We need to find one that'll rent us space, or..." She paused, meeting my eyes. "We could build our own, but that pushes out the timeline over a year.”

The weight of her suggestion settled over me. This wasn’t a weekend side project. It was a legitimate business venture requiring serious capital and commitment. She went on digging into the details of each road bump in our naive plan. Road bumps turned into construction phases, with detours and narrowed lanes, and it seemed like my idea of building a food truck business was hopelessly naive.

“This is… a lot,” I said, when there was a break in Mari’s stream of consciousness breakdown for the steps, logistics, and inspection. “Do we even have what we need to start, or will we just…?”

Mari's expression shifted as she organized her thoughts, and returned to her measured way of speaking when discussing operations. “Ryan, you’ve got two things we absolutely need—capital and smoking expertise. I’ve had your pork butt and seen photos of your brisket. What you do isn’t mere grilling; it's craftsmanship."

Something warm spread through my chest at the compliment, but before I could respond, she continued.

"Piper, with your culinary background, you would be best with brand development, menu innovation, and customer experience. That's what'll set us apart from every other barbecue truck out there that focuses solely on their cooking style while ignoring their potential customers’ tastes.”

Piper's cheeks flushed slightly, and I noticed how she straightened under Mari's praise.

Mari glanced between us before she continued. “I’d be able to handle operations. Permits, logistics, supply chain, health regulations, and scheduling. All the boring stuff that is essential to keep from failing once you launch.”

I sat back, processing. "So you're saying the three of us complement each other."

"Perfectly," Mari said with a quick nod, which made me wonder if she was talking about more than just business skills.

The silence stretched for a moment, filled with the ambient noise of the other residents around us. I could smell the remnants of our lunch, see the way afternoon light caught the amber flecks in Mari's eyes, and notice how Piper was unconsciously twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

"What's the realistic investment we're talking about?" I asked.

Mari laid it all out for us: one hundred grand to procure a food truck, establish a commissary, and deal with all the inspections and red tape. The number should have scared me. A year ago, it would have. But sitting here, with my windfall from the IPO sitting in offshore accounts just earning interest well beyond my living expenses, made the startup cost almost moot.

I was more concerned about how these two brilliant women could help me map out a future I could actually see myself in. In the silence, I thought of the competence they’d already shown in their circle of influence. The more I dwelt on that, the more it felt like the most logical investment I'd ever considered.

"The market timing is perfect," Piper added, her excitement building. "Food truck culture is exploding, but quality barbecue is still underserved in this region. We could own this space."

I nodded, “It’s do able, just a longer process than I first thought.”

"There's one more thing," Mari said quietly. "This only works if we're all in. Really in. Not just financially, but committed to making this our priority."

She was looking directly at me, and I realized this was the moment. The decision point that would change everything. The question wasn't whether I had the money or the skills. The question was whether I was ready to bet on us.

I sat back in my chair, letting Mari's words settle over me like smoke from the pit. Three to four months. Permits, commissary kitchens, food truck acquisition—the operational reality was hitting me square in the chest, but instead of feeling overwhelmed, something else was happening. The pieces were clicking into place with an almost audible snap.

“To clarify. We're talking about a real business here," I said while watching them. "Not just some weekend warrior fantasy."

Mari nodded, her dark eyes serious. "Real as it gets. This isn't hobbyist territory anymore, Ryan."

I looked between them—Mari with her competent intensity, Piper practically vibrating with creative energy—and felt something shift in my chest. The analytical part of my brain, the part that had built and sold a wildly successful tech company, was already running calculations. But there was something else, something warmer and more dangerous, watching the way Piper's fingers drummed against her beer bottle, how Mari leaned forward when she talked about operations—the impulse to lean over the table and kiss both of them.

"You know what's crazy?" I said, standing to pace along the galley kitchen and back. Outside the tinted windows, the Gulf stretched out dark and endless, dotted with the lights of shrimp boats. “The more complex this has become, the more it seems we’re the perfect trio to take the risk and make the magic happen.”

"How so?" Piper asked, tucking one leg under her on the dinette bench.

I turned back to face them. "It’s like Mari mentioned, together we have this synergy. She’s got the operational expertise I couldn't learn in ten years and knows the mobile food service industry inside and out. You've got the culinary skills and a creative vision. The way you talk about flavor profiles, about telling stories through food—that's not something you can teach. That's pure instinct."

Piper's smile was radiant. "You really think so?"

"I know so." The conviction in my voice surprised even me. "And me? I bring the capital and the systems thinking. I know how to kickstart a business and scale operations, how to build processes that work."

The energy between us was shifting, becoming something electric and charged. Mari set down her beer and stood, and glanced between Piper and me. "So you're saying..."

I could smell her perfume, something soft and sweet that complemented Piper’s vanilla scent. "Maybe the whole point is that we’re meant to do it together."

Piper bounced up off the bench to stand with me, and Mari slid out, joining us in the cozy space between the dinette and kitchen. We stood there in a loose triangle, the door to my bedroom right behind Mari, close enough that I could feel their body heat radiating from both of them. "Like a real partnership," she said, her voice breathless.

"More than that," I said, my pulse quickening. The low-intensity interior lighting caught the few strands of silver in Mari’s dark hair and highlighted the golden threads in Piper’s blonde waves. “It feels like something that could actually work. Like something that could be..." I paused, searching for the right word. "Extraordinary."

Mari's hand brushed against mine on the edge of the kitchen counter, and I felt the contact like an electric shock. "It would be a risk," she said softly.

"The best things always are," Piper whispered, close enough now that I could feel her breath on my arm.

I looked between them, these two incredible women who had somehow walked into my life and turned everything upside down. The smart thing would be to take this slow, think it through, run the numbers, and analyze the risks. The capital wasn’t an issue for me; I could finance the startup costs and early operations. But it was too soon to bring that up in our conversation. We needed to continue this momentum.

“Are you free this weekend?" The words came out before I'd thought them through. "We should workshop this properly—I'll need both of you to build a real business plan.”

“I have weekends off,” Mari said, and shrugged. “The demand drops at our location on weekends; the others handle it. I’m free.”

“Since I just moved in, I’m free too.” Piper said, clapping her hands. “Oh my god, you guys. This is going to be incredible!”

“We can order delivery for meals. I’d like us to focus on plans, not cooking meals.” I stated, my mind spinning with ideas.” I glanced at both of their excited faces. “Start at 8?”

“Coffee’s usually at 7,” Piper said, winking at me.

“I’ll be here at seven then, and bring breakfast tacos, Sunrise is on my way.” Mari offered. The random synchronicity of her knowledge of Sunrise Tacos, where I first saw my jalapeño girl, Piper, seemed like a signal from the food truck gods.

The goodbye was professional—mostly. Hugs, cheek kisses, careful distance that felt increasingly absurd given how her eyes lingered on mine. I noticed Piper's hand rested on Mari's shoulder a beat longer than necessary.

We watched her walk away through the front windows of the cab. Even in jeans and a simple sweater, she moved with a confidence that made me want things I couldn't quite put my finger on yet.

"Holy shit," Piper breathed beside me. "We're really doing this."

I turned to find her staring at me with those bright blue eyes, sun-bleached hair catching the afternoon light streaming through the window. The excitement radiating off her was infectious.

"We're really doing this," I confirmed.

She moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, see the freckles across her nose. "And Mari?"

"What about her?"

"You felt it too. That thing between all of us."

I had felt that pull, that chemistry that went beyond business partnerships or simple attraction. Something more complicated and infinitely more interesting.

"Yeah," I said. "I felt it."

Piper's smile was pure mischief. "Good. Because this is going to be one hell of a ride."

She was right. We were jumping off a cliff together, all three of us. No safety net, no guarantee of where we'd land. Just trust and possibility and the weight of a decision that would change everything.

I couldn't wait to see where we fell.


CHAPTER 2
THE WORKSHOP PROTOCOL


The sound of gravel crunching under tires pulled me from sleep at exactly 6:47 AM Saturday. I'd been dozing, staring at the ceiling and running through mental checklists—coffee beans ground, notebooks organized, laptop charged. The kind of nervous energy that used to hit me before major client presentations, except this felt more personal. More important.

Through the bedroom window, I watched Mari's white Honda Civic pull into the space beside my setup. She emerged carrying two large paper bags and a drink carrier, her dark hair twisted into a practical yet elegant bun. Even in jeans and a simple blue T-shirt, she moved with that confident efficiency I had begun to associate with her.

I pulled on shorts and a clean shirt, ran fingers through my hair, and tried to look like I hadn't been lying awake thinking about the three of us building something together.

Piper was already up, padding around the kitchen area in an oversized sleep shirt and bare feet, her blonde hair a tousled mess that somehow looked intentional. She'd started the coffee—the good stuff, whole beans that I’d ground fresh the night before—and the rich aroma filled the compact space.

"She's early," Piper observed, peering through the window over the sink.

“Thirteen minutes early," I corrected, checking my phone. "That's not early. That's punctual.”

Piper shot me a look that suggested my distinction was ridiculous, but she was grinning. "You two are going to get along perfectly."

I opened the door as Mari approached, taking in the way the morning light caught the gold threads in her brown eyes. "Right on time," I said.

"Sunrise Tacos opens at six," she replied, holding up the bags. “You said you’d have coffee, so I got three Dr. Peppers for later.”

“Good call,” Piper said, taking the drinks. “You don’t want to miss Ryan’s coffee. Simply the best.”

“I expect that Ryan tries to be the best at everything,” Mari said, stepping into the RV.

“How did you know?” I grinned with a shrug. “I’m trying to become lower key, but I think it’ll always be a struggle bus.” Piper tilted her head with mock compassion, and Mari tried to muffle her giggle.

“This is breakfast." She set the bags on the counter and began unpacking them with the systematic efficiency of someone who'd done this countless times. "Chorizo and egg, potato and bacon, bean and cheese. Plus some of Miguel's green salsa because it's Saturday and we're celebrating."

The smell hit me immediately—warm tortillas, spiced chorizo, that particular blend of cumin and chile that made my mouth water. Mari had brought enough food for six people, typical of someone raised in a culture where hospitality meant an abundance of food. I wasn’t complaining.

"Miguel remembers you. I swear he remembers the name of everyone he serves,” she said to me, pulling out containers of salsa. "Asked if I was meeting with the fancy RV guy who tips in cash."

"Guilty," I admitted, feeling heat creep up my neck. "Old habits from the corporate world."

Piper appeared at my shoulder, still in her sleep shirt, and I caught Mari's eyes tracking the movement appreciatively. There was something charged in that look, something that made my pulse quicken.

"Coffee's ready," Piper announced, reaching around me for mugs. The casual contact—her hand anchoring on my hip as her breasts brushed across my back—felt natural now in a way that still surprised me.

I watched Mari take in our easy domestic rhythm, the way Piper moved around my space like she belonged there. Because she did belong there, I realized. They both did.

"This setup is incredible," Mari said, accepting a mug from Piper. "You've got everything you need in here."

"Ryan's got it dialed in," Piper said, settling at the dinette with her coffee. "Best espresso machine I've ever used, and I worked in some pretentious cafes."

I poured my own coffee and joined them, Mari sliding in beside Piper so we formed a cozy triangle around the small table. The breakfast tacos were perfect—Miguel's tortillas had that slightly charred edge that only came from a well-seasoned griddle, and the chorizo had enough spice to wake up your sinuses without overwhelming the eggs.

"So," Mari said after we'd made serious progress on the food, "are you ready for this to get complicated?"

I looked up from my taco to find her studying both of us with that direct gaze that seemed to see everything. "Define complicated."

"Well, for starters, we need to talk about what kind of partnership we're actually forming here." She wrapped her hands around her coffee mug. "Because there are business partnerships, and then there are..." She gestured vaguely between the three of us. "Other kinds of partnerships."

The words hung in the air like smoke from the pit. Piper set down her coffee cup with a soft clink, and I felt my pulse kick up a notch.

“What kind of partnership do you think we're forming?" I asked, keeping my voice carefully neutral.

Mari's smile had an edge to it. "The kind where I notice how you two look at each other. And how you both look at me." She leaned back against the bench seat. "I'm not blind, Ryan. Neither of you is exactly subtle."

Piper laughed, a sound that was part nerves and part relief. "Thank god someone said it."

"Mari, we don't want to make you uncomfortable—" I offered, unsure of where this was leading.

"Who says I'm uncomfortable?" she interrupted, with a flirty spark in tone and a flash of desire in her eyes. "I'm just saying we should probably acknowledge what's happening here before we start planning our business future together."

The morning light streaming through the windows caught the steam rising from our coffee cups, creating an intimate haze around our small table. Outside, the Gulf stretched endlessly blue, but inside this compact space, the world had shrunk to just the three of us.

"So what are you suggesting?" Piper asked, her voice softer now.

"I'm suggesting we be honest," Mari said simply. "About what we want. All of it."

I looked between these two incredible women—Piper with her tousled blonde hair and sleep-warm skin, Mari with her confident directness and those eyes that seemed to see straight through me—and felt something shift in my chest, like a lock clicking open, which might have been the fly of my boxers.

"Okay," I said. "Honesty, it is."I cleared my throat and reached for my laptop, needing something concrete to anchor us. “But let's... stipulate the mutual attraction, but table the personal dynamics for now and shift focus back to the business framework first."

Mari's eyebrows rose slightly, but she nodded. "Smart approach. Get the foundation solid."

"Exactly." I opened my spreadsheet, grateful for the familiar comfort of organized data. "Mari, walk us through the permit process step by step. I need to understand the critical path."

The shift in tone was immediate. Mari straightened, her professional mode engaging like a switch. "Okay, first thing—business license through the city. That's usually two weeks if you have all your paperwork in order."

Piper leaned forward, grabbing a notebook from my stack. "What paperwork?"

"Articles of incorporation, if we're going LLC. Business plan, financial projections, proof of insurance." Mari ticked off items on her fingers, and I stopped myself from focusing on their slender length. "Then there's the mobile food vendor permit, which requires health department approval of our commissary kitchen arrangement."

I was already typing, creating a new project timeline while Mari rattled off the operational reality: business licenses, mobile vendor permits, health department inspections. Each requirement triggered another—fire department approval for propane systems, electrical inspections for truck modifications, and commissary kitchen arrangements that made my head spin.

My spreadsheet grew as she talked, but I found myself watching her more than the screen. The way her hands moved when explaining complex processes, how her eyes lit up when discussing operational challenges. Mari's competence was magnetic—someone who truly knew their craft inside and out. I glanced at Piper, who caught my look and winked with a nod. She saw it too.

"What about the truck itself?" I asked, forcing myself to refocus. "Acquisition timeline?"

"That depends on whether we buy used or retrofit new." Mari leaned over to see my screen, her shoulder brushing mine. The contact sent a jolt through me, but I kept typing. "Used food trucks run thirty to sixty thousand, but you're inheriting someone else's problems. New truck, properly outfitted, we're looking at seventy-five to ninety."

I added another line item to my growing list. "So we're talking new. Newer technology nets us some efficiencies."

"Probably smart, given your timeline." Mari pulled out her phone and scrolled down the page. "You want to be operational by spring, right? Peak season?"

"March through October," I confirmed. "Tourist season plus festival circuit."

"Let's talk commissary options," I said. "You mentioned we could rent space or build our own."

"Renting's faster but limits our control," Mari explained. "Most commissaries charge by the hour plus storage fees. Figure eight to twelve hundred a month, minimum."

Piper set down her pen. "That's a lot of overhead."

"It is. But building our own..." Mari shook her head. "We're talking forty to sixty thousand just for a basic setup. Commercial kitchen equipment, health department approval, and ongoing maintenance."

I leaned back, processing the numbers. The capital requirements weren't insurmountable—my IPO windfall could cover the startup costs without breaking a sweat. It wasn’t the time to reiterate that my wealth could solve some of the problems. But the timeline complexity was becoming a factor.

"What if we phased it?" I asked. "Start with rented commissary space to get operational, then build our own once we're generating revenue?" I finished the thought, watching Mari's expression shift as she considered it.

"That could work," she said slowly. "Reduces initial capital outlay, proves the concept before we commit to permanent infrastructure."

Piper was nodding enthusiastically. "Plus, we'd learn what we actually need in a commissary by working in someone else's first."

"Exactly." I was already modifying my spreadsheet to create parallel timelines. "What commissaries are available for rent around here?"

“There are a few close enough. I’ve been thinking about modernizing our commissary operation for years," she admitted. "Never had the right partners or capital to make it happen. Dad couldn’t see beyond our current limitations.

The word 'partners' hung in the air between us, carrying weight beyond business terminology. Piper caught it too, her pen pausing mid-note.

"Perfect. We’ll nail down the specifics later.” I looked between them, feeling that familiar buzz of a project gaining momentum. "We should also start developing our menu concept, pricing structure, branding..."

"Whoa there, spreadsheet boy," Piper laughed. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves."

But Mari was grinning. "Actually, he's right. Menu development affects equipment needs, which affects truck specifications, which affects our budget."

"See?" I gestured toward Mari. "She gets it."

“You two are terrifying," Piper said, but she was smiling. "I can practically see the spreadsheets multiplying behind both of your eyes.” She paused and pulled out her phone. “I’m getting cranky, let’s order lunch.”

"Organization isn't a character flaw," I protested, echoing my words from the night before. I checked my watch, time had flown by as we worked through the expansive details, it was nearly noon. “But lunch is a good call. What do you want?”

“Let’s just get something easy. A bucket of fried chicken? There’s a Popeye’s not far from here.”

“Spicy three-piece with beans and rice, biscuit, and a sweet tea,” I replied.

“That’s what I usually order!” Mari said and laughed. Then, as Piper typed in the order, her voice softened, taking on a genuine warmth. “But back to Ryan’s point about organization. It's exactly what this venture needs. Someone has to think through the interconnections while the rest of us focus on the creative aspects."

The easy way, she mentioned the rest of us sent another jolt of realization through my chest. We were becoming a team, the three of us, in ways that went beyond a simple business partnership.

We took a health break, taking turns in the two bathrooms, then went outside to stretch our legs as we walked along the sand by my pad. The Popeye's delivery arrived just as we circled back. The day had turned overcast, with a light, persistent drizzle, so we filed back in with our meal and drinks and sat back down at the dinette to eat.

"Alright," I said as we were collecting our trash. I saved my spreadsheet and closed the laptop. "Let's shift gears. Piper, tell us about your menu vision. What makes our barbecue truck different from every other one out there?"

Piper's eyes lit up immediately. "Fusion without being gimmicky. Traditional techniques with elevated execution." She grabbed a fresh napkin and started sketching. "Think brisket burnt ends with Korean gochujang glaze. Pulled pork with an Alabama white sauce. Smoked chicken with Mexican street corn seasoning."

Mari leaned forward, studying Piper's rough drawings. “Those could work. Familiar enough for traditionalists, interesting enough for food bloggers."

"Exactly." Piper's enthusiasm was infectious. "And sides that actually complement the proteins instead of just filling space. Smoked mac and cheese with jalapeño breadcrumbs. Elote-style corn salad. Bourbon bacon beans with brown sugar and coffee. Did I mention that last night? Honestly, everything is starting to blend.”

I watched them lean into each other's space, Piper's hand brushing Mari's as she reached for the pen. The way Mari's eyes lingered on Piper's mouth when she talked about flavor profiles made my cock twitch. They were building more than just menu concepts. I also felt increasingly like a voyeur, watching from a distance.

The chemistry between them was enticing, and I had to shift in my seat to ease the tension growing in my shorts. As arousing as it was to watch my potential partners’ increasingly cozy interactions, I needed to get us back to concrete business objectives, even though I wanted to explore other aspects of our partnership.

"What about pricing strategy?" I asked.

"Premium but accessible," Mari said immediately. "The tourist market can handle twelve to fifteen for a plate, but locals need options under ten."

"Portion sizes matter too," Piper added. "Better to serve smaller portions of incredible food than huge portions of mediocre stuff."

The conversation flowed naturally from menu development to equipment needs to staffing requirements. By noon, we'd covered everything from propane tank specifications to social media marketing strategies. My notebook was filled with action items, Mari's phone contained a dozen new contacts for suppliers and permit offices, and Piper had sketched enough menu concepts to fill a cookbook.

"This is incredible," I said, looking between them as we finally paused for breath. “This morning, this was just an idea. Now we have an actual roadmap."

Mari stretched, rolling her shoulders. "That's what happens when you get the right people in the room."

"The right people," Piper repeated softly, and Mari and I looked at her. "I keep thinking about what you said earlier, Mari. About acknowledging what's happening here."

The energy in the small space shifted, becoming charged again. Outside, the afternoon sun cast long shadows across the Gulf, painting everything in a golden light.

I saved my spreadsheet and closed the laptop, my pulse quickening. We'd spent the day building a business framework, proving we could function as partners. But the other kind of partnership—the one Mari had alluded to over breakfast—still hung between us, unresolved.

"We work well together," I said carefully. "All three of us."

"We do," Mari agreed, her dark eyes moving between Piper and me. "The question is what we do about it."

"I think," I said slowly, "that's our next conversation topic.”

Piper's smile was pure mischief. "Good thing Mari doesn't have anywhere else to be."

"Good thing I brought an overnight bag." Mari's smile held promise and mischief in equal measure.

Her admission hung in the air between us, loaded with intention and promise. We'd spent the day proving we could build something together professionally. Tonight, we'd find out what else we could create with the growing intimate chemistry between us.

I looked around at our scattered notebooks and empty coffee cups, at these two incredible women who'd somehow walked into my carefully ordered life and turned everything beautifully upside down.

"So," I said, my voice rougher than intended. "What happens next?"


CHAPTER 3
THE INTEGRATION ALGORITHM


My question hung in the air between us like smoke from the pit, heavy with possibility and promise. Passion roiled in the air between us as I watched Mari's dark eyes move from me to Piper, something decisive shifting in her expression.

"How about we start with this?” Before I could process what was happening, Mari leaned toward Piper and kissed her.

Not a tentative, questioning kiss. A real, open-mouth, tongue-tangled kiss. Mari's hand cupped Piper's cheek as their mouths met, and I felt my breath catch in my throat. Mari’s eyes shifted toward me as Piper's eyes fluttered closed. Their tongues swirled together as they continued their exploratory kiss.

My cock stirred immediately, blood rushing south as I watched these two incredible women enjoy the feel of each other's mouths. Mari's thumb traced along Piper's jawline, and when they finally broke apart, both were breathless.

"Well," Piper breathed, her cheeks flushed pink. "That's one way to answer the question."

Mari turned to look at me, her lips slightly swollen, eyes sparkling with mischief and something darker. "Your turn to decide what happens next, Ryan."

The rational part of my brain was trying to catalog the implications, the potential complications, the need for clear boundaries and communication. But the rest of me was focused on how Piper’s tongue darted out to wet her lips, and Mari’s quickened breathing, and the charged electricity crackled between all three of us.

"I think," I said, my voice rougher than intended, "we need to talk about what we all want. What this looks like."

"Practical Ryan," Mari said with a sigh and an affectionate laugh. "Always thinking three steps ahead."

"Someone has to," I replied, standing to pace the small space between the dinette and kitchen. "If we're doing this—really doing this—we need to be honest about expectations, boundaries, and what we're comfortable with."

Piper shifted on the end of the bench beside Mari, tucking one leg under her. "So what are you comfortable with, Ryan?"

The direct question made me pause mid-step. What was I comfortable with? A month ago, I would have said my comfort zone was spreadsheets and learning smoking techniques. Now I was standing in an RV with two women who'd just kissed, and my primary concern was making sure we handled this right.

"I'm comfortable with honesty," I said finally, turning to face them both. “By taking this slow enough that we don't mess up what we're building together."

"Business or personal?" Mari asked, that knowing smile playing at her lips.

"Both." I sat back down across from them, close enough to catch Piper's vanilla scent mixed with something warmer from Mari. "Look, I've never done anything like this before. The polyamory thing, I mean. Hell, I've barely done the regular relationship thing."

Piper reached over the table and took my hand, pulling me back into their orbit. "None of us has done this exact thing before, Ryan. That's kind of the point."

"What are you afraid of?" Mari asked, leaning against Piper’s shoulder, her voice gentler now.

I looked between them—Piper with her tousled blonde hair and those blue eyes that seemed to see right through me, Mari with her confident directness and the way she made everything seem possible.

"Fucking it up," I admitted. "Hurting one of you. Or both of you. Or all of us."

"So we don't," Mari said simply. "We communicate. We check in. We go at whatever pace feels right for everyone."

"And if someone gets uncomfortable?" I asked.

"Then we talk about it," Piper said, squeezing my hand. "Like adults."

The simplicity of it was almost jarring. In my corporate world, everything had been contracts, liability assessments, and worst-case scenario planning. But this—this was just three people who cared about each other, figuring out what to do with our growing physical attraction and yearning desires.

"Okay," I said, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. "So what do we all want?"

Mari leaned back against the bench, her dark eyes thoughtful. "I want to explore this. All of it. The business partnership and our intimate connection. Including physical and emotional desires, pushing our limits. I want to see where it goes."

"Same," I nodded, almost hypnotized by her direct and brave expression of the unnamed thing between us.

"Same," Piper said, her thumb tracing circles on the back of my hand as I stood to the side of the table. "I've been thinking about this since yesterday. About all of us together. It feels right in a way I can't really explain."

I nodded slowly, letting their words marinate in my mind. "I want it too," I said, surprised by how easily the admission came. I glanced between them, sitting at the table. I couldn’t hide my physical reaction to the arousal flowing between us—connections that were more than physical attraction, in a way I couldn’t articulate. And realized I didn’t want to shy away from it. "I just need to know we're all on the same page about what 'it' means."

"What does it mean to you?" Mari asked.

I took a breath, organizing my thoughts the way I would for any important presentation. "It means we're partners. In business, yes, but also in whatever this personal thing is we're building. It means we're honest with each other about our feelings, our needs, our concerns. And it means we don't let one aspect jeopardize the other."

"Very systematic," Mari observed, but she was smiling. "I like it. Clear expectations, open communication."

"What about jealousy?" Piper asked quietly. "I mean, if you two are together and I'm not there, or if Mari and I... how do we handle that?"

The question hung in the air, and I realized this was the crux of it. The thing that could make or break whatever we were undertaking.

"We talk about it," I offered. "When one of us feels jealous—and we probably will—we acknowledge it and work through it instead of pretending it doesn't exist. I think it’s a rational expectation that jealousy will happen, so we need to agree from the start that we want to work it out, not hide from it, right?”

Mari nodded. "Right. And we allow for… moments of passion between any of us. Even if we’re not all present. We don’t hide anything if it’s just the two of us, but it’s okay, right? To make sure everyone feels included. This only works if it's about all three of us, not two plus one."

"Agreed," Piper said. "No secret hookups, no private relationships within the relationship."

I felt another piece of tension dissolve. “What about outside of the relationship? What do both of you feel about inclusive polyamory? Is that the right name for it?”

Mari tilted her head, considering. "I think you mean exclusive polyamory. And honestly? I'm not interested in dating anyone else right now. This feels like enough complexity for me to handle."

"Same," Piper said immediately. "I mean, I barely figured out I was attracted to women a few months ago. Moving in with Ryan was a huge leap for me. Adding more people to this equation sounds like a recipe for disaster."

I felt relief flood through me at their answers. "Good. Because the thought of either of you with another man makes my chest tight in ways I'm not ready to examine."

"Possessive, Ryan?" Mari teased.

"Apparently," I admitted. "Which is new for me. I've never been the jealous type."

"You've never had anything worth being jealous about," Piper pointed out, and the casual way she said it made something warm spread through my chest.

"So we're exclusive," I said, trying to keep us on track. "The three of us. Business partners and... what do we call the personal part?"

"Lovers," Mari said simply. "Partners in business, of course. But personally, I prefer saying we’re lovers.”

The word 'lovers' sent heat straight to my groin. The way she said it, matter-of-fact but welcoming, which made it real in a way our careful negotiation hadn't quite managed.

"Lovers," Piper repeated, testing the word. "I like that. It's honest without being clinical."

"Unlike 'polyamorous business partnership?’” I quipped, earning laughs from both of them.

"Though that would look interesting on the LLC paperwork," Mari added.

The laughter broke the last of the tension, and suddenly we weren't three people carefully negotiating the terms of an unconventional relationship. We were just us—Ryan, Piper, and Mari—figuring out how to be together.

"So," Piper said, standing and pushing past me to slide open the door to the bedroom just past the dinette table. "Now that we've talked it to death, what happens next?"

Mari slid out and stood beside Piper and met my eyes. Without pause, we kissed, and I growled at the sudden rush of arousal at the chemistry of the connection. When I gripped her ass and pulled her core against the ridge of my erection, her ardent moan sent sparks through my senses. She ran her hands on my chest through my t-shirt. Piper pressed her breasts against my back, and kissed behind my ear.

“The bed would be more comfortable.” She said, biting my ear.

“She’s right,” Mari said, parting and crossing her arms and reaching down to pull her top off, tossing it onto the dinette.

The transition to my bedroom was like a dam buckling under the pressure of flood waters. A slow start, then a rush of chaotic motion as we undressed each other, edging closer to my bed.

The space felt smaller as the golden hour light filtered through the tinted windows. We stood naked beside my king-size bed, which dominated the small alcove room. I was hyperaware of everything—the way Mari's dark hair caught the afternoon light, how Piper's breathing quickened, and the electric charge in the air between us.

"Are we really doing this?" Piper asked softly, her voice carrying a mix of excitement and vulnerability that made my chest tight.

"Only if everyone wants to," I said, looking between them. "We can stop anytime. No pressure, no expectations."

Mari stepped closer, her hand cupping my cheek. "I want this," she said simply. "I want both of you."

The honesty in her voice, the way she looked at us like we were something precious, broke down the last of my analytical barriers. This wasn't a business negotiation or a problem to be solved. We were three people who cared about each other and chose to be vulnerable together.

"I want this too," Piper whispered, her hand finding Mari's free hand. "I want us."

The word 'us' hung in the air, and I realized that's exactly what we were becoming. Not Ryan plus Piper plus Mari, but something new entirely. Something that belonged to all three of us equally.

What followed as we moved onto the bed was tender and exploratory, hands learning new territories, mouths discovering preferences, bodies finding their rhythm together. There was nervousness—fumbled touches and whispered questions—but also laughter and wonder and an intense sense of rightness that surprised me.

Mari's confidence guided us through moments of uncertainty, while Piper's enthusiasm kept things playful rather than overwhelming. And I relaxed my tendency to control or analyze, and instead enjoyed the incredible gift of being trusted by these two amazing women.

Watching the two of them exploring their connection had the expected response, and without a shred of self-consciousness, I gripped my hard on and slowly stroked. A voyeuristic thrill shot through me as they made out, invoking an unstifled moan. Mari broke from kissing Piper as their hands ran over each other’s mounds, and she watched me with darkening eyes.

“You like watching us, papi?” she asked before expressing a moan as Piper did something that made her head tip back.

“More than I thought I would,” I confessed, continuing to stroke at their shameless explorations.

“Watching him is fun too,” Piper said with a wicked grin, before kissing Mari. “You need to do more than watch our man, lover. I want to watch the two of you.”

Something unspoken passed between Mari and me as I rolled onto my back. She paused to kiss Piper while looking at me, then crawled over and straddled my hips. Our eyes lock as her hand replaced mine on my cock, and I reached up to cup her breasts. Her nipples were stiff and sensitive, provoking a moan as I swept my thumbs across the dark, rubbery tips.

When Mari rose, she slid the tip of my cock inside her opening, then slid down my shaft while staring at me. With an expressive moan and a curse in Spanish, she closed her eyes, and her head tipped back. I rocked my hips, driving inside her to the hilt. She arched back, gripping my thighs above the knees, and flexed her ass as she rode me. My hands flattened against her undulating abdomen.

As she continued her ride, Piper rose to her knees behind her. Mari turned and kissed Piper passionately, without missing a beat. Piper’s eyes turned to mine with a wicked twinkle in her eyes as if to say I told you so, before growing in Mari’s ear. “You take his dick so good. I want to watch you come all over it, and make him fill you with his cream.”

Mari moaned at her direction, increasing the pace of her hips grinding on my cock. Our bodies clapped together, skin meeting skin, as I grabbed her waist and guided her downward strokes. Piper straddled my thighs behind Mari, her sun-kissed shoulders a stark contrast to Mari’s dusky breasts. She wrapped her arms around Mari and rubbed circles around her clit with her fingers.

“Yes. Fuck him, Mari.” Piper coached, “Come all over him and make him cream inside you.”

With Piper’s encouragement, we rose to our peaks in concert. Mari’s eyes locked on mine as her body flexed and her ass slapped against my hips. I tried to hold on, but just before I reached my limit, Mari tightened around me, arching her back as her thighs shook. It was the most beautiful thing to watch her shatter, her pussy gushing around my throbbing shaft. Past the point of no return, my balls tightened then pulsed as I emptied inside her.

Then Piper was kissing me, telling me in words I couldn’t quite understand how hot that was. We all twisted and shared kisses while caressing our sweaty, naked bodies and slowly regaining our breath.

The sun was setting over on the far side of the RV when we finally collapsed together in a tangle of limbs and satisfied sighs. The bedroom had grown dim, its walls painted in shades of orange and pink from the fading light outside. I lay on my back with Piper curled against my left side, and Mari stretched along my right, both of them using my chest as a pillow.

The silence wasn't awkward or uncomfortable, more the contented quiet of people who'd just discovered something extraordinary together. I could feel their breathing gradually slow, matching mine, creating a rhythm as natural as waves against the shore.

"That was..." Piper started, then trailed off with a soft chuckle.

"Yeah," Mari agreed, her fingertips tracing lazy patterns on my chest. "It really was."

I stared at the ceiling with a silly grin, basking in the bliss of the moment. There was no systematic way to capture the feeling of being trusted so completely, so intimately, by two incredible women.

"So," I said, my voice still rough. "How are we feeling about our integration algorithm?" When both of them started laughing, the sound vibrating through my chest was perfect.

"Only you would make a math joke right now," Piper chuckled, lifting her head to smile at me with those bright blue eyes.

"Hey, it worked, didn't it?" I defended, earning another laugh from Mari.

"It definitely worked," she said, pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder. "Though I think we might need to run a few more iterations, just to be sure.”

"For quality assurance purposes," Piper added solemnly.

"Naturally," I agreed. "Can't launch a product without proper testing protocols."

The easy banter felt as intimate as what we'd just shared, maybe more so. This was us figuring out how to be together, how to navigate the space between business partners and lovers, and something entirely new.


CHAPTER 4
THE CONFRONTATION CRISIS


Sunday morning sunlight filtered through the bedroom windows, casting a soft gold glow over everything. I woke to the sound of gentle breathing and the warm weight of two bodies pressed against mine. Piper was curled into my left side, her blonde hair spilling across my chest, while Mari lay on my right with one arm draped over my stomach.

In no hurry to disrupt their sleep, I just laid there, letting the reality of it sink in. This wasn't a dream or some elaborate fantasy. These two extraordinary women had chosen to be here, with me, building something together that I couldn't have imagined three months ago.

Mari stirred first, her dark eyes opening to meet mine. "Morning," she murmured. The husky sound of her voice rose above the hum of the air conditioning.

"Morning," I replied, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "Sleep okay?"

"Better than I have in months," she admitted, pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder. "Your bed is incredibly comfortable."

"It's not just the bed," Piper mumbled against my chest, not bothering to lift her head. "It's the company."

A comfortable ease spread through my chest, the same feeling I'd been getting more often since these two had crashed into my carefully ordered life. "Coffee?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

"God, yes," Mari said, shifting to sit up. "But I should probably check my phone first. My dad usually⁠—"

The sharp buzz of her phone from the dinette table just past the open doorway of my room interrupted her. Still naked from our first night of exploration, Mari stood and reached for it. She twisted back, her expression shifting from sleepy contentment to darkly animated as she read the screen.

"Speak of the devil," she muttered, showing us the text. "He wants me at Torres Family Tacos by ten. Says we need to talk about 'important family business.'"

Piper finally lifted her head, studying Mari's face. "That doesn't sound good."

"It never is when he uses that tone," Mari said, swinging her legs out of bed. "He's probably heard through the grapevine that I've been spending time with you two. The food truck community is smaller than you think. Everyone knows everyone, and doesn’t mind gossiping.”

I sat up, half my mind already spinning through possibilities, the other half enjoying the view of Mari’s unselfconscious state of undress. "What kind of reaction were you expecting?"

Mari growled as she bent and collected her clothes from the day before, scattered around between the dinette and my bed. "With my father? Could be anything from mild disapproval to full-scale interrogation about my loyalties to the family business."

She pulled on her jeans with efficient movements, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. "He's been talking about competition season starting up again. The circuit runs from March through October, and he's been hinting that he wants me more involved this year."

"More involved how?" Piper asked, sitting up and wrapping the sheet around herself, much to my dismay. I closed my eyes and scolded myself for being distracted. I needed to focus on Mari’s dilemma.

"Managing the whole operation, probably. Permits, scheduling, and logistics for traveling to competitions. He’s done it himself and tried to bring on a few partners, but they never worked out.” Mari found her shirt and pulled it over her head. I felt another pang of regret as I said a mental goodbye to her breasts. "The thing is, competition BBQ is a completely different animal from our regular truck service. Higher stakes, different rules, serious money."

I swung my legs out of bed, my mind already processing the implications of losing her so quickly to her father’s business. "How different are we talking?"

"Competition teams can make fifty thousand or more in prize money over a season, if they're good enough." Mari was checking her reflection in the small mirror above my dresser, trying to tame her sleep-mussed hair. "But it requires total commitment. You're on the road every weekend, sometimes for weeks at a time. It's not a side business—it becomes your whole life."

An icy cold knot tightened in my gut. "And he wants you to run that?"

"He wants me to run it so he can focus on the cooking and judging strategy. He wants to stay in the area so he can focus on business expansion.” Mari turned to face us, and I could see the frustration building in her dark eyes. "Classic move for him—dump all the operational headaches on me while he gets the recognition. Ignore my expansion ideas, and then claim them as his own while I’m on the road, leading the Los Torres BBQ tour.”

Piper slid out of the bed, wrapped in the sheet, and reached for my hand, squeezing it gently. "What does that mean for us? For what we're building?"

Mari's expression softened as she looked between us. "That's what I need to figure out. But first, I need to hear exactly what he's proposing. I might be projecting my frustrations.” She stowed her laptop and grabbed her bag, pulling keys from inside. "I'll be back in a couple of hours, okay? Don't make any major business decisions without me."

I stood and pulled on my shorts from the pile of clothes on the floor, then followed her out the door onto the concrete pad. "Mari, wait. If this goes badly⁠—"

"Then we'll figure it out together," she said firmly, rising on her toes to kiss me softly. "That's what partners do, right?"

The word 'partners' carried extra weight now, after everything we'd shared and decided yesterday. She held on to it, even while obeying her father’s wishes. A small victory along the sudden shift in momentum. I watched her walk to her car, noting the determined set of her shoulders and the way she moved with purpose, even as she headed into what could be a difficult conversation.

Piper appeared beside me at the doorway, having traded the sheet for my T-shirt from yesterday. "She's nervous," she observed, watching Mari's Civic disappear down the gravel road.

"Wouldn't you be?" I asked, waving at Chuck, who was looking in our direction before we returned inside.

I wrapped Piper in a hug after closing the door. We paused, both taking in the aftermath of our first night together. The bedroom looked like evidence of something extraordinary—rumpled sheets, scattered clothes, the lingering scent of vanilla mixed with jasmine.

“Coffee first," Piper declared, padding the five steps to the kitchen island. "Then we figure out what happens if her dad tries to derail our plans."

I followed her, admiring the way my oversized shirt hung on her petite frame and taking in a glimpse of her legs beneath the hem. She’d figured out how my espresso machine worked without asking over the last few days. The casual intimacy of sharing our morning routines, both of us barely dressed, was a welcome distraction from the unexpected interruption to our plans.

"What do you know about competition barbecue?” I asked, stepping beside her to start grinding fresh coffee beans as she rummaged through the cabinets for mugs.

"Not much beyond what Mari mentioned. Different rules, traveling circuit, serious prize money." Piper found the good mugs—the ones I'd bought in Austin before my abrupt exodus south. "But if teams can make fifty grand in a season, that's not exactly a small-time operation."

I was already thinking through the implications while the espresso machine hissed. "Fifty thousand in prize money means the operational costs are probably significant. Travel, entry fees, equipment maintenance, lodging..." Filling the mugs with crema-topped espresso on autopilot. Well, we might not need extra for lodging.

"You're doing that thing again," Piper said, taking her cup and settling onto one of the dinette benches with her coffee.

"What thing?"

"The spreadsheet thing. I can practically see you building financial models in your head."

She wasn't wrong. My brain automatically cataloged variables—revenue potential, cost structures, market positioning—from twenty years of business optimization.

"Can't help it," I admitted, joining her with my own mug. "But you have to agree, the numbers are interesting. If Mari's right about the prize money potential, competition barbecue might actually be more lucrative than a food truck operation.”

Piper raised an eyebrow. "More lucrative, maybe. But is it what we want to build together? Do we even have the skills to compete?”

The question struck me more deeply than I expected. We spent yesterday planning a food truck business that would allow us to work together daily, build something permanent, and create a life centered around shared goals. Competition barbecue sounded like a completely different beast—travel, pressure, and a whole bunch of unknowns. If Mari were potentially pulled away for months at a time for the Torres name, how could Piper and I continue our plans on our own?

“I don't know," I said honestly. "But I think we need to understand all our options before Mari gets back."

Piper nodded, wrapping her hands around her mug. "So what do we know about the competition circuit?"

I pulled out my phone and started searching. "Let's find out."

Eventually, we sat on the sofa together and dug into the details, she on her phone, while I used my laptop. We dove into the barbecue competition subculture, the events, the judging, and the various organizations. Then we looked up some of the prominent teams from past competitions, checking out their websites and the type of custom trailers and rigs they used.

"Look at this," I said, pointing at my screen. We’d looked up Mari’s father’s team to see what we’re up against. I found a photo of Los Torres’s big red gooseneck trailer. “That’s the type of thing I’d seen hauling heavy equipment on Gold Rush, the show about Alaskan gold mine operations.” Piper scrunched her nose at the reference. “What? My mind loves watching reality shows and how they adapt their processes.”

Piper snorted as she leaned over to read, her shoulder pressing against mine, and I inhaled the scent of her perfume. “Oh, my god. Look at their travel schedule, it’s insane. They hit a different county or town every weekend from March through October.”

Not just south east Texas, but all along the Gulf Coast, from Panama City to Houston. I pulled up a map and estimated travel time, then factored in time for prep work, rest, and recovery between events. “She’s not wrong about it being a full-time job. Their schedule has little downtime between events. When they’re not cooking, they’re driving.”

The sound of tires on gravel announced Mari's return. I checked the time—she'd been gone two and a half hours, longer than expected. Through the entry window, I watched her sit in her car for a moment before getting out, her movements sharp with barely controlled anger.

She slammed the car door shut and stalked toward the RV, her dark hair whipping in the Gulf breeze. Even from a distance, I could see the tension radiating from her entire body.

"That doesn't look like it went well," Piper murmured, getting up to fill a cup of coffee and move to the dinette.

I hurried to open the door before Mari could knock, and she brushed past me to join Piper at the dinette, her brown eyes flashing with fury.

"That manipulative son of a bitch," she said without preamble, tossing her keys onto the dinette table with enough force to make them skitter across the surface as she slid in beside Piper, taking the offered coffee automatically. "Twenty minutes of small talk about family loyalty and tradition, then he drops the real agenda."

Piper and I exchanged a glance as I took a seat opposite them. "What did he say?" I asked.

“He wants me to manage the competition team full-time starting in March.” Mari started crossing her arms over her chest, but her building frustration made her wave her hands as she spoke. “Travel to every major event from here to Florida. Handle all the logistics, permits, scheduling, and vendor relationships. Basically, become his personal operations manager so he can focus on the art of barbecue.” She growled after mimicking her father’s tone.

"That doesn't sound unreasonable at all,” Piper said sarcastically, and Mari just sighed.

"It wouldn’t be. I mean, I used to be all about the family business." Mari lost the knotted tension as she leaned on Piper’s shoulder. She looked at me, "But here's the kicker—he's not planning to pay me a salary, calling it a 'obligación familiar—‘family obligation. I'd be working sixty-hour weeks for free while he collects prize money and builds his reputation."

The casual exploitation made my chest tight with anger. "He expects you to work for free?"

“He keeps reminding me that I don’t pay rent living at home.”Mari shrugged before her eyes slanted as a new thought took her focus. “But it gets better,” Mari continued, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "When I mentioned that I might have other plans, other business opportunities, he got very interested in what I've been doing with my time. Apparently, Miguel from Sunrise Tacos mentioned seeing me with 'the rich guy in the fancy RV.'"

The reminder of goddamn small towns and their gossip networks simmered in the back of my mind. I didn’t care if he knew about us. Hell, I didn’t want to hide anything about our living together from anyone. But gossip doesn’t allow for that with its inherent shame cycle of⁠—.

“So, he knows about us," Piper interrupted my swirling emotions.

“He knows I've been spending time with y’all the past two days. He's not happy about it." Mari stood and paced to the island and back as her frustration built. "He gave me this whole lecture about loyalty to family—la familia es primero—and not getting distracted by —gringos—outsiders who don't understand our culture. Then he made it very clear that if I want to remain part of the Torres family business and live under his roof, I need to commit to the competition season. No outside distractions."

I felt something cold and angry settle in my chest. "He's using his power disparity to get free labor. It’s emotional blackmail.”

"Exactly." Mari stopped pacing and slumped back onto the dinette bench beside Piper. "And the worst part? I almost fell for it. Twenty minutes of him talking about—familismo—family tradition and carrying on the Torres name, and I was actually considering it."

Piper reached over and took Mari's hand. "What changed your mind?"

"I kept thinking about yesterday. About what we built together, what we're planning." Mari's voice softened, some of the anger giving way to something warmer. "I realized I don't want to spend the next eight months under his thumb and following his orders. I want to build something that's mine—something that’s ours.”

The weight of her words settled over us. This wasn't just about business anymore—it was about choosing between obligation and possibility, between what her family expected and what she actually wanted.

"So what did you tell him?" I asked.

"That I needed time to think about it." Mari squeezed Piper's hand resting on the table. "Which bought us maybe a week before he starts applying real pressure."

I leaned back against the bench, my mind already spinning through options. We needed a solution that would let Mari break free from her father's expectations without burning bridges completely. But what could we offer that would compete with family obligation and cultural pressure?

That's when it hit me.

"What if we didn't do a food truck?” I said slowly, the idea forming as I spoke.

Both women looked at me with identical expressions of confusion.

“I mean, think about it," I continued, excitement building. "Mari, you just described the competition circuit—travel, specialized equipment, serious prize money. What if that's what we should be focusing on instead of the complications of the food truck business?”

"Ryan, we spent all day yesterday planning a food truck business," Piper pointed out.

"No, we spent all day yesterday planning how to serve great barbecue and work together." I stood up, needing to pace as my mind raced through the possibilities. "But what if we've been thinking about it all wrong? What if instead of a stationary food truck, we built a competition team?"

Mari's eyes widened as she caught on to my thinking. "A competition rig doesn't need a commissary kitchen."

"Exactly!" I snapped my fingers, the pieces clicking into place. "Competition teams operate under temporary event permits. We could be operational in weeks, not months."

Piper looked between us, still catching up. "But we don't know anything about competition barbecue.”

"We know barbecue, and I’m improving. You have ideas about flavor profiles beyond barbecue sauce, onions, and pickles.” I said, gesturing toward the trailer where my smokers waited. "And Mari knows operations. The competition circuit is just a different application of the same skills."

Mari was sitting up straighter now, her anger transforming into something sharper and more focused. "The startup costs would be lower, too. No commissary rental, no fixed location overhead. Just equipment, travel expenses, inspections, and entry fees."

"How much are we talking?" Piper asked.

"Thirty to forty thousand for a proper competition setup," Mari said, her mind already running numbers. "Custom smoker, trailer, travel expenses for the first season. Way less than the food truck investment."

I felt that familiar buzz of a business concept clicking into place, but this time it was sharper, more urgent. "Mari, what if you told your father you were joining our competition team as an equal partner?”

“What? Our team?" The idea seemed to surprise her.

"Why not? You have the operational expertise. I have the capital and the smoking skills. Piper has the creative vision for menu development." I was pacing faster now, the excitement building. "We could compete directly against him.”

The silence that followed was charged with possibility and danger. Mari's eyes were bright with something that looked like vindication. “That would be declaring war," she hissed, seeming to continue to struggle with family loyalty.

"Maybe," I replied. "But it could be declaring independence."

Piper was grinning now, caught up in the revolutionary spirit. "Plus, imagine the look on his face when we beat him at his own game."

Mari was quiet for a long moment, staring at her hands. When she looked up, her dark eyes glowed with new determination.

"You're right," she said simply. "I'm tired of being his unpaid operations manager. If I'm going to put in sixty-hour weeks building a competition team, it should be ours. But where would I live?”

I didn’t mean to snort when I laughed and waved my hands around the space we were in. “I mean. Isn’t that obvious? I’d also pay both of you salaries, or make you equal partners. I’m not comfortable with free labor.”

The weight of her decision settled over us. We were really doing this—pivoting from a careful, methodical food truck plan to something faster, riskier, and infinitely more personal.

“So, we’re pivoting to the competition barbecue?” I asked for clarity with my new partners.

“Yes,” They answered simultaneously.

“Let’s do it,” Piper said with a glint in her eye. “Let’s kick Los Torres’ ass.”

“Let’s create something just for us,” Mari modified, with a grin. “Besting my father’s baby will be icing on the cake.”


CHAPTER 5
THE PROXIMITY REALITY


“Okay, what's the timeline?" I asked my two partners, already thinking through logistics. “How fast do we need to get up to speed in time to compete?”

"First competition of the season is usually mid-March," Mari said, her eyes lifted to the ceiling as she did the math. "That gives us about three months to get operational. Custom smoker, trailer setup, permit applications, recipe development."

"Twelve weeks," I thought, and a familiar adrenaline kicked in at the new project developing. "That's aggressive but doable. Let’s look at smokers. I can mirror my screen on the TV.”

We moved to the sofa, large enough to fit the three of us snugly. I sat in the center with my MacBook, the screen mirrored to the Apple TV seamlessly as I started searching for competition rigs.

I clicked on a custom fabricator in Houston who specialized in competition rigs. Their gallery featured massive steel smokers that looked more like industrial equipment than backyard grills.

“Like this one?” I asked, reading from the screen. "Custom 1200-pound capacity offset smoker, trailer-mounted, digital temperature monitoring. High-quality welds, stainless steel retractable racks.”

Piper whistled at the price. “But that’s thirty-five thousand dollars? Ryan, I can’t front a third of that cost.”

"Mari leaned closer to study the specifications, her excitement building. "That's a serious piece of equipment. Professional grade." 

Piper chewed on her lip. Something was bothering her. I stopped typing and focused on her, reaching for her hand. “Say what’s on your mind.” 

“Do you remember the question I asked you at Whataburger? ‘Are you going to try to fix my life with your money?’ This is starting to feel like that.”

I paused and considered my intentions as I shut the laptop’s lid and handed it to Mari. She leaned over to place it on the dinette table beside her.

With the wealth I’d stockpiled, it would’ve been simple to spend money to solve problems. But I hadn’t considered how that would feel from her perspective. I’d just assumed that we were now an us, automatically assuming a ‘what’s mine is yours’ attitude without discussing it—time to fix that.

“I can see that angle,” I said, squeezing her hand. “I see it as an investment in the future we’d planned yesterday. In my mind, it’s not Ryan, Piper, and Mari. It’s us, our team, our… partnership. Sure, it’s my money, but you and Mari bring so much more to this from the foodie perspective than I do.”

“Ryan.” Piper sighed, scrunching her nose. “I dropped out of culinary school. I never finished.”

“You invested your money and time into that skillset,” I countered. “Your contribution to the partnership is what you gained from the experience, your background, your passion. It’s not in dollars and cents, or diplomas. You bring the unique value of Piper Stout.”

She sighed, frowned, and just looked at me. I let out a breath because I heard a hard sales pitch voice in my head.

“Are you worried about the power imbalance?” Mari asked and turned to me. “Because talking about it, I am. This could end up being the same as my father using his power to control me.”

Another pause as I forced myself to listen, to try to understand, rather than bulldozing my way through their valid concerns. I was increasingly aware of my privilege as a male in assuming patriarchal leadership.

“I can see how it might seem that way,” I replied, nodding and taking time to show my empathy to both of them. “What is something we can do to equalize this?”

“Partnership in power," Mari offered. "You bring capital. Piper and I hold two-thirds voting control. Your money can't override our expertise."

“That’s fair,” Piper said, nodding.

“True.” I agreed, seeing another benefit. “Your experience and frugality are all assets. Your input allows us to do more with less. I agree that just throwing money at a problem rarely solves it. We need to be smart about things, and I need both of you to keep me honest. Equal partnership.” I put my hand in the center of the table, palm up.

“Contractually, in writing,” Piper said, before lowering her hand on top of mine.

“Put it in the business plan and as part of the LLC.” Mari finished, adding hers to the pile.

“Agreed.” I squeezed their hands, and the mood lightened again. “What’s the next move?”

“We design a customized smoker together,” Mari said, and Piper clapped her hands happily. “My cousin Hector, from my mother’s side, can make a custom rig for a hell of a lot less than thirty-five grand.”

“Okay,” I agreed, “Set up a meeting. What else?”

“What do we call ourselves? Don’t we need like a team name?” Piper asked. “You need a name for the LLC paperwork, too, right? How about two hot chicks and a dude?” Her nose scrunched as she groaned. “Forget I said that.”

Mari concentrated, then her eyes widened. "Chef's Kiss Barbecue,” she said, with excitement.

“That’s perfect,” I said, leaning back and looking at both of them with pride.

“Oh, my god, yes!” Piper said after a beat, her smile broadening. “I already have an idea for a logo.”

I looked at these two incredible women who'd transformed my carefully planned life into something extraordinary. Seeing my compact living space where we birthed our new venture, and how we moved effortlessly together as we planned. 

I felt something settle in my chest that I'd never experienced before. We were building something together. Not just a business, but a life. Not just a competition team, but a family.
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Mari took a break, walked out onto the sand beside my concrete pad, and called her dad to tell him of her decision. He didn’t answer, so she left a message. She came back inside, and we continued to craft the next steps of our developing plan. Her phone started blowing up with calls from her father, which she ignored and sent to voicemail. A series of agitated, typo-ridden texts followed that. 

It was so distracting that Mari decided to break up with her father. We discussed it, the three of us, as the notifications continued to interrupt our morning. I advocated for a face-to-face discussion. But Piper sided with Mari based on what she called narcissistic tendencies, and she didn’t need to put up with his shame and guilt trips. 

“I have to put myself first,” Mari declared, as she blocked his number. It was a personal decision, not anything we needed to vote on, but she trusted us with a conversation. I could tell it was difficult for her because, despite his bluster, she loved her father. Both Piper and I supported her decision to go no-contact.

Later that night, after dinner, Mari stepped back out to the porch for a private call to her mother. They talked for about an hour as Mari sat staring at the horizon in one of the Adirondack chairs while Piper and I sat inside watching a rom-com she'd picked.

When Mari came back in, we paused the movie and made space for her between us. She slid into my lap instead, resting her head on my shoulder as Piper snuggled into the opposite side.

"She's going to give it a few days before talking to him," Mari reported. "By then, he'll realize I meant business."

"Probably wise," I offered.

"I'm thirty-two, but I still want his approval." She let out a sigh. "It's kinda stupid. It's time for me to leave the nest."

The next day was Sunday, and Mari made the trip to her parents' house while they were at church, loading everything into her Civic. When she returned, we worked together—Piper's van contents, Mari's belongings, my items in the wardrobe—fitting three lives into the Winnebago's compact footprint.

We developed systems: plastic bins for seasonal clothes, undercarriage storage for equipment, and shared closet space with focused precision. Mari's operational mind met my systematic organization, and Piper's bohemian practicality kept us from over-engineering simple problems.

By sunset, the RV felt different. Not crowded—complete.

We continued the momentum into the new week, each of us focusing on different facets of our plan. I didn’t hover over, supervise, or direct the girls unless they asked for help. I sat down with my coffee on Monday morning and formalized our agreement.

I filed the necessary paperwork with the State of Texas to form Chef's Kiss Barbecue, LLC, as an equal partnership, with each of us holding a 33% stake, granting Piper and Mari a 2/3 voting majority on all operational decisions. I listed myself as CEO/CFO, Mari as COO, and Piper as CCO. We’d receive the formal documents in about a week.

After that, we continued to shift our belongings into a compact footprint. I began by thoroughly cleaning and organizing my barbecue pit between the Winnebago and the enclosed haul-behind trailer. Mari helped Piper reconfigure her Sprinter van from her home-on-wheels to a six-seat cargo van after retrieving her seats from storage and closing that account.

While I was organizing the undercarriage storage, the girls returned. Piper skipped over to greet me after she parked. Man, I loved how eager she was to reconnect, and I hoped she had the same reaction to the smile I couldn’t hide if I tried. Mari joined us for a mini-reunion with a group hug, shared kisses, and a few gropes.

“Come see the Sprinter.” Piper grabbed my hand and pulled. “Mari, tell him what you told me.”

I glanced over at Mari, and she grinned. She seemed in a better mood about the drama with her father after spending the day with Piper. That was the thing about Piper, she wasn’t only gorgeous, she always brightened those around her. 

“I was just saying that we should have some mobility options if we’re going on the competition circuit,” Mari explained. “With the RV and the barbecue trailer, we should caravan with Piper’s sprinter so we can do scouting and resupply runs.”

“Oh, I was just going to put my Leaf in…” A light went off.

Mari grinned. “Your new competition smoker is going to ride in your trailer wherever you go, no room for your Leaf.”

“You’re right, caravan is better.” I agreed. “But that means one of us rides solo.”

“We’ll survive,” Piper said and slid open the side door of her van. “Two rows, and the back still has plenty of room for storage along with setup stuff.”

“What is setup stuff, exactly?” I asked.

“Have you never been to a competition or barbecue fair?” Mari asked, and I shook my head. “Well, it’s not just smokers, it’s an outside kitchen, usually under a tent, a few tables to set up for prep and for samples, or items for sale. It’s kind of crazy, people want to buy merch from their favorite places.”

“Merch…” I tilted my head, and Piper laughed.

“T-shirts, stickers, coffee mugs, and stuff,” Piper said. “Like you’d get at a concert. Like SWAG.”

“Uhm,” I scratched the back of my head. “Would you believe I’ve never been to a concert?”

Piper’s eyes got wide, then she started laughing. “Swag, stuff we all get. How could you not have gone to a concert? That’s another one for the list, Mari.”

“The list?”

“I told her you’d never been to that Whataburger on Shoreline, and she shook her head… You tell him, Mar.”

“I said, we’ll make a list to make sure you don’t miss lifestyle opportunities anymore.”

“I guess I do need adult supervision.” I grinned. “Sounds fun, and educational. I thought people would just want food.”

“You’re in for yet another awakening, papi,” Mari said, then her eyes widened as she heard herself. “I mean, Ryan. Goddamn, where did that come from?”

“Piper has me in her phone as ‘Food Daddy,’” I smirked. “You might ask her.” I pulled her into a hug. “I don’t mind you calling me papi if it makes you comfortable, babe.”

Piper just grinned and joined us. “You take the best care of us, Food Daddy.”

“I try to, brat.”

Her eyes got wide before she laughed. “Okay, I probably deserved that.”

“Oh, hey, speaking of the trailer,” Mari said to change the subject back to solid ground as the blush in her cheek faded. “Did you give Hector the measurements for the interior of the trailer? That needs to fit inside, or our plans just go poof.”

“Yeah, I did,” I said. “Remember, I told you about his idea to add pneumatic lifts so the rig can be raised to a comfortable cooking height. When I gave him the measurements, he told me the height was too short, then he got an odd look of concentration and told me he would figure it out.”

“Right,” Mari laughed. “I forgot he had that low-rider background back in high school. I hope he knows that we don’t need our barbecue rig to bounce around on hydraulics.”

Piper started twisting, as if she were nervous about something. When I looked at her, she gave a quick nod to herself like she had made a decision, then waved back to the RV. “Come on, all this talk about merch reminds me that I need to show you my logo design.

Mari and I followed Piper back inside, and climbing into the cooler interior felt nice. It might’ve been early October, but Coastal Bend temps still reached the high 80s now and then. As the door closed, Piper grabbed her tablet and pointed at the sofa across from the TV. “Sit, both of you. I’ll share my screen for the big reveal.”

I expected to sit side by side, but as I sat to one side of the sofa, Mari slid into my lap and leaned against my chest. She tilted her head up, and I met her eyes as they flicked back and forth. 

“Are you sure?” she said, and my face betrayed my confusion.

“About?”

“Me calling you papi?” She bit her lip, the blush returning. “I don’t know why, but I just want to call you that all the time.”

“I kinda like it, babe,” I confessed and kissed her forehead.

“If y’all are done canoodling,” Piper said with a laugh. “I mean, I love you both, and it seems like you’re having a moment, which I’m totally here for. But I really want you guys to see what I thought up.”

The TV was on, as was the light on the streaming device. “Sorry, babe,” I said, and had a moment of panic, wondering if I needed a different nickname for each of them. “We’re locked in, show us what you got.”

“Okay,” the screen lit up, and Piper tapped a few buttons, and then paused until a mirror of her screen appeared. “We agreed to call our team Chef’s Kiss Barbecue, and ever since then, I couldn’t get this image out of my head.” She tapped her screen with her stylus, and the TV lit up with a circular logo. In the center was a cartoon image of a chef, and on either side of him, two women were leaning to kiss his cheeks. Under it all was a stylish font with “Chef’s” in bold and big letters, followed by a red “Kiss” in a script font, and “barbecue” in all caps printed just below.

“Oh my god. That’s you, papi!” Mari screamed, then laughed. “I mean, if you grew a goatee and mustache.”

“Nice detail that the two girls are a blonde and a brunette.” I grinned at Piper. “You put us into your logo on purpose, didn’t you?”

She nodded and clapped her hands. “I did. I had to! It’s perfect. They don’t have a striking resemblance to us, but it was meant more as an Easter egg for the three of us. Like our little secret.”

I took another moment to examine the logo and the details she’d added. The chef figure in the center had an almost smug smile, his arms crossed as his two helpers kissed his cheeks. He wore a white chef jacket, along with a customary chef’s hat.

“This is really good, babe," I said, examining the details. The chef had an almost smug smile, arms crossed as his two helpers kissed his cheeks. "Amazing work."

"This is going to look so good on merch," Mari said. "We need banners, t-shirts, business cards, and even coffee cups.

"I'm so thrilled you guys like it!" Piper clapped her hands.

"I love how easily it's all coming together," I said, arms around both of them. "We make a great team."

“Well, of course, food daddy,” Piper said, biting her lip. “We’re all gorgeous, smart, and talented.”

“And unconsciously sexy as hell,” Mari said, then turned my head to hers before she kissed me deeply. I was initially taken aback, but her passion soon had my cock stirring my my pants, and I groaned against her lips.

“Hey,” Piper said in a teasing tone. “I want some sugar, too.” And pulled me toward her, and her lips replaced Mari’s, and she swept her tongue across my lips.

My phone buzzed with a call, interrupting our impromptu makeout session, and I showed Mari the caller ID.

“Oh, that’s Hector,” Mari said, as the three of us settled back into place.

With a satisfied sigh, I tapped the button to answer and put him on speaker.

“Hector Menedez,” came a deep voice. “Marisol’s cousin”

“Hey, Hector. It’s Ryan. I have Mari and Piper on the call..”

“Hey, ladies…” he said, then paused. “I was just going to leave a voice mail, hope I didn’t pull you away from anything.”

“It’s cool, we’re all here, and dressed if you can believe it.” The girls’ mouths dropped open before they started to laugh.

“Um… Okay, anyway,” Hector went on. “I got your rig finished.  I’m done for the day. I can bring it to you. You’re just down Mustang Island, right?”

I had to pause a moment to ensure I heard it correctly, because my brain was busy replaying the makeout session with my two beauties. “Yeah, bring it by if you don’t mind. I’ll buy you dinner.”

“Nah, I don’t have that kinda time, mama wants me at the table at dinner time. It’s a short drive, I’ll be there in fifteen and be back before she’s done cooking.”

“You still live with your mother?” 

Mari rolled her eyes and shook her head, while Piper giggled.

Hector laughed. “No mano, just what I call my wife, she’s the boss. See you in a few.”

Hector arrived with a black steel offset smoker on top of his flatbed tow truck and his radio blaring salsa music. He left his engine running as he got out, hugged Mari, then walked over to shake my hand. “It’s going in there?” he asked, pointing at my trailer before looking back at the compact smoker on his flatbed.

“Yep, that’s the plan.” 

It didn’t take long to lower the ramp, winch the trailer down to the sand and shell surface, and roll it behind my trailer. Hector got it aligned as I hooked up my winch cable and then activated the motor. The smoker rolled up the ramp and into the center of the trailer, leaving about 2 feet of room on either side and 4 feet from the front.

“Okay, looks nice and cozy,” Hector said. “Let’s pull it back out, and I’ll show you the lift mechanism.”

I reversed the winch, and Hector pulled the trailer back until the rear wheels began rolling down the ramp, guiding it until the whole carriage rolled out onto the driveway.

“Slick,” I said with a grin at Hector. “That will be perfect.”

Hector walked around it, showing me how to lock the wheels, then he pointed at a control box mounted opposite the firebox. “This will let you elevate or lower the smoker so you can cook without breaking your back, mano.”

He pressed a button, and a slight hydraulic whine from the motor caused the whole grill bed to start rising steadily. Then, he stopped it when the grill was at the right height.

“This is awesome, Hector,” I said, walking around, noting the quality welds, the details of the handles and hinges. I lifted the lids, and he showed me how the grates slid out on rollers, then back in. I pointed to two horizontal rings extending out on either side of the smoker. “What are those for?”

“For your sign poles, dude.” Hector grinned. “You really are new to this, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but my partners will set me straight.”

We waved goodbye to Hector, then I moved my smoker alongside my Academy Sports stick burner between my RV and the trailer. I raised it to cooking height and took a moment to admire my complete barbecue pit. 

The girls helped me get everything squared away before we went inside to order Thai food for dinner from a delivery place Piper knew.

“We need to plan for our own meals,” Piper said, gritting her teeth. “I mean, I love Thai, but the three of us can cook. What’s the matter with us?”

“We’re just adapting a little slower,” Mari said, hugging Piper close as they entered the trailed. “I think we’re about to find that things will start getting a little hotter soon.”


CHAPTER 6
THE PARTNERSHIP PARTY


Sunday morning started with Mari, Piper, and me tangled together—Spanish curses and breathless laughter echoing off our bedroom walls. Then we shifted gears into serious prep: cleaning the smoker, organizing our pantry like a war room, and diving deep into competition BBQ research.

We'd formalized our partnership, secured our equipment, and established our home. Now came the hard part: learning to compete.

"Fourteen weeks until Port Aransas," Mari announced over breakfast, pulling up the schedule on her phone. "That gives us December and January to perfect the four protein categories—chicken, ribs, pork shoulder, and brisket. Two weeks per meat, multiple cooks, detailed notes on what works and what doesn't."

"And my sauces," Piper added, already sketching flavor combinations in her notebook. "I need to test which profiles pair best with each protein, adjust for competition judges' preferences."

I watched them plan our training schedule with the same operational precision they'd brought to our partnership negotiations. This was happening. We were really doing this.

"Monday we start," I said, feeling that familiar buzz of a new project launching. "Chicken first?"

Mari nodded. "Chicken first. And Ryan?" Her dark eyes met mine. "Prepare to fail. A lot."

She wasn't wrong.

My first attempt—a beer-can chicken I'd seen on some food blog—failed spectacularly. The bird looked beautiful coming off the smoker, golden skin glistening, that perfect smoke ring visible when I carved into the breast. We plated it for dinner, and Piper took the first bite.

Twenty minutes later, she was in the bathroom, violently sick.

"Food poisoning," Mari said flatly, her arms crossed as she stood in the doorway while I held Piper's hair back. "You violated the 40-140-4 rule."

"The what?" I asked, feeling my stomach drop.

"Forty to one-forty degrees Fahrenheit for four hours is the danger zone." Mari's voice was stern, the same tone I imagined she used with new employees at Torres Family Tacos. "Between those temperatures, bacteria multiply exponentially. You can't leave meat sitting in that range for more than four hours total—including prep time, cook time, rest time."

Piper groaned, her face pale. "Please stop talking about bacteria."

"You need to hear this, too," Mari said, not unkindly. She handed Piper a glass of water. "Beer-can chicken sits at unsafe temperatures for hours while it cooks low and slow. It's a food safety nightmare disguised as a backyard BBQ technique."

I felt like an idiot. Worse—I'd hurt someone I loved because I didn't know what I didn't know.

"What do I do differently?" I asked.

"Spatchcock method," Piper said weakly from her position on the bathroom floor. "Remove the spine, crack the breastbone, lay it flat. Cooks faster, more even temperature distribution, less time in the danger zone."

Mari nodded. "And we're investing in a proper chill box and freezer for the trailer. Meat stays cold until it goes on the smoker. No room for error. Everyone needs an instant-read thermometer, and gets used to probing.”

The following week, I tried again. Spatchcocked the bird exactly as Piper had described, kept my prep area sanitized, and monitored temperatures religiously. The chicken came off the smoker in ninety minutes instead of three hours—crisp skin, juicy meat, perfectly safe.

Piper took a cautious bite, then another. Her smile was worth every minute of my shame spiral from the week before.

"That's the ticket," she said. "Now do it again. And again. Until you can do it in your sleep."

I did. Whole birds spatchcocked, then individual parts—breasts, thighs, legs. Each cook taught me something new about temperature control, smoke penetration, and skin crispness. By the end of the chicken fortnight, I could break down a bird and have it on the smoker in under twenty minutes.

But the real lesson wasn't about chicken.

"You listened," Mari said one afternoon, watching me work. "When we told you that you fucked up, you didn't get defensive. You asked how to fix it."

I paused mid-trim, looking up at her. "Of course I did. You two know more about this than I do."

"Not every man would admit that," she said quietly. "Especially not to women."

Piper appeared at my shoulder, her hand settling on my back. "That's why this works. We trust each other's expertise. No ego, just... competence."

I thought about that word. Competence. It was what had drawn me to both of them in the first place—Piper's culinary instincts, Mari's operational genius. Watching them work and learning from them felt more intimate than anything we'd done in the bedroom.

Maybe that was the point.

Ribs came next, and Mari walked me through the anatomy lesson I'd been missing. St. Louis cut versus baby back, membrane removal, the 3-2-1 method that became my new religion: three hours naked smoke at 250°F, two hours wrapped in foil with butter and brown sugar, one final hour glazed and unwrapped for the bark to set.

The first rack came off the smoker looking like something from a magazine spread—mahogany bark, meat pulling back from the bones just right, that perfect bend test when I lifted it with tongs.

Piper was already experimenting with her sauce arsenal. She'd start each morning with a new batch, adjusting ratios, testing heat levels, and making notes in her increasingly stained notebook. The KC Traditional came together first—tomato-based, molasses-sweet, with just enough vinegar to cut through the richness.

"This is what judges expect," she explained, brushing it onto a test rack. "Safe choice for ribs."

Her German-Texas fusion—mustard-based with beer and toasted caraway seeds—failed spectacularly on chicken. Too harsh, too unfamiliar. But she didn't give up; she pivoted to Asian-inspired profiles instead. Japanese teriyaki with mirin and ginger. Hot Korean gochujang that made my eyes water.

And then there was Jalapeño Girl.

I was manning the smoker one afternoon when Piper emerged from the kitchen trailer, a small bowl in her hands and that look on her face—the one she got when she'd cracked a complicated problem.

"Taste this," she demanded, offering me a spoon.

The sauce hit my tongue in layers: bright citrus up front, then the creeping heat of fresh jalapeños, finished with a subtle sweetness that made me want another bite immediately.

"Holy shit," I breathed. "What is that?"

"Citrus-jalapeño fusion. Lime juice, orange zest, fresh peppers, a touch of honey." Her blue eyes sparkled with pride.

“We’re calling it Jalapeño Girl. This is one hundred percent you.” I pulled out my phone and showed her the contact entry I'd had since our first meeting at Sunrise Tacos. She laughed, that full-body sound that made my chest tight, and kissed me right there in front of the smoker.

“Whatever you think is best, food daddy.”

Our neighbor Chuck started appearing more often, drawn by the smoke and the aroma of seasoned meat. Retired Coast Guard, he claimed, though there was something about the way he watched the marina traffic that suggested he hadn't fully retired from whatever he'd done.

"Mind if I taste?" he'd ask, always polite, always observant.

Piper would load him up with samples, cycling through her sauce variations, watching his reactions with scientific precision.

"This one's the best," Chuck would say, every single time, regardless of which sauce he was trying. His eyes rarely left Piper's bust level during these exchanges, though he was never inappropriate about it. Just... appreciative.

Piper enjoyed the attention and would sit on my lap during our shit-shooting conversations around the smoker, a subtle signal that she was spoken for. Mari did the same, marking territory without making it weird.

Meanwhile, Mari and her cousin Hector were transforming my enclosed trailer into a mobile kitchen. I'd come back from a supply run to find them deep in conversation, hands waving, rapid-fire Spanish punctuated by measurements and gestures.

Their design centered on the smoker, which rolled in its center position for transport, Hector explained. Mari added stainless steel prep tables along the sides, so the smoker slides snugly between two perfectly positioned surfaces. The unstated symbolism wasn't lost on me—like me fitting perfectly between Piper and Mari, all of us supporting each other's work. The rolling garage door sides opened the trailer, making the kitchen feel almost like a stage.

The next lesson was pork shoulder, which came easier than chicken or ribs. I'd done enough butts during my early experiments to have the basics down, but Mari pushed me to adapt for competition timing.

"You can't go low and slow for sixteen hours in a contest," she said, watching me prep a Boston butt. "You've got maybe eight, ten hours max. Higher temps, tighter timeline."

The meat came out chewier than my usual cooks, the connective tissue not fully broken down. But when I watched our neighbors—Liz and her husband Wayne, and Dale and Barb from Minnesota—who helped taste-test, I realized they couldn’t tell the difference and thought it tasted amazing.

"Remember it’s a competition, Ryan,” Mari said. "Everyone's working with the same handicaps. You just have to be less handicapped than the other teams."

Brisket was where everything I thought I knew fell apart.

I'd been smoking briskets since September, and had developed what I thought was a pretty solid technique. But competition brisket was a different animal entirely.

"You're trimming it wrong," Mari said, watching me work through my first competition-style prep.

"I've been trimming briskets for months," I protested.

"For eating, yes. For competing? No." She took the knife from my hand and demonstrated with confident strokes. "Competition judges want uniform slices. That means shaping the flat to a consistent thickness, removing more fat than you're used to, and creating clean aerodynamic lines for smooth laminar flow.”

I watched her transform the packer brisket, cutting away sections I would have kept, sculpting it into something that looked almost too perfect to cook.

"That's a lot of waste," I observed.

"That's a lot of points," she countered. "Every slice needs to look identical. Judges compare your entry to forty-six other teams. Presentation matters as much as flavor."

The learning curve was steep. A master class of competition trim, strategic fat cap removal, how the flat and point cooked differently, all packed into a fortnight. Each brisket taught me something new, usually through failure.

But the real challenge came during our first mass-production test.

“Trish at Big Eddie’s wants us to do a catering event," Piper announced one Friday morning. "Six chickens, eight racks of ribs, four pork butts, two briskets. They're promoting it as our official boot camp graduation party." Our practice runs hadn’t gone unnoticed in this small niche of the Coastal Bend.

I did the math. Over a hundred pounds of cold meat, all going on the smoker at once.

The fire management crisis hit immediately. That much thermal mass dropped my smoker temperature from 225°F to under 180°F. I scrambled to adjust, adding wood, opening dampers, trying to recover the heat without overshooting and burning everything.

"Stay calm," Mari coached, watching my increasingly frantic adjustments. "You're not alone. We're a team."

Piper took over trimming duties, keeping the prep pipeline flowing while I focused on fire control. Mari managed the timeline, calling out checkpoints, helping me rotate proteins to manage hot spots.

We pulled it off. Barely. The meat was good—great, even—but the process had been chaotic in ways our individual cooks never were.

"That's what competition day will feel like," Mari said as we loaded trays into Piper's Sprinter for delivery to Eddie's. "Except with turn-in deadlines and judges watching. You ready for that?"

I thought about the last eight weeks. The chicken failure had taught me humility. The ribs that had shown me precision. The pork had demanded adaptation. The brisket had revealed how much I still didn't know.

"No," I admitted. "But I will be."

Eddie's patio deck was packed that evening. Our neighbors from Pelican Point joined in. Chuck held court at the bar flirting with Trish and locals who'd been following our smoke signals for weeks. Liz and Garret raved about the Jalapeño Girl glaze on the ribs. Barb and Dale loved the pulled pork with Piper’s Asian fusion sauce. Everyone raved about the food, asked when we were competing, and wanted to know if we'd be selling at the farmers market.

Mari caught my eye across the crowd, raised her beer in a silent toast. Piper appeared at my side, her hand finding mine.

"We did it," she whispered. "Eight weeks, four proteins, and we're still standing."

"We're more than standing," I said, pulling her close. "We're ready."

But as I watched the sun set over the marina, Salvador's words from weeks ago echoed in my mind: "Family obligation. You don't walk away from familia."

Mari had walked away. We'd built something extraordinary together.

I just hoped we could become our own family. Inseparable.
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The following Friday, we returned to Eddie's to finalize details for a smaller celebration dinner—just the three of us, marking the end of boot camp before our beach dry run the following weekend.

“We’ll set it up with Trish," Piper suggested after we climbed into the Sprinter. "See if we can get our usual table on the deck."

Mari drove, navigating the familiar route from Pelican Point to the marina district. The afternoon sun slanted across the water, fishing boats returning with their catches, gulls circling overhead. Everything felt normal.

Until Mari's hands tightened on the steering wheel.

"Fuck," she breathed, slowing as we approached Eddie's parking lot.

I followed her gaze. Salvador's sedan sat near the entrance, unmistakable with its custom rims and the Torres Family Tacos decal on the rear window.

"Keep driving," Piper said immediately.

But Mari had already pulled into a spot three rows back. Through Eddie's large front windows, we could see Salvador at a corner table—not the casual outdoor seating we preferred, but inside, where conversations stayed private.

He wasn't alone.

Two men sat with him. One I didn't recognize—middle-aged, unremarkable in jeans and a work shirt. But the other...

"Who's that?" I asked, noting the expensive watch, the slicked-back hair going gray at the temples.

“Sergio,” Mari said, and I heard something tighten in her voice. "One of Salvador's... associates. I don't know what he does exactly, but Salvador tried to set me up with him a few years ago."

"Seriously?" Piper twisted to look at her.

"Yeah." Mari's jaw worked. "He'd come by the truck sometimes. Always polite, but there was something about him that made me uncomfortable. His eyes were just... cold."

We watched the three men through the windshield. Salvador laughed at something Sergio said, gesturing with his hands. Business lunch, probably. Salvador ran a food truck empire—of course, he had meetings with suppliers, investors, and whoever else.

"Looks like a boring work meeting," I said.

"Probably," Mari agreed, but she didn't start the engine. Just kept staring.

"Mari?" Piper's hand found her shoulder.

"I worked at that truck for eight years," Mari said quietly. "Salvador would have these lunch meetings maybe once a month. Always told me to handle the window alone, that he had 'business' to discuss." She shook her head, as if clearing cobwebs. "I was always too busy to pay attention. Just figured it was supplier negotiations or franchise discussions."

"Probably was," I said. "Running a successful operation means endless meetings."

"Yeah." Mari finally started the engine. "You're right. I'm just being paranoid because I'm still pissed at him."

Back at Pelican Point, Mari called Eddie's while Piper and I prepped ribeyes for our evening meal.

Trish answered on the second ring. Her distinct drawl was clear over the speaker. "Hey Mari! You guys coming by tonight?"

"Not tonight," Mari said. "But we wanted to book a table for next Friday. Celebration dinner for three?"

"Absolutely! Your usual spot on the deck?"

"Perfect. Thanks, Trish."

"Saw you guys in the parking lot earlier," Trish added. "Everything okay? You left pretty quick."

Mari's eyes flicked to mine, then away. "Just didn't want to run into my dad. Family stuff."

"Totally get it. See you Friday!"

After hanging up, Mari stretched. "Okay, crisis averted. What's for dinner?"

“Smoked ribeyes reverse-seared on the Blackstone and wedge salad,” Piper said, already pulling containers from the fridge. "And I want to test adding jalapeño to the blue cheese dressing.”

“Of course you do,” I grinned. The girl couldn’t get enough of her favorite pepper.

The tension from the Salvador sighting dissolved as we fell back into our routine. By the time we sat down to eat, Mari was laughing at one of Piper's terrible puns, and the incident had faded into just another awkward family encounter.

Besides, it was my favorite time of day—bedtime. Then I slept between my two partners after we tired each other out.


CHAPTER 7
THE FIRE TEST


For the final test of our readiness for the competition, Mari procured a permit for a beach stay a little way up Mustang Island, just south of Port Aransas. We could park the RV and trailer on the packed sand above the tide line and camp completely disconnected. The Winnebago had a decent generator plant, and the solar panels kept the batteries charged. The haul-behind trailer had its own small generator, but I could also hook it to the RV’s generator. Like with my spreadsheets, I had backups for my backups.

We decided to combine our fire test with a getaway for just the girls and me. At the competition, we needed to be self-sufficient. Mari wanted to ensure we had time to fix anything that needed fixing after our mock competition before the Port Aransas Barbecue competition. She wanted our mobile kitchen to be self-contained, with everything stored inside, on shelves beneath the stainless steel prep tables or in overhead bins.

So once we packed, checked, and double-checked, we drove up the highway along Mustang Island to the beach camping spot that Mari had reserved. After unloading the smoker and squaring away the kitchen, the rest of the day was like a mini-vacation with just me and both my lovers. We swam in the gulf, lay in the sand, stared up at the stars as they appeared after sunset, and watched ships and fishing boats bob around on the horizon.

We started work in the dark, the custom kitchen illuminated by LED lighting around the perimeter. Its stainless-steel prep tables were much roomier than those in the compact RV kitchen. The competition rules were clear that we couldn’t pre-season any of the meat before the competition started.

We worked side by side, getting the meat prepped and dry-brining with Piper’s rubs before stowing the chicken and ribs in a chillbox in the trailer. The brisket and pork butt went under the smoke around 10:30 to roast through the night. Everything was aligned with the process Mari designed for our first competition in two weeks.

After shutting off the lights, we went to bed in the Winnebago feeling good, but also anxious because the next day was a dry run for a barbecue competition. I woke up early and checked the smoker, and added some wood to keep it rolling at temp. Sweat was already beading on my forehead at 5 AM. A touch and feel of the butt and brisket showed they were progressing well, growing darker as the meat, rub, and smoke combined with fire to form the distinctive bark.

It was early March, but South Texas was already heating up, and even before the sun came up over the Gulf, it was sweltering. We simulated the Port Aransas competition from the start of the smokers through the turn-in times. Mari barked out each checkpoint as she timed everything on her phone.

“Get the brisket and butt wrapped; we should be at stall temp,” Mari said when she came out and handed me a cup of coffee.

“Was pulling them just now,” I reported, “paper or foil.”

“Let’s do paper to preserve the bark. We’re on time, and the crutch should get us there on time.” She turned toward the outside kitchen setup beside the trailer, where Piper was already prepping her sauces. Mari handed her a fresh cup of coffee, then started prepping the chicken and ribs.

We worked like a finely tuned machine; each of us had an essential role. After wrapping, I joined the girls and helped trim the ribs, ripping the membrane off the back, squaring up the racks, and slicing away the odd angles while keeping 8-10 ribs on each rack. We only needed to turn in eight ribs in our box, but smoked four racks to select the eight best ribs. Same with the chicken thighs, we prepped a dozen and selected the best six for the judges.

God, I loved this—the controlled chaos, the way our skills meshed.

By 8 AM, the ribs joined the two briskets and butt under the fragrant smoke blanket. "Temperature holding at 225º,” I muttered as I checked the firebox, wiping my brow with my forearm. The brisket and butt were sweating through the pink butcher paper just as they should. I resisted the temptation to probe them for temp; we had time, and I knew I should trust the fire and feel, rather than a digital thermometer.

Chicken went on as we pulled the ribs for their foil wrap. The racks looked good as I handed them to Mari at the prep table. She flipped the meat side down onto a line of butter and brown sugar, then passed each one to Piper in turn. Piper brushed on her Jalapeño Girl sauce on the back of the ribs—citrus heat blooming in the air, then wrapped the rack in foil and passed it back to me to tuck it back under the smoke.

Watching both of them concentrate, their hips swaying and humming to themselves. I shouldn't let my desire distract me right now, amid the timers and tension. But I did. We all felt it, that undercurrent of desire fueling our rhythm.

Noon hit like a deadline bomb. Chicken turned in first—golden, juicy, perfect bite. Ribs followed, and an hour later, glazed and glistening. Pork butt pulled tender; the money muscle slices were perfect; the brisket sliced uniformly. Piper’s sauces added a light sheen and exquisite aroma over the dark bark.

Chuck had driven up to judge, which also meant he got a free lunch. We’d enjoyed Chuck’s presence during boot camp, and his praise for our work made us feel confident. By the end of the run-through, everything had gone smoothly. Under simulated competition conditions, we hit every one of Mari’s time goals, and the product looks stellar.

We'd nailed it, working as a team.

What began almost a year ago, when I escaped Austin for a slower pace of life, had transformed into an incredible journey with my two amazingly sexy and talented girlfriends. We’d started with a tenuous idea of a mobile food truck and formed a solid competition barbecue team. It felt like we were unbreakable.

After cleaning up the smoker and the mobile kitchen, packing the leftover barbecue into the trailer’s fridge, we collapsed in the Adirondack chairs facing the dimming horizon and the gentle waves of the Gulf. Chuck wandered off to his convertible parked beside the trailer and got in with a wave and a belly full of our "top ten material," and sped off, leaving the three of us alone in the fading light.

With beers in hand, the breeze carried the lingering smoke away, leaving just us and a sense of contentment. Piper leaned her head on my shoulder, her sun-bleached hair tickling my neck. Mari stretched out on my other side, her curves settling into the wood like she belonged there. Both of them did.

“We did it," Mari said, voice husky after backing commands. "First full run, and we didn't burn anything down."

I chuckled, turned to kiss her forehead as she leaned on my shoulder. Shouldn't feel this satisfied from fake deadlines and meat thermometers. But I did. God, I did. The way Piper's blue eyes lit up when her sauce hit perfect adhesion—slick, tangy heat coating the brisket in a mahogany sheen. Mari's steady hand on the timers, her dark eyes flashing with that fire. It stirred something primal in me, watching them work and wanting them right there, amid the chaos.

"You were a beast on that firebox," Piper murmured, trailing fingers up my thigh. “Kept that smoke rolling. Watching you was hot.”

Anticipation built, slow and sure. No rush. We had time.

Mari caught my eye, smirking. “Sleep in tomorrow, before we head back?”

Our eyes locked as desire swirled in eddies around us as I pulled them closer. The three of us were alone on an empty strand of beach with the Gulf waters lapping against the sand. No one around to bother us for the night. “Yeah. We deserve to celebrate and have a good rest. We worked our asses for the last two months.”

The sun dipped lower behind us, painting the sky in fiery oranges that matched the embers in the firebox. Piper's hand didn't stop its lazy path up my leg, her touch light but insistent. I shifted, my cock stirring under her attention. After a day of sweat and smoke, her gentle strokes traced my length and felt myself grow rigid.

Mari noticed, and her lips curved into that knowing smile. “Pipes, do you think he’s ready for his reward?” She leaned in, her breath warm against my ear. “Papi’s choice. My mouth? Piper's tight pussy? Or both?"

Direct. I loved that about both of them. We didn’t play games, and I loved that they wanted me as badly as I did them. I groaned, pulling her mouth to mine. Her tongue teased, promising more. Piper's fingers found my zipper, freeing me into the cooling air. "Both," I growled, breaking the kiss. "Always both."

They knelt before me as I reclined in the Adirondack chair, spreading my thighs after Piper pulled off my shorts. She knelt between my legs, and I watched as she pulled off her tank top, freeing her pert breasts right there under the awning. The beach was empty around us as far as we could see, no boats within eyesight. I moaned as Piper's hands stroked my shaft, her blue eyes meeting mine.

Her tongue flicked out to trace the tip of my cock before the wet heat of her mouth enveloped me, slow and teasing. I groaned, threading my fingers through her sun-bleached hair. Her head bobbed slowly as I lightly gripped her tresses. Sensing movement, my gaze shifted to Mari watching us, her dark eyes hungry. She slid out of her chair into the sand, twisted beside Piper, and joined in. She kissed along my shaft while Piper sucked my head deeper. When their mouths met in the middle, they kissed, lips brushing, tongues tangling over my rigid cock.

They stared up at me as sensations rose in me like a wave, rhythmic, building pressure in my core as my arousal rose. I shouldn't crave this exposure, out here where anyone can drive off the highway onto the sand at any time. But the risk only heightened the experience of my two lovers shamelessly sucking my cock. We were claiming our moment, under the darkening horizon and the faint twinkling of stars.

"Switch," Mari whispered, her voice husky. She took over, swallowing me down with confident strokes, her lips stretching around my girth. Piper stood, pushed off her shorts, and straddled my thigh, grinding her wet pussy against me as Mari bobbed beside her. Our moans grew into a chorus under the gloaming of dusk. We knew each other’s tells, our triggers, and our needs. Words weren’t required when we just gave in to our lust and acted on pure instinct.

Leaning forward, I kissed along the top of Piper's pert breasts, sucking one turgid nipple into my mouth. My hips bucked to push deeper into Mari's throat as she hummed approval, the vibration shooting through me. We moved faster now. Deeper. My hips cycled, control slipping as my climax built—tight, hot, inevitable.

"Fuck, I'm close," I growled. Mari pulled back, stroking me firmly, then gripping the base tight and holding my cock upright for Piper, who teased her slick lips across my tip, then sank, impaling herself on my cock. She stared at me as she rode me hard, her tight walls clenching around me. Mari rose behind Piper, kissing her neck, hands stroking her body, fingers circling her clit. Their eyes locked on mine as we moved as one: thrust, grind, release, repeat.

I came with a shudder, filling Piper as she cried out, her body trembling through her own peak. Mari followed, rubbing herself against us until she shattered while we were still bucking. The three of us collapsed off the chair into the sand in a tangle of limbs, ragged breaths, and skin slick with sweat and salt air.

Afterward, we lay there, intimate and spent. Piper nuzzled my chest and murmured, "Best practice run yet."

Mari laughed softly.

I pulled them closer, knowing we'd built something real—beyond the smoke and timers. Together.

“In two weeks, we’ll compete just up the road at the fairgrounds. Are we ready?” Mari asked as the buzzing bliss of our coupling faded into contentment

Piper and I looked at each other and nodded. “We’re damn ready,” she said with her usual enthusiasm. I nodded, but my gut tightened.

The competition was the litmus test; if we failed, it wouldn’t break us, but it would be a disappointment. I pushed the thought aside and pulled the pair to my chest, looking up and the stars. I had two amazing women who knew how to perform magic with food and with me. How could we fail?
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The time flew by after we got back to Pelican Point and unloaded. I drained the tanks and hooked back into the shore power. The tanks were filled while we cleaned the trailer and the outdoor kitchen. We turned everything over, and I felt like we could get on the road the next day if we needed to. I realized that would be the pace we’d have to keep if we wanted to do the circuit this summer.

I kept to my routine of daily smoking; it was almost muscle memory now. Every other day, I’d let the rig cool, then do a complete overhaul with a grease and ash cleanout. Mari and Piper made lists of supplies we’d need and the little things we’d missed the first time. Mari’s checklists were updated with what she learned from our test run.

Everything was going smoothly until one day, a large sedan rolled into the park, and Mari stiffened at the sight.

“What?” I asked, as Piper came closer, sensing her tension.

“Salvador,” she said, her voice part shock and part growl. “And mom.”

Piper strode across the shell and gravel parking surface, making a beeline to the sedan, while Mari stood and watched. I put my arm around her, wondering what Piper would do.

“She doesn’t want to see you, sir,” Piper called out, after rapping on the window. “You can turn right around and go back to Corpus.”

The door unlocked, opened slowly, and Piper stepped back. As Salvador Torres rose out of the car, Piper’s head tilted up almost comically as she stood her ground with her hands on her hips.

“I want to talk to my daughter,” Salvador said, looking around. “Who are you?”

“I’m Piper, and you’re not welcome here.” She looked over her shoulder at us, and Salvador followed her gaze.

Mari sighed and stepped forward to confront her father. Piper stepped back and shrugged while waiting for Mari. I followed, putting my arm around Piper as Mari stared up at her father.

“What do you want?” she said, her face tight as she shifted her focus to her mother across the roof of the sedan. Their eyes met, and her mother shrugged, as if to say she had done all she could. Mari flicked her hardened stare back at Salvador.

“Mija, esto ya ha durado demasiado–”

“In English,” Mari interrupted, waving toward us as Salvador’s face reddened. “Whatever it is you have to say, my friends should know. I’m not translating for you.”

“Mija, the competition is next week in Corpus,” Salvador said in a deep baritone, with only a light accent. “I need you to do your job and take responsibility as a Torres—la familia es primero. No more games.”

“I’ll be in Port Aransas next week with my team,” Mari replied matter-of-factly, then waved and Piper and me. “We’re team Chef’s Kiss. We’re competing on the circuit, and I’m not leaving my team.”

Salvador turned his head and stared at me without emotion, then gave a curt nod as a greeting. I returned the gesture.

Piper shook her head at his dismissal of our presence. “You need to leave. With all respect, Mr. Torres. Mari can make decisions for herself.”

Mari glanced at Piper and shook her head, as Salvador’s cheeks darkened.

“Enough foolishness,” he roared and opened the back door of his car. “Get in the car, Marisol. We’re taking you home.”

“I am home,” Mari said before blowing a kiss at her mother, turning her back on her father, and walking toward the Winnebago.

“A camper? Mija? That is no way to live.”

“It’s a motorhome,” Piper said, with a sneer. “And it’s our home. Now, go back to yours, please.”

Mari’s mother spoke a long string of Spanish, waving at her daughter, then angrily at her husband, before getting back inside the car and slamming her door. Piper turned and hurried to catch up with Mari, leaving me face-to-face with an angry and humiliated Salvador Torres.

“My name is Ryan Mitchell.” A calmness settled over me as I spoke. “Mari lives with Piper and me,” I waved back at her and her bouncing ponytail. “We’ve formed a competition barbecue team, and look forward to competing with you in the future. Good luck in Corpus.” I gave him a curt nod, then followed the girls, leaving him alone by his car.

I didn’t turn to watch, but heard a door slam, then tires spun in the drive as he sped forward. I followed the sound of tires scrunching and turning in the loop, then exiting, accelerating as he passed behind me.

The girls came out of the RV as I walked around the side, and Piper waved at me to follow them. “Big Eddie’s,” Mari snapped, walking toward her Civic.

“Ride with us,” Piper whispered as she passed me, following Mari. “I don’t think she should be left alone, I’ve never seen her this mad—this quiet.”

I nodded and followed, hurrying to get in the back seat as Piper slid into the passenger seat. Mari started her car, then spun out, turned sharply, and sped out of the park. Piper and I had seen Mari angry before, mostly with frustration when something didn’t work right. We’d never seen her this silent, with her face red with emotion.

She finally let out a string of cursing in Spanish, too rapid for me to pick up any words. She waved one hand while keeping the other on the wheel, as she went on and on as we roared down the highway along the strip way over the posted speed limit. Piper looked back at me and raised her eyebrow as if to say, “Well? Are you going to do anything?”

“Mari,” I finally spoke, a low, steady voice. While I loved my fiery, flirtatious lover, this was the time to be calm and unflappable. It was something I’d practiced as CEO, even as the others in the C-Suite would sometimes blow up. “Slow down, please.”

It got her attention enough to take her foot off the gas, or we were already close to Eddie’s. It might have been timing. She pulled in and parked, then got out as Piper and I hurried to follow.

“Tequila.” She said, marching into the weathered old building that happened to serve the best Cajun seafood in the area. “Then beer. Something Texan.”

Piper hurried to keep up with our fiery girlfriend and shrugged. “Shiner, or Lone Star?”

I followed a few steps behind them as they went inside and stepped up to the bar. They both ordered a shot of tequila as I gestured at Trish for one more, then at myself to indicate I was paying. “And a bucket of Shiners, please.”

“Sure thing, darling. Want the usual spread and the same spot on the deck?”

I nodded and felt that odd comfort at feeling known, like I had when Miguel at Sunrise remembered my breakfast order. The girls went outside, and I followed. When Trish came out with a tray of food and a bucket of beer, Chuck was right on her heels.

“What’s up?” Chuck asked, helping himself to one of the Shiners.

Mari grabbed her shot off the table and waited for Piper to get hers. I quickly leaned in to grab mine, then we tapped them on the table first, then knocked the shots back. Ugh. Tequila wasn’t my favorite, but a swig of Shiner helped soothe the burn.

“He had no right,” Mari complained, her face still dark with anger.

“He didn’t,” Piper agreed, as she picked at the label on the beer. “Entitled by the patriarchy. A chauvinistic asshole, like most men.” She glanced at Chuck and me. “Present company excepted.”

“We’re learning,” I said lightly, finally taking my place between my two girls. “Mari, I agree with Piper. Salvador had no right to confront you like that. But you stood up to him and maintained your ground. I’m proud of you.”

“Me too,” Piper said, reaching across me to squeeze Mari’s hand. “We’ve got your back.”

“Who do I need to take a contract out on?” Chuck said, taking a swig. We all looked at him wide-eyed, and he shrugged. “What? I know a guy.”

“There will be no guys taking contracts out on my father,” Mari said, laughing. Her mood lightened as she shook her head at the audacity.

Chuck grinned and shrugged. I still wasn’t sure if he was serious or just knew what to say to lighten the mood. I was grateful for the break from the serious, depressing mood that had settled over us since Salvador showed up.

We began laughing as the mood shifted to our usual decompression routine on Eddie’s deck. Crawfish boil, fried oysters, shrimp po’ boys, and a moderate amount of beers had kept us loose over the barbecue boot camp weeks.

“We’ll prove ourselves at the Port Aransas contest. We don’t have to worry about him, since he’s doing Corpus.” I said, finishing my beer. “But he’ll see the results, and we’ll be at the same contests throughout the season. We will show him what a real barbecue team looks like.’’

“Hell yeah!” Chuck said, draining his Shiner, then pulling another one out of my bucket. As if on cue, Trish appeared with a fresh bucket of beers with some hushpuppies, and fries.

“On the house.” Trish placed the tray next to Mari out of Chuck’s reach. Then kissed his cheek, “Come back inside and let these three eat in peace.”

I tipped a fresh bottle at the retreating redheaded waitress and Chuck as he followed behind her, then looked back at Mari and Piper.

“We do our talking with our barbecue.”

“We do our talking as one.” Piper agreed.

“We don’t kick Salvador in the nuts, even if he deserves it,” Mari said, then laughed and tore the head off a crawfish. “Let’s kill it in Port Aransas this weekend.”

“We got this,” Piper said, grabbing a few fried oysters.

“We do.” I sucked on my crawfish head and felt like we’d gotten even tighter after Salvador tried to bully his daughter. We were ready for anything.


CHAPTER 8
THE TURN-IN PROTOCOL


As I drove the Winnebago into the Port Aransas fairgrounds just after 2 PM on Friday, the enclosed trailer rattled behind me. My hands gripped the wheel tighter than necessary. This was it—our first real competition.

The parking lot looked like a convention of too much money and serious egos. Custom competition rigs gleamed in the afternoon sun—massive trailer setups with hydraulic lifts, stainless steel kitchens visible through open bays, team names emblazoned across sides on huge vinyl stick-ons with names like: Smoke Kings, Pit Boss Paradise, and Brisket Battalion. We passed a rig that had to have cost more than my first startup's seed funding.

I found our assigned spot and backed the trailer in, trying not to feel inadequate. Piper's Sprinter van pulled up beside us ten minutes later, with Mari riding shotgun, after stopping for last-minute supplies. They both climbed out, surveying the scene with wide eyes.

"Holy shit," Piper breathed. "We're the smallest setup here." Which seemed ironic with a trailer almost half the length of my massive motorhome. Other spaces had huge custom trailers, smokers mounted on rear decks, fifth-wheel RVs, and enormous pickup trucks parked around their assigned areas.

"We're scrappy," Mari countered, but I heard the tension in her voice. "David versus Goliath. Let's prove ourselves."

After I unhitched the trailer, I circled our setup and parked perpendicular to our outdoor kitchen along the length of our assigned space as the girls began setting up the trailer. A food truck rumbled past. It was well-maintained, with Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion lettering along the side panel, parked three spots down from us. A woman climbed out, dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail.

I froze mid-motion, as recognition hit me. "That's her," I said quietly. Piper and Mari looked up from organizing our prep station.

"Who?" they asked in unison.

"The Korean fusion truck gal.” I tipped my chin in her direction. “I recognize her from food truck circuit research days.” I watched her begin unloading equipment—alone, methodically, with the efficiency of someone who'd done this solo too many times. "She was always parked near the marina on Tuesday and Thursday. Made these incredible short rib tacos."

Mari's gaze sharpened as her keen observation kicked in. "She's competing alone?"

We watched her struggle with a folding canopy, wrestling it into position without help. No team. No backup. Just her against the clock and the competition.

"That's brutal," Piper murmured. "Timing's hard enough with three of us. I guess we’re not the smallest outfit anymore.”

The attractive young woman finally secured her canopy, then began arranging a compact prep station. Efficient. Determined. Alone. Our eyes met briefly across the parking lot. She gave a slight nod—competitor to competitor—before returning to her setup.

After rolling the smoker out of the back, we maneuvered the trailer along the front of our space, perpendicular to the RV. Mari began to set up the kitchen with Piper’s help, unfurling our banners after rolling up the sides of the truck. I got the smoker positioned along the side opposite the RV and engaged the lifts to raise it to full height. Piper went into the RV and pulled down the front shade, exposing another Chef’s Kiss logo. The competitors around us took notice, as they worked on their own preps, and I felt a buzz of competitive anxiety build in my gut.

“She's only doing chicken and ribs," Mari observed from the prep table along the aisle between the spots, studying the Asian fusion truck’s equipment. "No overnight cooks. That’s a smart solo move.”

I nodded slowly, filing that detail away, and scanned the other, larger teams around us. They moved with practiced coordination in all manner of composition, two people, four people, entire families, including young kids, working in synchronized chaos. Yet the studious Korean girl, doing alone what took us three.

"Come on," Mari said, pulling my attention back. "We've got our own prep to finish."

As we unpacked our stowed gear, set up the prep table, and checked the equipment, other teams introduced themselves—mostly friendly nods, a few wary glances at our operation. The atmosphere crackled with nervous energy and burning ambition. The hours of practice and preparation we’d done over the last fourteen weeks paid off as we transitioned from setup to prepping our roasts.

By 6 PM, we'd trimmed and seasoned our briskets and pork butts, carefully applying Piper’s signature rubs. We placed the roasts in the chill box to dry-brine in shallow foil trays. The seasoning would draw some moisture out of the meat before adhering to it and forming the dark bark over hours of exposure to heated smoke. Checking that box, we continued to prep the pork ribs and chicken for when they’d start smoking the next morning.

At 10 PM, I lit the firebox in Hector’s custom smoker. Above the rig, between the two stout poles, our Chef’s Kiss logo stretched and rippled in the light breeze. The smell of post oak smoke curled into the darkness as I positioned both roasts on the grates. The smoker's thermometer settled at 250º degrees. Perfect.

"Temperature's locked," I reported, joining the girls inside the Winnebago. “I set an alarm for 2 AM to check the fire and temps.”

We tried to sleep. Mari and Piper curled on either side of me in the king-sized bed, their breathing eventually evening out into soft rhythms. I stared at the ceiling, listening to the faint crackling of the firebox outside, the distant murmur of other teams still prepping.

Tomorrow we'd find out if eight weeks of training had been enough.

My alarm would go off in four hours. I stared at the ceiling, as my mind flipped through different scenarios of catastrophe. The fire could go out, the wind might pick up, and the milling crowd of other competitors could sabotage our cook. It was ridiculous what I could imagine. I forced my eyes closed and slowed my breathing to match the steady breaking of my lovers. I needed to sleep.

[image: ]


I didn't sleep.

Not really. I drifted in that shallow twilight zone where every creak of the RV felt magnified, every distant voice from other teams jolted me half-awake. Mari's arm draped across my chest, warm and solid. Piper's breath tickled my shoulder. They trusted me to handle the overnight cook. I couldn't fail them.

When my alarm buzzed at 2 AM, I was already awake.

I slipped out carefully, pulling on jeans and a t-shirt in the darkness. Outside, the fairgrounds had transformed into a surreal landscape—pools of light from dozens of setups, smoke hanging in the still air like fog, the smell of hickory and mesquite mixing into something primal as pitmasters moved like ghosts between their rigs, tending fires, checking temps.

I approached our smoker. The thermometer read 240ºF—a bit low. I opened the firebox, added two splits of oak, and adjusted the dampers. The fire caught, flames licking upward, heat radiating against my face. I probed the brisket. Internal temp: 158 degrees. Right on schedule for the stall.

Three spots down, I noticed movement. The Korean woman—Hana Park, according to the vinyl lettering on her truck—stood at her compact smoker, illuminated by a single work light. She glanced over, caught me watching.

"Can't sleep either?" she called softly.

I walked over, keeping my voice low. "Yeah, first competition nerves, I guess. You?"

"This is my sixth.” She smiled, tired but genuine. "It doesn't get easier. Just more familiar." Up close, I could see the exhaustion in her dark eyes, the determined set of her jaw. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. Beautiful in that understated way—no makeup, hair pulled back, focused entirely on the work.

"You're doing this solo," I said. Not a question.

"For now." She checked her thermometer. “I had a partner until he bailed after our second competition. Turns out barbecue glory doesn't pay the bills fast enough for some people."

"That's rough."

She shrugged. "I'm stubborn. Korean parents—failure's not an option." Her lips quirked. "You're Chef's Kiss, right? Saw your logo. Clever."

"Thanks. That's Piper's design." I gestured back toward our setup. "She's the creative genius in both marketing and culinary creativity. Mari handles operations. I just... manage the fire."

"Just?" Hana raised an eyebrow. "Fire management is everything. Temperature control separates amateurs from competitors." She paused, studying me. "You've got good instincts. I watched you adjust your dampers just now. Most first-timers panic and overcompensate."

The compliment settled warmly in my chest. "Eight weeks of practice runs, two more of mock competitions.”

"It shows." She turned back to her smoker. "Good luck tomorrow. You'll need it—judges here are brutal."

I returned to our rig, added the interaction to my mental catalog of the evening. Hana Park. Solo competitor. Stubborn. Skilled. Beautiful. Something about her quiet competence reminded me of Mari's operational precision and Piper's creative determination. Was she another kindred spirit in this circus of smoke and egos?

When I climbed back in bed, I tossed and turned, but managed maybe an hour of actual sleep before my 5 AM alarm. This time, both girls stirred when I moved.

"I'm up," Mari mumbled, swinging her legs out. "Coffee first, then chaos."

Piper groaned, burying her face in the pillow. "Why did we think this was a good idea?"

"Because we're insane," I said, kissing her bare shoulder. "And possibly brilliant. Jury's still out." I swatted her ass playfully. “Come on, up and at ‘em.”

By 5:30 AM, we were fully functional, as we fell into the routine we’d developed over three mock competition cooks after the dry run on the beach. I pulled the brisket to wrap it for the stall. When I pulled the pork butt, I separated the money muscle, a smaller strip of premium meat, from the pork butt and wrapped them separately. I put the money muscle at the cooler end of the smoker to keep the meat cooking at a lower temperature.

When I checked an hour later, all the roasts were sweating through their wraps and moving through the stall, temperatures climbing slowly but steadily. Mari organized our prep station with military efficiency while Piper began sauce prep, her hair pulled back in twin braids, her face set in concentration.

The fairgrounds came alive around us. Teams moved with urgency—trimming, seasoning, stoking fires. The competitive energy was palpable, and somehow that eased my anxiety. This wasn't backyard cooking anymore. This was gladiatorial combat with wood smoke and meat thermometers. And we were competing with those around us without looking like amateurs.

“Six. Get the ribs on," Mari announced, consulting her timeline.

She watched as I positioned the racks—four of them, perfectly trimmed, membrane removed, squared edges sweating, glistening with Piper's dry rub. The ribs went onto the smoker be 6:15 AM, joining the wrapped brisket and pork butt, which had climbed out of the stall temperature range.

"Three hours naked smoke," Mari said, marking her timeline. "Then wrap at nine-fifteen. Too bad there’s not enough time for other naked things.”

I snorted a laugh and wrapped her in a hug. “Should’ve taken the opportunity last night.”

“You should have,” she grinned up at me. “Might have calmed you down more. Did you get any sleep?”

I shrugged helplessly. “I can’t go back and get more. It’s okay, I’ve done more than my share of all-nighters.”

The morning accelerated. By 8 AM, we were prepping a dozen chicken thighs, trimming and seasoning them, ready for their shorter cook. Other teams worked in synchronized frenzy around us. I caught glimpses of Hana three spots down, moving between her compact smoker and prep station with focused efficiency just as I’d observed at the marina months ago.

At 9:15 AM, we pulled the ribs out to wrap them in foil. They looked perfect—dark mahogany bark forming, meat pulling back from the bones just right. Mari laid out foil sheets while Piper arranged her ingredients: butter, brown sugar, and her Jalapeño Girl sauce for the glaze. I laid each rack, meat down on the toppings.

"Sauce the bone side," Piper recited, brushing the citrus-jalapeño mixture carefully along the back of each rack. As I painted one rack, the smell hit me—bright, tangy, with that distinctive heat. I glanced back at her. God, I loved watching her work. The concentration on her face, the precise movements, the way her tongue peeked out slightly when she focused.

Not the time, Mitchell.

We wrapped the ribs tight and returned them to the smoker. Chicken went on at 10:02 AM—close enough to schedule. The smoker was packed now, every inch of grate space occupied. I adjusted the dampers, checked the temps, managed hot spots, and rotated the proteins to ensure even cooking.

The timeline compressed. Everything happened simultaneously now—monitoring four different proteins at different stages, managing fire temps, coordinating turn-in deadlines. This was the chaos we'd practiced for, but practice didn't capture the pressure of forty-six other teams executing the same dance, all chasing the same prize.

"Brisket's at 198º,” I reported at 10:45 AM. "Ready to rest?”

“Yep, pull it," Mari confirmed. “It’ll climb a bit in carryover.”

The brisket came off the smoker, still wrapped in grease-soaked pink butcher paper, radiating heat through my gloved hands. I tucked it into our insulated cooler with towels packed around it. The meat would rest there, holding temp, while the bark set and the juices redistributed.

11 AM hit, one hour until first turn-in. The tension in our booth and in the surrounding setups amped up. Hana was fiddling with her smoker, which I knew was filled with chicken and ribs. I glanced at the temperature probe.

"Pork butt's at 203º,” I called. "Pulling it now."

Mari added apple juice to the bottom of the foil pan, and I transferred the pork shoulder into it. The bark looked perfect, and the meat gave without bouncing back when I pressed it with my thumb. Mari covered it tight with foil. "Thirty-minute rest, then we pull and sauce."

The chicken looked golden, skin crisping beautifully. Piper brushed on her KC Traditional sauce—the safe choice for poultry, what judges expected—no risks on chicken. We'd learned that from Chuck's feedback. It wouldn’t take long for the sauce to tack up.

I checked the time. 11:30 AM. Thirty minutes to chicken turn-in.

Everything accelerated as I pulled the chicken, and Piper plated six perfect thighs, arranging them in our competition box with garnish—fresh parsley. Then she painted a drizzle of sauce to an even sheen as Mari inspected with her critical eye.

"Good. Really good." She checked her watch. "Ryan, box it."

I closed the lid, secured it—our first turn-in box. Eight weeks of work compressed into six pieces of chicken.

"Go. Go,” Mari said, “you’ve got five minutes.”

I walked the box to the turn-in tent, joining the line of competitors. Judges waited at tables, stone-faced, accepting entries with clinical efficiency. I handed over our chicken.

Official time stamp: 11:58. Two minutes to spare. It took three minutes to walk to the tent and wait for my turn.

I filed that away as I returned to find organized chaos. Piper had the ribs unwrapped, glazing them with her German-Texas mustard sauce—the fusion choice, bold but calculated. Mari had pulled the money muscle from the smoker and was slicing it into even rounds. I pulled the remaining pork shoulder meat into chunks, checking for consistency.

"Ribs look phenomenal," I said, watching Piper work. The glaze caught light, shimmering across the mahogany bark.

"They’d better," she muttered. "This sauce has to work."

12:25 PM. Five minutes to rib turn-in.

Piper selected eight perfect ribs from our four racks and arranged them in the box with the meticulous precision of a Michelin-starred chef. Each one gleamed with her German-Texas glaze—the mustard-based sauce she'd spent weeks perfecting, tangy and bold against the dark bark.

"Box it," Mari said, checking her watch. “We gotta hurry,”

I secured the lid, hurried it over to the turn-in tent. The line moved faster now, with judges working more efficiently. I handed over our ribs.

Official time stamp for the ribs: 12:28 PM. Two minutes to spare. Again.

Back at our station, Mari had the pulled pork plated—tender chunks glistening with Piper's molasses-and-chipotle Tex-Mex sauce, creating a rich, dark sheen. The smell alone made my mouth water. The slices of the money muscle loin looked juicy, with a glaze coating the perfect bark.

"This is it," Piper said quietly, staring at the pork. "This is our best work."

Mari nodded. "It is. Trust it. Run.”

12:56 PM. Four minutes to pork turn-in.

Carrying the box, I jogged quickly to the tent, feeling the weight of our effort in my hands, and handed it over.

Official time stamp: 12:59 PM. One minute to spare.

The brisket was our final turn-in. Our most important. The category that separates pretenders from contenders.

I returned to find Piper unwrapping the rested brisket, her hands steady despite the pressure. The bark looked perfect—dark, crusty, with that telltale red smoke ring visible when she sliced through the flat.

"Slices need to be uniform," Mari reminded, though Piper didn't need it. She'd practiced this a hundred times.

Piper's knife moved with precision, creating perfect quarter-inch slices. She selected six, arranging them in the box to show off the smoke ring, the bark, the picture-perfect pink smoke ring, and the juicy interior.

Then she reached for her Jalapeño Girl sauce. I watched her ladle it over the brisket slices—that signature citrus-jalapeño blend we'd all fallen in love with. The sauce pooled around the meat, bright and glossy.

Too glossy.

"Piper," Mari said, her voice tight. "The sauce⁠—"

We all saw it at the same time. The sauce was separating. The oil had broken away from the base, creating slick pools instead of the cohesive glaze of flavors we'd practiced with. The heat of the day and the hot, brisket—still radiating from its rest—were causing it to break.

"Fuck," Piper whispered. Her hands froze over the box, knife trembling slightly. "I ruined it. I ruined our brisket."

"We don't have time to remake it," Mari said, checking her watch. "Four minutes."

Piper's face went pale. Eight weeks of work. Hundreds of hours of practice. All coming down to this moment, and her signature sauce—the one thing she'd been most proud of—was failing.

I stepped closer, putting my hand on her shoulder. "Piper. Look at me."

Her blue eyes met mine, wide with panic.

"The meat is perfect," I said quietly. "The smoke ring is perfect. The bark is perfect. The sauce separating doesn't change that."

"But the judges⁠—"

"Will taste incredible brisket with interesting sauce," Mari cut in. Her voice was steady, grounding. "We plate what we have. We own it. No apologies."

Piper's jaw tightened, wiped at her cheek with her forearm. She nodded once, then carefully arranged the slices to minimize the visible separation. Her hands steadied as she worked, that culinary school training kicking in—make it work, no matter what.

"Box it," she said.

I secured the lid. 1:27 PM. Three minutes left

I hurried our brisket box to the turn-in tent, feeling the weight of Piper's disappointment in every step, and handed it over to the stone-faced judge.

Official time stamp: 1:29 PM. One minute to spare.

When I returned, Piper was sitting in one of our camp chairs, head in her hands. Mari stood beside her, one hand on her shoulder.

"It's done," I said quietly. "All four categories turned in."

"With broken sauce on our most important entry," Piper said, her voice muffled.

"With honest food," Mari corrected. "That's all we can control."

The adrenaline crash hit all three of us simultaneously. We'd been operating at maximum intensity for seven hours straight. Now, with nothing left to do but wait, exhaustion settled over us like a heavy blanket.

I collapsed into a chair beside Piper, pulling her against me. Mari sank into her chair on her other side. We sat there in silence, watching other teams return from their turn-ins as the fairgrounds slowly transitioned from frantic energy to nervous anticipation.

"We did our best," I said finally. "That's all we could do."

Piper didn't respond, just leaned her head on my shoulder. I could feel the tension in her body, the disappointment radiating off her in waves.

Around us, teams began breaking down their setups, cleaning equipment, and talking in low voices about their entries. The waiting was its own kind of torture—two hours until the awards ceremony at 4 PM. More than enough time to second-guess every decision, replay every moment, wonder if we'd done enough.

I watched Hana three spots down, methodically cleaning her prep station with the same focused efficiency she'd shown all morning. Solo. Always solo. She'd managed chicken and ribs without backup, without anyone to catch her mistakes or shore up her weaknesses.

How the fuck did she do it?

"I'm going to carry over our tasting samples, then walk around," Mari said, standing. "Clear my head. Anyone want to come?"

Piper shook her head. I squeezed her hand. "I'll stay with her."

Mari nodded, understanding, and wandered off with a box of our extra portions toward the main festival area, where crowds were already gathering for the public tasting.

"Hey," I said softly, turning to Piper. "Talk to me."

"I fucked up." Her voice was flat. "Eight weeks of practice, and I fucked up the most important turn-in with a sauce that separated."

"The brisket was perfect."

“And deserved perfect sauce." She finally looked up at me, her blue eyes bright with unshed tears. "That was supposed to be our signature. Our thing. The thing that made us stand out. And it broke."

I pulled her closer, kissing her forehead. "You know what I learned in startups? Failure teaches more than success ever does. We'll figure out why the sauce separated. We'll fix it for next time."

"If there is a next time," she muttered.

I pulled her over into my lap and held her. After a few moments, she tipped her head up and kissed me lightly before speaking, “Let’s get our stuff cleaned up.”

She slipped to her feet, and we walked together to the prep table at the front of our space to start cleaning. I noticed Hana watching us for a beat before she returned to her routine. Piper and I fell into a familiar rhythm, and by the time Mari returned we we were almost finished.


CHAPTER 9
THE FUSION SPARK


We started moving with the crowd to the awards ceremony at three-forty-five. Teams migrated toward the main pavilion like smoke drawn to an exhaust hood—inevitable, predictable, everyone trying to look casual about it. Mari stood between Piper and me, her hand finding mine. Exhaustion had settled into my shoulders somewhere around hour six of the cook, and now it felt like I was wearing a yoke made of brisket.

"We're not placing," Piper said for the third time in twenty minutes.

"Probably not," I agreed. "But we finished."

She'd been quiet since the sauce separation incident. The kind of quiet that meant her brain was replaying every decision, every temperature check, every moment she could have caught the problem before it ruined our brisket turn-in.

Mari squeezed my hand. "Fourteen teams didn't even submit all four categories."

I'd counted too. Competitive intelligence was hard to shut off, even when you were too tired to care about the data.

The head judge took the microphone. Feedback squealed across the parking lot, and three hundred people winced in unison. Someone really needed to teach competition organizers about gain staging.

"Chicken category," the judge announced.

My pulse kicked up despite my best efforts at detachment—first competition. Separated sauce. Seven hours on our feet. The smart money said we'd landed somewhere in the middle of the pack if we were lucky. Port Aransas announced the top twenty in each category, a staccato beat of team names with no time to celebrate.

"Fifteenth place—Chef's Kiss BBQ!"

Piper's head snapped up. Mari's grip tightened enough to cut circulation.

Fifteenth. Out of forty-seven teams.

"That's... not terrible," Piper whispered.

The judge continued through the top twenty chicken placements. I watched Hana three rows ahead, her posture perfect despite working solo all morning. Seoul Fire BBQ didn't place in the chicken category. She didn't flinch.

"Ribs category. Twelfth place—Chef's Kiss BBQ."

Mari made a sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "We're climbing."

I started calculating percentiles. Top quarter of the field. First competition. But Piper's face still carried that tightness around her eyes, waiting for the brisket results like it was biopsy news.

"Pork category," the judge said, dragging out each announcement like he enjoyed the torture. "Eighth place—Chef's Kiss BBQ!"

Mari actually gasped. Eighth. Top sixth of the field.

"Holy shit," Piper breathed. Her hand found my other arm, gripping tight. "That's... that's actually good."

The judge worked through the remaining pork placements. I watched teams collect their ribbons—some celebrating, others stone-faced with disappointment. The reality of competition barbecue was brutal. You could cook for sixteen hours and walk away with nothing but a participation certificate and an empty wallet.

"Brisket category."

My stomach dropped. This was it. The category where Piper's sauce had separated, where we'd plated imperfection and hoped the judges would taste beyond the visual flaw.

The judge who was announcing the brisket category adjusted the microphone, and a squeal of feedback screeched from the speakers. She blushed and shrugged before giving the introduction to the brisket category, then she started reading the names.

"Twentieth—Chef's Kiss BBQ."

Piper's breathing had gone shallow beside me. Mari's jaw was set, that operational mask she wore when processing bad news. It wasn’t the bottom half, and it made the announced top twenty. The sauce crisis had cost us, but it was still a respectable place. Piper didn’t see it that way.

"Fuck," she whispered. Just that. Nothing else.

I pulled her closer. "The meat was perfect."

"The sauce wasn't."

I just held her close and kissed the top of her head.

"Overall standings," the judge announced.

I couldn’t help doing the math in my head. Fifteenth, twelfth, eighth, and twentieth, putting our average placement somewhere around... fourteen? Fifteen?

"Fourteenth place overall—Chef's Kiss BBQ!"

Mari let out a breath she'd been holding since the brisket results. "Top third. First competition. That's excellent."

Piper didn't look convinced, but some of the tension left her shoulders.

We collected our ribbon, fourteenth place out of forty-seven teams. It was a small piece of fabric that somehow felt heavier than it should. The judge called out the remaining placements; each announcement met with varying degrees of celebration or stoic acceptance.

We stood and read through the lists on our phones. The names started becoming familiar to us, our competition throughout the circuit. Seoul Fire BBQ placed thirty-first overall. I watched Hana scrolling on her phone from across the way, probably checking her placement. Her face masked with the same composed expression she'd worn all day—no visible disappointment. No frustration. Just a quiet acknowledgment and a slight bow to the judges as she pocketed her phone.

That kind of control took practice. Or pain. Maybe both.

After the ceremony wrapped up at four-forty-five, the teams dispersed back to their setups, some packing immediately, others lingering to dissect their performances with neighboring competitors. The energy shifted from competitive tension to exhausted camaraderie—everyone who'd survived the day suddenly willing to share war stories.

We returned to our trailer in silence. Piper headed straight for her prep table and started breaking down equipment. Mari watched her for a moment, then looked at me.

"Give her space," she said quietly. "She needs to process."

I nodded. Mari understood emotional processing better than I did. My instinct was to fix problems immediately, optimize solutions, and adjust variables. But some issues couldn't be fixed with spreadsheets.

I started cleaning the smoker instead. The firebox had cooled enough to handle, ash and charcoal remnants that told the story of our sixteen-hour cook. Methodical work. Productive distraction.

"Excuse me?"

I turned. Hana stood at the edge of our setup, hands clasped in front of her. Up close, exhaustion showed in the slight shadows under her eyes, but her posture remained impeccable.

"Sorry to interrupt," she continued, then looked at Piper. "I wanted to tell you. That citrus-jalapeño sauce on your brisket was brilliant."

Piper froze mid-motion, a stainless steel container suspended in her hands. "What?"

Hana stepped closer, her dark eyes meeting Piper’s. "I tasted the brisket you provided for the public sample. Your sauce was the most compelling thing I sampled all day."

"We placed twentieth in that category," Piper said, her voice flat. "The sauce separated. It broke."

"I know." Hana's slight smile carried understanding rather than judgment. "Competition judges are conservative. They want traditional execution with familiar flavors. But your sauce had depth—the citrus brightness cutting through the smoke, the jalapeño heat building without overwhelming. It was creative. Bold." She paused. "That's harder to score high than safe choices, but it doesn't mean it wasn't excellent."

Piper set down the container slowly, her blue eyes studying Hana's face like she was searching for sarcasm or pity. Finding neither, her jaw relaxed.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "That... helps."

Mari had stopped packing, too, watching the exchange with that analytical attention she brought to everything. I recognized the look—she was observing and forming a picture of who Hana was beyond the solo competitor struggling with equipment setup.

"I'm Hana Park," she continued, offering her hand to Piper first, then Mari, then me. Her grip was firm without being aggressive. "Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion."

"Ryan Mitchell," I said. "This is Piper Stout and Marisol Torres."

"Chef's Kiss." Hana's smile widened slightly. "The logo is perfect. The cartoon chef with the two women kissing his cheeks—it's memorable without being too obvious."

Piper's eyebrow quirked. "Too obvious about what?"

"About whatever you want it to be obvious about." Hana's head tilted a fraction, and something in her eyes suggested she'd noticed more than just our logo. “Your branding works on multiple levels, and it’s smart."

The silence that followed carried weight. Mari's hand found the small of my back, a subtle touch that grounded me. Piper shifted her stance, hip cocking slightly—her tell when she was intrigued but cautious.

"You competed solo," Mari said. Not a question.

Hana nodded. "Chicken and ribs only. I can't manage overnight cooks and morning turn-ins on my own. The timing gets impossible."

"That's impressive, though,” I said. "We barely managed with three people."

"I noticed." Hana's gaze moved between us, assessing. “But, you have a good workflow. Everyone contributes, no one bickers. I’ve been to enough competitions to know that’s rare, even among the usual suspects. You did well for your first competition.”

"Thank you," Mari said. I noticed the way her eyes tracked Hana's movements, as she had throughout the day. Was it just her noticing another competitor’s process, or something more? "How long have you been competing solo?"

"This was my sixth; I did five competitions last season," Hana replied. "My partner left after our second event. Turns out the romance of competition barbecue fades fast when you're not winning prize money."

"That's rough," Piper said, her voice softening. It seemed she sensed another culinary artist—someone who understood the struggle between passion and practicality. "What made you keep going?"

Hana's slight smile turned wry. “Stubbornness. Like I told Ryan last night, Korean parents. Failure isn't an option, and quitting is worse than failing." She paused, glancing back at her setup. "Also, I love the work, even when it's impossible."

I understood that. The drive to prove something, not just to others but to yourself. The refusal to let circumstances dictate outcomes.

"Your fusion concept is interesting," Piper said, moving closer. "Korean barbecue techniques applied to competition categories?"

"Mostly." Hana's eyes lit up—the first real animation I'd seen in her composed expression. "Traditional Korean marinades and rubs adapted for American palates. Gochugaru in my chicken seasoning, gochujang-honey glaze on ribs. I'm still iterating, trying to find the balance between authentic and accessible."

Piper nodded, something beyond culinary curiosity coloring her face. "Fusion is tricky. Too authentic, and judges don't understand it. Too accessible and it's just appropriation with extra steps."

"Exactly." Hana's smile widened. "You get it."

Mari caught my eye. A look passed between us—wordless communication we'd developed over the weeks of working together. She was thinking what I was thinking. The same thing Piper was clearly thinking, based on the way her gaze kept flicking between Hana and us. Both of them were focused on our new friend, but there seemed to be something beyond a casual shared passion for barbecue, it seemed to me. Or maybe that was more from the slight enchantment I felt as she spoke and made eye contact with all of us.

Hana Park was talented. Skilled. Dedicated enough to compete solo rather than quit. And she was struggling with the operational reality—one person couldn't manage everything, two people barely covered the basics. Having three created some workflow efficiency, but it was still overwhelming.

Four would solve the manpower problem entirely. The thought settled in my chest like smoke in a firebox—slow, inevitable, transforming everything it touched.

"How's the rest of your season looking?" Mari asked, causally, but her posture was anything but. She'd shifted into recruitment mode, the same energy she'd brought when we'd first approached her at Torres Family Tacos.

Hana's expression flickered—surprise, then careful neutrality. "I have three more competitions scheduled. Houston in two weeks, then Corpus Christi and Galveston after that."

"Corpus," Mari repeated. A slight edge entered her voice. "That's where my father competes.”

"Salvador Torres?" Hana's eyebrows rose. "Torres Family Tacos? I've seen his rig. He runs a serious operation."

"He does." Mari's jaw tightened fractionally. "I used to manage it. Before I chose a different path."

Understanding flickered across Hana's face. She didn't press for details, just nodded once—professional respect without prying.

I liked that about her.

"We're doing Houston too," Piper said. "And Corpus. Full season commitment." She glanced at me, then at Mari. "We're building something sustainable, not just chasing ribbons."

"That's the right approach." Hana shifted her weight, and I caught the exhaustion in the movement. Sixteen hours of solo work had taken its toll. "Most teams burn out after one season. The ones who last treat it like a business, not a hobby."

"Exactly," Mari said. "Which is why we're thinking long-term. Equipment investments, recipe development, perfecting our processes.” She paused, and I felt the shift in the air—the moment before a pitch. "And a realistic assessment of our limitations."

Hana's dark eyes narrowed slightly, curious but cautious.

"Three people barely managed today," I said, picking up Mari's thread. "We hit our turn-ins, but it was chaos. Temperature spikes, timing conflicts, too many bottlenecks." I gestured toward our setup. "Four people would balance the load. Two on fire management and meat prep, two on sauces and plating."

"Plus backup," Piper added. "If someone gets sick or has an emergency, we're not scrambling. The team stays functional."

Hana's gaze moved between the three of us, processing. I watched her mind work—the same calculation I'd run a hundred times in startup meetings. Evaluating offers, weighing risks, and assessing intentions.

"You're suggesting I join your team," she said slowly. Not a question. A clarification.

"For Houston, at least,” Mari said. “Trial run. See how it feels with four people instead of three. No long-term commitment, no pressure. Just... an experiment."

Smart. Mari knew better than to push too hard. Give Hana control over the decision, make it low-stakes, and let her experience the benefits rather than promising them.

"Why me?" Hana asked, a note of curiosity beneath her neutral tone. "You don't know me. I placed thirty-first today. I'm not exactly a proven asset."

"You placed thirty-first while managing everything solo," I countered. "That's not a performance problem. That's a resource constraint."

"Your fusion approach complements our traditional base," Piper added. "We're good at classic Texas barbecue, but we need more range. More creativity. Your Korean techniques would expand what we can offer."

"And you work clean," Mari added, gesturing toward Hana's meticulously organized setup. "Efficient movements, no wasted motion. That matters in competition. Hell, that matters everywhere."

Hana's lips curved slightly. "You've been watching me."

"We watch everyone," Mari said without apology. "Competitive intelligence. You stood out."

The silence stretched. A group of competitors walked past, laughing about something, their voices fading into the general noise of teardown. The late afternoon sun slanted across the fairgrounds, turning the lingering smoke haze golden.

Hana looked at her setup, then back at ours. I could almost see her running calculations—logistics, timing, workflow optimization. The same process-driven thinking I recognized in both Mari and me.

"Houston is in two weeks," she said finally. "That's not much time to integrate a fourth person into your workflow."

"We hadn’t worked together at all three months ago. We went from zero to where we’re at with eight weeks of focused training, and four more of competition simulations." I said. "Two weeks to add one person? We can make it work."

"Plus, you already know competition protocol," Piper added. "We don't have to teach you the basics. Just how we operate specifically."

Hana's fingers drummed against her thigh—a small tell, the first crack in her composed exterior. She was considering it.

"What about creative control?" she asked. "Recipe decisions, sauce development, technique choices. How do you handle disagreements?"

"Two-thirds vote," Mari said immediately. "Ryan has capital investment, but Piper and I hold operational control. The majority rules on all culinary and strategic decisions."

"And you'd extend that to me?"

"We'd discuss it," I said. "But the principle stands. Money doesn't override expertise. We're not interested in dictatorships. We want to win."

Hana's eyes met mine, searching. Whatever she found there seemed to satisfy her because the tension in her shoulders eased fractionally.

"I'd want to keep my truck," she said. "Seoul Fire BBQ is still my brand, even if I'm competing on your team.”

"Absolutely," Piper said. "We're not asking you to abandon what you've built. Just... augment it. Collaborate."

"And if it doesn't work?" Hana's gaze swept across all three of us. "If the chemistry is wrong or the workflow doesn't improve? What happens after Houston?"

"Then we part as friends," Mari said. "No hard feelings, no burned bridges. You go back to solo competition, and we keep working as a trio. Clean separation."

Mari was giving Hana every exit ramp, every reason to say yes without fear of being trapped.

Hana looked down at her hands, then back up at us. Something shifted in her expression—not quite a smile, but a softening around the eyes. Decision made.

"One competition," she said. "Houston. I'll coordinate with you back in Corpus this week on recipes and workflow. We do a full practice run next weekend to test the four-person dynamic."

Relief flooded through me, followed immediately by excitement. This could work. This could actually work.

“Want to follow us back?” I asked on an impulse. I noticed Mari and Piper’s subtle double takes, but they had no objections. “I have two spots at Pelican Point with enough room for your truck to park.”

Hana blinked, clearly not expecting the offer. "Tonight?"

"Why not?" Piper said, warming to the idea. "We're all exhausted. You've got a long drive back to wherever you're staying. Pelican Point has hookups, hot showers, and we're grilling whatever meat didn't make it into competition boxes."

"Plus beer," Mari added. "Lots of beer."

Hana's composure cracked into something that looked almost like relief. "I was staying at a budget motel near the highway. Hadn’t found a spot for tonight.” She glanced at her food truck, then back at us. "You're serious?"

"Dead serious," I said. "Follow us back. We'll get you set up, feed you, and you can crash in actual comfort. Tomorrow we'll talk logistics for Houston."

The offer hung in the air. I watched Hana process it—the same analytical assessment she'd brought to everything else. Strangers offering hospitality. Too good to be true, or a genuine connection?

"Okay," she said finally. "I'll follow you."

The caravan back to Pelican Point felt surreal. My Winnebago led, pulling the trailer with Hector's smoker secured inside. Piper's Sprinter followed with Mari riding shotgun. And behind them, Hana's Seoul Fire BBQ truck brought up the rear—a fourth vehicle in our growing caravan.

The sun was setting over the Gulf as we pulled into the park. Liz waved from the office as I drove past, her eyebrow raising slightly at the food truck following us. I’d be sure to explain to her later. My priority was to get everyone parked and fed.

While the RV’s pullouts slowly extended, enlarging the interior. I directed Hana to the open space ahead of my Winnebago—plenty of room for her truck without crowding the setup. She maneuvered in with practiced efficiency, killed the engine, and climbed out looking like she'd been awake for three days straight.

"Showers first," Piper announced, already heading for the RV. "Hana, you're up. We've got clean towels and actual water pressure."

"No objections,” Mari cut her off gently when Hana opened her mouth to protest. "You've been working solo all day. The park’s bathroom has a shower, or you can use ours in the back.” She hitched her thumb at the Winnebago. “We need to finish breaking things down and set up our normal kitchen."

Hana looked like she might argue, then simply nodded. Piper waited while Hana grabbed a change of clothes from her small sleeping area in the back of her truck, then steered her toward the Winnebago. Either Hana was too tired to argue, or she’d just accepted that our relationship was unconventional and wasn’t going to fight it. I watched them disappear inside, then turned to find Mari already unhitching the trailer.

"That was impulsive," she said, but she was smiling.

"Good impulsive or bad impulsive?"

"Ask me after Houston." She straightened, wiping her hands on her jeans. "But my gut says good. Really good."

“For the good of the team? Or?”

“We’ll have to see, papi,” she grinned, and pulled me toward the trailer hitch. “I could see it evolving.”

I helped her finish unhitching and moving the trailer back into its usual spot. It was heavy, but well-balanced on its wheels, and with two of us working together, we managed. Piper emerged from the RV, leaving Hana to her shower, and lent more muscle to the final adjustments, hooking us back into shore power and other amenities. We worked in comfortable silence, the muscle memory of teardown and setup taking over. By the time Hana emerged—hair damp, face scrubbed clean, wearing fresh clothes—we had the outdoor kitchen area transformed into a casual dinner setup.

Chuck wandered over as I fired up the Blackstone griddle with leftover competition chicken and some vegetables Piper had pulled from the fridge.

"Who's the recruit?" he asked, eyeing Hana with friendly curiosity.

"Hana Park," I said. "Seoul Fire BBQ. She's joining us for Houston."

"Four-person team?" Chuck's grin widened. “Good adjustment. When I walked past your booth earlier, the three looked like you were drowning today."

"We weren't drowning," Mari protested.

"You were treading water real hard, darlin'." He tipped his beer toward Hana. "Welcome to the circus."

Hana's slight smile suggested she appreciated his directness. "Thank you."

We ate outside as the stars emerged—reheated competition chicken that somehow tasted better without the pressure of judging, grilled vegetables with Piper's experimental chimichurri, and enough Shiner to take the edge off exhaustion. Conversation flowed easily, shifting from competition analysis to recipe ideas to stories about disasters and near-misses.

Hana set down her empty beer bottle, glancing toward the Winnebago's lit windows. "Thank you for dinner. And the shower. And... everything."

"You're welcome to crash inside," Piper offered. "The sofa converts to a bed. It's tight, but it's comfortable."

"I appreciate it." Hana's slight smile carried genuine warmth. "But I'm used to my truck. More comfortable there, honestly. Less... intrusive."

Something flickered in her dark eyes when she said it—awareness, maybe. Recognition of the dynamic between the three of us. The way Mari's hand rested on my knee. How Piper leaned against my shoulder. The casual intimacy we didn't bother hiding.

"The offer stands," Mari said quietly. "Tonight or any night."

Hana's gaze moved between us, lingering a beat longer than necessary. "I'll remember that."

She stood, gathering her things with that efficient grace I'd noticed all day. As she turned toward her truck, she paused, glanced at Piper. “We’ve got Houston in two weeks. We start planning recipes tomorrow."

"You bet, girl," Piper replied.

“Sleep well, Hana,” Mari called, and I tipped my chin at her. My insides churned with the possibilities, but I wanted to appear relaxed and open.

She smiled at me and nodded once, then walked to her food truck. The interior light clicked on as she climbed inside, illuminating her silhouette through the window.

The three of us sat in silence, watching.

"She felt it," Piper said softly. "Right? That wasn't just me?"

"She felt it," Mari confirmed. Her fingers traced patterns on my thigh. "Question is whether she'll run from it or lean into it."

I thought about Hana's careful composure. The way she'd competed solo rather than quit. Her stubborn determination in the face of impossible logistics. "She doesn't strike me as someone who runs."

"No," Piper agreed. "But there's a difference between not running and actively choosing something this complicated."

Through the truck window, Hana's silhouette moved—settling in, organizing her space. Then she went still, her head turning toward us. Even at this distance, I felt the weight of her gaze.

Mari stood, pulling Piper and me to our feet. "Come on. Let's give her space to think."

We retreated to the RV, the door clicking shut behind us. Through our front window, I could still see the glow from Hana's truck—a separate island of light in the darkness of the park.

Piper moved to the kitchen, starting her nightly ritual of organizing tomorrow's coffee setup. Mari collapsed onto the sofa with a satisfied groan. I settled into the driver’s seat, angled halfway back, watching Hana’s truck out the window as her shadow moved to the back of her rig.

"Two weeks," I said quietly.

"Two weeks to figure out if four works better than three," Mari replied. "Operationally speaking."

"Right. Operationally. Only operationally.” Piper's light sarcasm made me smile. We all felt it, that pull I’d thought was competition nerves at two in the morning. The ripples of arousal I felt when Hana met my gaze throughout the day. The way both Piper and Mari responded to her post-competition visit. When I turned from the window, I found both of them watching me with matching expressions—tired but hopeful, curious about what Houston would bring.

"Let’s go to bed," Mari announced, standing and stretching. "We're all dead on our feet, and tomorrow we start planning for round two."

Piper finished with the coffee and followed Mari toward the bedroom. I took one last look at Hana's truck—the light finally clicking off, leaving just the stars and the distant sound of waves.

She'd said she didn't run from things.

Houston would prove whether that was true.

Two weeks, what would happen in the next two weeks?

I pulled the curtain and headed to bed, where my two lovers were already curled together under the sheets. As I climbed in, they slid apart, making space for me between them.

Whatever happened in Houston, we'd face it together.

All four of us.
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When your perfect trio becomes a quartet, the heat gets turned up to eleven.

Ryan Mitchell thought he had it all figured out. A thriving BBQ competition team. Two incredible women who fit him like custom-made smokers fit brisket. Then Hana Park's transmission dies at the worst possible moment, and suddenly their perfectly balanced triangle becomes something more complicated—and more right—than he ever imagined.

Hana's been running solo for too long. Her Korean fusion BBQ truck, Seoul Fire, represents everything she's fought to build away from her controlling parents' expectations. But when Chef's Kiss offers her a lifeline after a devastating equipment failure, she discovers something more dangerous than financial ruin: a family that sees her, values her, and makes her question everything she thought she knew about herself.

Four people. Four proteins. One championship dream.

As competition season heats up and their quartet finds its rhythm, the stakes go higher than just turn-in boxes and smoke rings. Hana's learning that trust doesn't make you weak—it makes you stronger. Ryan's discovering that "dad energy" means more than just steady hands on a smoker. And Piper and Mari are finding that love doesn't divide when you add another heart to the mix.

But when Mari's father shows up with threats that go beyond family drama, the team realizes their biggest competition isn't on the leaderboard. It's protecting what they've built from someone who sees loyalty as currency and family as leverage.

Warning: Contains explicit scenes, multiple partners, competence porn for BBQ nerds, and enough gochujang references to send you straight to your nearest Korean grocery store.

Spicy Fusion is the third book of the Chef's Kiss Barbecue series. A slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance series that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, competition barbecue, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this harem romance of midlife reinvention.


For those who confront their fears to find their destiny


Korean barbecues are cool - there's a table with a hole in it with fire coming through, and we throw meat on it.
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SPICY FUSION


CHAPTER 1
THE HOUSTON TREATY


Our plan for the Houston competition was recorded on a butcher-paper tablecloth taped to a folding table beneath the awning of my Winnebago, parked at Pelican Point. After we returned from the Port Aransas fair, we flipped right back into our preparation protocol.

We took half a day with Hana, the morning after she stayed over, parked in my space. We reviewed all the judges' comments, including the repeated notes of the broken sauce on our brisket. I refused to label it as Piper’s fault. We were a team, and as a team we would determine a solution to the problem.

“It was pretty hot,” Hana commiserated, sitting beside Piper.

“I should have prepped it earlier in the day, then stored it in the chill box.” Piper sighed, and she ran her fingers through her hair. “Too much was happening at the same time, and I didn’t pay attention.”

“We still were top half in brisket,” I said. “We’ll do better next time.”

We placed fourteenth overall, which, for our first time, was pretty damn good. But Mari and Piper were perfectionists like me, and the knowledge of a mistake was like salt in a wound. It stung.

“We need to look at it as a data point,” I continued. “We learn the lesson, and put it behind us, move on to the next iteration.”

“It’s the best way,” Hana said. “It’s how I’ve worked for the past two years. Every week I learn a lesson, incorporate it into my recipes, and try again.”

“You run a food truck on your own,” Mari said, nodding at Hana. “That’s amazing.”

“Amazing enough for 31st place out of over 40. Bottom quartile.” Hana said, biting her lip. “It’s just too much for one person sometimes, one little thing goes wrong, and by the time I get it fixed, I’m behind on everything else.”

“Sounds super frustrating,” Piper said, then smiled. “You never showed anything other than poise every time I looked over at your setup.”

“Getting emotional about it doesn’t solve the problem,” Hana said. “I’m not a machine; the frustration is still there, but I’ve learned how to not dwell on things out of my control.”

“Making that sauce was completely in my control,” Piper muttered.

“Can you go back and undo it?” Hana asked, with a frank tone that wasn’t confrontational. “No, you can’t. So you have to let it go.”

“We shipped a few significant updates that were riddled with bugs. A breakdown of our process. Fix it in the next iteration and identify the cause. That’s the hardest part, sometimes, finding out why.”

“We need to move on,” Mari said, assuming control. “Houston is in two weeks, and we need to get Hana up to speed on our workflow and standards.”

Over the next few days, the team dynamic had shifted. Piper and Hana worked on a new iteration of the Jalapeño Girl sauce, and then crafted a Hot Korean variant to try on poultry. Mari, using the judges’ comments, fine-tuned our turn-in timeline in a spreadsheet she would print and laminate for use during the competition.

After staying over, Hana left at the end of the day and showed up at nine the next. She worked like a machine every day, and then packed up at dusk to drive back to her apartment in South Corpus. Clean lines. Professional boundaries.

“Alright, timeline for tomorrow’s brisket test,” I said, tapping the paper. “I’ll put meat on the smoker tonight at 10 PM. It should be ready to pull and wrap at 7 AM.”

Three heads nodded. Then Hana hesitated, her knife pausing over the chicken she was deboning. “7 AM is… tight. I’ll have to leave at five to beat the causeway traffic.”

Mari frowned. “That’s a shitty commute every day.”

Hana gave a slight, wry smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Tell me about it. My landlord just sent a notice of a rent increase. Makes you wonder why I’m paying a fortune for a glorified closet, especially when I sleep in the truck half the week anyway.”

The comment hung in the air—a logistical snag and a personal detail that needed to be addressed. My thoughts shifted into business mode. An inefficient commute was a challenge to our evolving system. An overtired teammate was a threat to everything. My wheels were already turning.

“Do you need to keep the apartment?” I asked, and Hana met my gaze with a raised brow. “If you join us for the season, you’ll be on the road for most of the summer. Why not put your things in storage and just park here?”

"We can pitch in to help you move," Piper offered, and Mari and I nodded in agreement.

Hana's knife paused over the chicken breast, her dark eyes moved between the three of us, processing. I recognized that look—the same analytical assessment I'd seen during competition teardown, weighing variables and calculating risks.

"You're serious," she said. Not a question.

"Dead serious," Mari confirmed. "You're joining us for the season, right? Houston in a weekend after next, then what—Corpus, Galveston, Beaumont? You'll be on the road half the time anyway."

"My lease is month-to-month," Hana said slowly. "And my landlord just gave me thirty days' notice on the increase." Her fingers drummed against the prep table—the first crack in her composed exterior I'd witnessed. "I've been sleeping in the truck three nights a week already. Paying rent for a place I barely use doesn't make financial sense."

"Exactly," I said. "Put your stuff in storage. Park here. We've got hookups, shore power, and water. Liz already confirmed we can add another vehicle to our permit."

Piper moved closer, wiping her hands on a towel. "Plus, if we're practicing every day, you're here anyway. Why add two hours of driving to an already brutal schedule?"

Hana's gaze shifted to her food truck parked in the adjacent space, then to our setup—the Winnebago with its extended slides, the trailer with Hector's custom smoker, Piper's Sprinter—a village of vehicles, and room for one more.

"What about..." She hesitated, and I caught the shift in her posture. "Boundaries. Personal space. You three have this… rhythm. I don't want to disrupt that."

The unspoken acknowledgment hung between us—she'd noticed. Of course, she had. The casual touches, the shared glances, the way we moved around each other with practiced intimacy. We weren't exactly subtle.

"You'd have your own space," Mari said, her tone gentle but practical. "Your truck is completely self-contained. We're not asking you to move in with us. Just... park closer."

"Think of it as operational efficiency," I added, trying to keep things light. "Reduced commute time, better workflow coordination, optimal resource allocation."

Piper snorted. "He means we want you here, and the drive is stupid."

Hana’s lips curved into a slight, wry smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. It was the expression of someone running a complex cost-benefit analysis in their head, weighing pride against practicality and coming up with an answer they didn't entirely love but couldn't refute.

"It's... an incredibly generous offer," she said, her voice low and measured. She looked from me to Piper, then to Mari, her gaze lingering on our ops manager for a beat longer. Smart. She was identifying the linchpin. "And from a logistical standpoint, it’s the only play that makes sense. The time I’m wasting commuting, the gas I'm burning... that's time and money I should be putting into prep."

She took a breath, squaring her shoulders. The decision was made. "Okay. I accept. On a few conditions."

Piper’s cheer was cut short by Hana holding up a hand. I just nodded. Of course, there are conditions. She's a professional, not a charity case.

"This is temporary," Hana stated, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I want to give competing as a team a fair shot, but in two weeks I’ll need to start prepping for the spring food-truck circuit. Second, I’ll pay my share for the spot, utilities, and whatever else. I’m not a freeloader. And third," she looked at each of us again, her gaze sharp, "I keep to myself. I’m here to work. My truck is my space. I’m not looking to… integrate."

The unspoken part hung in the air: I see what you three have, and I'm not part of it.

"Deal," Mari said instantly, her voice crisp and all business. "We'll work out a fair rate. Welcome to the compound, Hana."

Piper, ever the enthusiast, bounced on the balls of her feet. "This is gonna be awesome! We can help you move your stuff tomorrow!"

“We will postpone the practice until you’re settled,” I said, glancing at Mari, who nodded.

Hana looked like she was about to protest, to insist on handling it herself, but I saw the exhaustion etched around her eyes. She’d been running on fumes for weeks, a one-woman army fighting a war on multiple fronts. She gave a single, tired nod. "Okay. Tomorrow."

The next day was a blur of cardboard, sweat, and Texas humidity. Hana’s apartment was small, but tightly packed with compact furniture and containers of her cooking supplies, household items, and keepsakes. Piper, a whirlwind of cheerful energy, managed to charm the apartment manager while simultaneously packing an entire kitchen. Mari, predictably, directed the whole operation with the efficiency of a drill sergeant, optimizing the storage unit we’d rented.

Hana worked right alongside us, silent and focused, lifting boxes that seemed to weigh as much as she did. She didn’t complain, didn’t make small talk. She just worked, her movements economical and strong. We fell into a rhythm, a four-person engine humming along smoothly. At one point, I hefted a weighty box labeled ‘CAST IRON’ and grunted. A small, dry chuckle escaped her lips. It was the first genuine sound of amusement I’d heard from her, and it felt like a crack in the armor.

By late afternoon, the storage unit door clanged shut, a final, metallic sound of one chapter of her life closing. The real test came next as our two vehicles drove back to Pelican Point in a caravan, Piper’s Sprinter in the lead, with Hana’s food truck following behind.

I watched from the picnic table as she backed the Seoul Fire BBQ truck into the spot next to our Winnebago. Her truck was a thing of beauty—sleek, black, with sharp red accents that mimicked flames licking up from the wheel wells. The name was painted in a clean, stylized font that melded Asian style with Texas boldness. She maneuvered the thirty-foot rig with surgeon’s precision, her cab aligned with the front of the Winnebago, separated by only a foot. Damn, she could drive.

Our armada of vehicles, clustered around the two adjacent spots I rented month to month, was a study in contrasts. Our rolling chrome-and-blue motorhome, the custom trailer behind it now used as our outdoor kitchen, and Hana’s mobile black-and-red food truck with Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion emblazoned on the side. My three smokers lined up in the space between: Hector’s custom offset, my Academy Sports stick burner, and the Traeger. We were more than a partnership; we were an alliance.

For the next two days, Hana kept to her word. We’d see her early in the morning, already cleaning her rig or sharpening knives. She’d give a clipped "Morning" and then disappear into her truck. We gave her space, focusing on our own prep. It was a strange coexistence, two teams operating within a ten-yard radius, a silent treaty in effect.

Then we were ready for the first full-scale practice cook as a foursome. Thursday afternoon, the air was already thick with the sweet smell of smoldering wood. Mari was at the firebox, coaxing the post oak and hickory up to temp. Piper was inside our custom kitchen trailer, orchestrating her symphony of sides and injections. My job was the brisket, the heavy lifting. And Hana… Hana was the missing gear we never knew we needed.

I hauled a whole packer brisket, a beautiful twenty-pound slab of Prime beef, onto the stainless-steel prep table beside Piper’s sauce experiment. Before I could even reach for my trimming knife, Hana was there.

"You want a hard or soft trim?" she asked, not looking at me. Her eyes were already mapping the fat cap, calculating angles.

"Hard. Competition style."

She nodded and started slicing. Her hands were a blur. With a long, curved blade, she carved away the excess fat with an efficiency that was borderline art, separating it into spare slices and tossing them into a tinfoil pan to render into tallow. There was no wasted motion, no hesitation. She shaved the mohawk of the point and sculpted the edges to the end of the flat. What started as a twenty-pound chunk of beef was shaped into an aerodynamic oval of lean meat with a thin, even fat cap, ready for injection and rub application in under five minutes. A job that usually took me twenty.

I just stood there for a second, mouth agape, watching. Holy shit.

Piper came over with a tray of injectors. "Hana, what do you think? Beef broth, Worcestershire, and a little gochujang for the flat?"

Hana wiped her blade on a cloth. "Too much sugar in most gochujang. It'll burn on the bark. Use gochugaru flakes instead. Same heat, no caramelization."

Piper's eyes lit up. "Oh, that's smart.”

We put the trimmed meat in the chill box to hold until ten, then the brisket and pork butt went under the smoke. We retired to the RV, while Hana walked back to her truck to rest before the work began in earnest in the morning. When I woke up early to check the smoker, Hana was already adding some splits of wood. We silently shared cups of coffee, alone as we waited for the girls to wake up and get moving. Then the four of us shared a quick breakfast and got to work.

The day unfolded like a silent, efficient dance. We moved around each other in the tight space of the trailer kitchen and the smoker behind it, in an hoc choreography as Hana adjusted to our flow and assisted in turn. I’d turn to grab a shaker of rub, and Hana’s hand would already be there, passing it to me. Mari would shout a temperature reading, and Hana would shift a vent on the smoker before Mari finished the sentence. She saw a bottleneck in Piper’s side-dish prep and wordlessly diced enough onions to keep things on track, her knife a rhythmic, hypnotic blur against the board.

We weren’t just three people plus one. We were an emerging four-person team, each of us watching what the others were doing, improvising, and adapting. Everything we did became more seamless as the practice round continued. Through short side conversations, we developed a system of alerting others as we moved behind them. The air, usually filled with Piper’s chatter and Mari’s sharp commands, was quieter, charged with a different kind of energy—pure focus.

Late in the afternoon, as the briskets rested in their foil boats and the pork money muscle’s bark took on a deep mahogany sheen, we all took a step back. The scent of rendered fat, complex spices, and clean smoke was intoxicating. A line of chicken breasts gleaming with Hana’s Korean-inspired glaze rested by a row of shiny pork ribs set alongside.

Mari pulled four longneck beers from a cooler, condensation tracing lines down the brown glass. She handed one to me, one to Piper, and then held one out to Hana.

Hana hesitated for just a moment, her eyes darting toward her truck. Toward her self-imposed exile. Then she wiped her hands on a towel tucked into the tie of her apron and took the bottle. "Thanks."

We stood there for a minute in comfortable silence, the only sounds the ticking of the cooling smokers and the distant thrum of the surf hitting the strand’s sand. I watched Hana take a slow sip of her beer, her gaze fixed on the brisket resting on the butcher paper. The hard, defensive lines around her mouth softened. She wasn't smiling, not really, but she looked… settled, as if she’d finally clicked into place.

I caught Piper’s eye, and she gave me a small, knowing smile. Mari leaned against the trailer, a rare look of deep satisfaction on her face. Something had shifted. Our ad hoc treaty with Seoul Fire was turning into an alliance. We started tasting the fruits of our labor, sharing nods and smiles as we sampled each meat.

Houston was a week away, and I felt like we had a real shot at drastically improving in our second competition.


CHAPTER 2
THE QUARTET TEST


The Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo fairgrounds sprawled out before us, a temporary city built on asphalt, RVs, trailers, and awnings with the first hint of woodsmoke drifting in the air. I eased the Winnebago through the competitors’ entrance, the custom kitchen trailer with Hector’s smoker rattling gently inside behind us. In my rearview mirror, Hana’s sleek black Seoul Fire truck followed like a loyal shadow. The air, thick with Texas humidity, already tasted of diesel fumes and the distant, savory perfume of pecan and post oak.

This wasn't a county fair cook-off. This was the show. Big money. Big rigs. Big egos.

Custom-built trailers the size of mobile homes gleamed, their polished chrome sparkling in the afternoon sun. Teams of five or six guys in matching shirts moved with the practiced efficiency of NASCAR pit crews, unloading smokers that looked more like industrial furnaces. The metallic clang of steel ramps hitting pavement and the deep, throaty rumble of generators kicking to life formed the day’s soundtrack.

“Spot C-12,” Mari directed from the passenger seat, her voice tight as she scanned the map on her phone. She’d been quiet for the last twenty miles, a focused stillness settling over her.

“See it,” I said, spotting the painted number on the asphalt. As I started the wide turn, my eyes caught a rig two rows down. It was a behemoth—a thirty-foot gooseneck trailer in a bold crimson, emblazoned with a stylized bull’s skull and elegant gold lettering.

Holy shit, there it was, Los Torres BBQ. The team Mari gave up to join Piper and me.

The operation was a masterclass in efficiency. The crew of four men, all built like linebackers, was already setting up a pristine stainless-steel prep area under a massive pop-up awning. Standing off to the side, arms crossed over his chest, was a man whose posture I’d recognize anywhere. Salvador Torres. He surveyed his kingdom with an air of absolute, unshakeable authority. Even from a hundred yards away, you could feel the weight of his presence.

I glanced at Mari. She hadn’t needed me to point it out. Her gaze was locked on the crimson trailer, her knuckles white as her grip on her phone tightened. The easy confidence she’d worn all week during our practice cooks had evaporated, replaced by a rigid mask of composure. This wasn't just a competition for her; it was a reckoning. A silent, smoky declaration of independence from the man who thought she should be running his books, not her own pits.

I pulled the Winnebago to a stop in our assigned plot and killed the engine. The sudden silence in the cab felt loud.

“Well,” Piper said, leaning into the cockpit from the main cabin, her blonde ponytail swaying over her shoulder. “Looks like the neighbors are here. Think they’ll have any Grey Poupon if we run out?”

Mari didn’t crack a smile. She just gave a short, sharp nod. “Let’s get set up.”

The next hour was a blur of practiced motion. This was the dance, the non-verbal ballet of a competition team hitting its stride. Mari and I unhooked and muscled our trailer to sit alongside the Winnebago, then rolled Hector’s custom pit off the trailer ramp. Piper directed me with sharp hand signals, her eyes already mapping out the cook site.

The three of us moved in concert, laying out Mari’s planned footprint with crisp, efficient movements. Her site plan marked out spots for coolers, Cambros, and the custom trailer extended along the front; one side of the kitchen prep tables would hold samples when the time came for public tasting.

Mari’s face was a mask of concentration, but I saw the tension in the set of her jaw, the way her eyes kept flicking two rows over to the crimson Los Torres rig. She was channeling her fury into focus.

Hana, meanwhile, moved with a quiet precision that already felt indispensable. She backed her Seoul Fire truck into place along our rear boundary, creating a perfect L-shape with our Winnebago, and cordoned off a private workspace. She unloaded her equipment onto the prep table of our portable kitchen trailer like she’d been doing it for years. No hesitation, no questions. She just knew where she fit.

Once Hector’s rolling smoker was positioned, I lit a fire in the firebox, and soon it was chuffing out its first wisps of white smoke from the chimney. I took a moment to wipe the sweat from my brow and survey our work. We had a functional, defensible perimeter. Everything was within arm’s reach. Efficient.

That’s when he appeared.

Salvador Torres stopped outside our custom kitchen trailer, barrel-chested, with a salt-and-pepper mustache and an air of absolute authority. He wore a starched, black chef's coat with the Los Torres bull embroidered in red over the heart. He surveyed our modest, carefully planned space dismissive and quick. Taking in the motorhome, the custom trailer, and Hana’s vibrant truck.

His eyes found Mari.

She was wiping down a steel table, her back to him, but she must have felt his stare. She froze for a heartbeat, then slowly, deliberately, turned to face him. Her spine went rigid. Her chin lifted a fraction.

Salvador didn't shout. He didn't wave. He just looked at her, then let his eyes drift over our entire operation with a slow, contemptuous appraisal. Lifting his eyebrows and spreading his arms out as if to say, ‘This is what you left me for? This little amateur hour?” Then, with a barely perceptible shake of his head, he turned and walked toward his pits.

A low growl rumbled in my chest as I took a step toward Mari, but Piper was faster, placing a hand on her arm. Hana appeared on her other side, offering her a bottle of water without a word. Mari took a deep, shuddering breath and met my eyes over their heads. The controlled mask was gone, replaced by a cold, burning fire.

"Turn-in for brisket is in twenty-two hours," she said, her voice dangerously steady. "Let's make him regret whatever that little act was."

Salvador’s attempt at intimidation had backfired; instead of scaring us, he’d given us purpose.

We got back on track, prepping our roasts for the smoke. Mari moved with an economy of motion that had always turned me on, laying out knives, pans, and rub shakers in a line between two spaces set up for roast prep. Nothing was out of place. Chaos wasn’t allowed to touch her domain. She caught my eye, gave a sharp, single nod. I nodded back, and we got to work.

My responsibility was trimming the three briskets. After learning from Hana’s efficient process, I sliced through the fat cap with long, smooth strokes of my blade. The blade's weight was comfortable in my hands as I shaped the sides into an even thickness.

Beside me, Piper ground spices, the air filling with the sharp scent of black pepper, paprika, and garlic. She filled plastic shakers with her blend, labeling each to identify the variant.

But my focus kept drifting to Hana just past Piper, where she broke down our two pork shoulders for our pulled pork. Her hands were a blur as she used her cleaver with surgical precision, separating bone from muscle. After deboning, she scored the fat caps in a grid, then bound the roast with twine into uniform shapes.

Then she switched to a smaller, wicked-looking knife to help Piper prep her sauces, dicing onions and garlic in a blur. Shink. Shink. Shink. The sound was hypnotic as she sliced with no wasted energy. No hesitation. Pure focus with her dark hair tied back, a smudge of chili flake on her cheek, she was locked into her work.

Piper turned to Hana with her base injection for the brisket, a dark concoction of beef broth and her kicked-up spicy version of Worcestershire sauce. “Thoughts?”

Hana wiped her hands, dipped a finger in, and tasted. She closed her eyes for a beat, concentrating. “It needs fire,” she said. Her voice was low and confident. She reached for the gochujang, adding a deep-red spoonful, then a dash of sesame oil and rice vinegar. After stirring, she offered the spoon back to Piper.

Piper tasted. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, yeah. That’s the ticket.” A grin spread across her face, a spark of pure creative joy passing between them.

We worked like that for hours, a four-person engine humming in the Texas night. We didn’t need to talk much. A gesture. A glance. We knew the steps. Injections were shot into the muscles of the brisket and pork shoulder. The rubs were dusted evenly over every surface of the roasts using Piper’s plastic shakers.

By 9:45 PM, the pits were rolling clean smoke, their heat a living presence in the cooling air. Together, we carried the heavy, seasoned cuts to the smokers. The briskets went on, then the pork shoulders. I closed the heavy steel door with a satisfying clang. The cook had begun.

Piper leaned against me, tired but wired. Mari wrapped an arm around her waist, her head resting on Piper’s shoulder. It’s our natural formation, a triangle of shared history and warmth.

Hana stood just outside our wedge, sharing her professional smile and a nod. “I’m going to grab a few hours in my truck. Yell for the two a.m. spritz.” Then she walked toward her rig, head down with the same focus she’d had all day. She was with us, but wasn’t—not yet. As I watched her go, the growing distance felt both enormous and temporary.

One cook at a time.

The night was a series of quiet alarms, pulling me from a half-sleep in my camp chair. Hana and I had the 2 AM check. She was already at the smoker when I stepped out of the RV—a quiet silhouette against the orange glow of the firebox. No words were required as I held the door open; she spritzed the brisket and pork butt with our apple cider vinegar blend. A quick hiss, a brief, sweet-sour scent cutting through the heavy smoke, before the door was sealed again.

We moved in the darkness like ghosts who’d worked together for years, not weeks. The professional boundary between us was as solid and clear as the Texas night sky, but in the shared silence, a different kind of trust was being forged—one built on competence.

Dawn broke hot and sticky, turning the air from cool smoke to humid heat. The quiet focus of the night fractured into a four-way symphony of controlled bedlam. This was it.

Piper moved like a hummingbird on a caffeine bender, checking her glazes, her sauces, her garnishes. Mari, a surgeon with a paring knife, meticulously shaped the parsley for the turn-in boxes. Hana and I monitored the smokers, her gaze flicking between thermometers with an intensity that could bend steel.

Every move of our team was efficient, a dance we’d rehearsed at Pelican Point, and in our minds, now performed live for the first time as a quartet. The air tasted of coffee, ambition, and rendered pork fat. It was perfect.

Then came the turn-in whirlwind. Time compressed.

	11:50 AM—Chicken. Six thighs, skin lacquered to a perfect, glistening amber. Arranged in the box. Lid on. Done. 

	12:20 PM—Ribs. Pulled from the smoker, the meat pulled back just enough to expose the bone. A final brush of Hana’s gochujang-spiked glaze. Sliced. Boxed. Gone. 

	12:50 PM—Pork. The money muscle sliced and glazed, the rest of the butt pulled, juicy and tender. Sauced lightly, just enough to shine. Piled high, sent to the gods. 

	1:20 PM—Brisket. The beast. I made the first slice. A perfect smoke ring, bark as dark as midnight, the flat holding its shape but jiggling with promise. Each slice wept beef tallow. We laid our best slices from the two briskets in the box like sacred offerings. That was it. Our fate was in a styrofoam container. 




After delivering our offerings to the barbecue gods, the crash came hard. We collapsed into our chairs, the adrenaline evaporating, leaving behind a residue of pure exhaustion and buzzing nerves. Piper tried to crack a joke, but it fell flat in the heavy air. Mari idly picked at a loose thread on her jeans. Hana stared at the heat shimmering off the asphalt, her expression unreadable. We’d done everything we could. Now we were just four exhausted people in a field, waiting for judgment.

Hana rose first, returning to the kitchen to clean up the prep tables. Mari followed, then Piper and me, hand in hand. Mari sorted our leftovers into cartons for public tasting as the rest of us cleaned and sanitized the surfaces, repacked containers with spices, and put away knives in neat rows, then rolled them into tight packages. After the results were announced, we needed to repack and load the smoker into the trailer. In the morning, we’d hook up for the drive back to Corpus.

The announcer’s voice crackled over the PA system two hours later, a tinny drone calling out the top three scores for each protein. We sat up, a collective intake of breath. We didn’t expect a call for chicken or pork. We were solid, but not world-beaters. Then he got to the ribs. “...in third place, from Corpus Christi, Texas… Chef’s Kiss BBQ!”

A beat of stunned silence, then Piper let out a whoop that turned heads three tents down. Mari’s face split into a grin so wide it looked painful. I slapped Hana’s shoulder, and she actually startled, then broke into a small, genuine smile.

Third. For a wild-card Korean-Tex-Mex fusion glaze at a traditional Texas throwdown. It was more than a trophy; it was validation. We browsed through the final results as they were announced to the competitors. We got decent calls for the other meats—top twenty in a field much larger than Port Aransas, brisket was in the top ten. It was a damn respectable showing for our first time out as a quartet.

My eyes scanned the crowd and found him. Salvador Torres. He stood with his arms crossed, his team around him. They hadn’t been called for ribs. Their name wasn’t called for the placements, but their name was in all the top fifteen of the complete listings..

He saw me watching, but didn’t scowl or glare. He just gave a single, almost imperceptible nod. It wasn’t an apology. It wasn’t a concession. It was a barely respectful acknowledgment. His daughter, standing with us, had earned her place. Our team had earned its place.

Not like we needed his seal of approval. A top-20 overall finish in a field of 120 gave us all the validation we needed. Mari headed to collect the judging ballots with their notes, while Piper, Hana, and I wrapped up the kitchen and cleaned out the smoker. Stowing it back in its assigned space in the trailer.

Mari came back, waving for us to follow her into the RV. “Let’s review the notes and have a well-deserved beer.” Her smile was part satisfaction and mischief. We were going to head back south early the next morning. It was time for a little celebration, Chef’s Kiss style.

The door of the Winnebago clicked shut, muffling the chaotic symphony of generators and distant celebration from the Houston fairgrounds. Inside, the air was thick with the last wisps of wood smoke and the electric hum of four bodies running on adrenaline and caffeine. It felt small, cramped, and perfect.

Mari slapped the stack of judges’ ballots onto the dinette table. “Alright, team. Post-mortem.”

She spread the papers out like a general mapping a campaign. Her focus was a magnetic force that pulled us all in. Piper slid onto the bench beside her, tucking herself under Mari’s arm as she leaned over to read a comment card. I took the opposite side, my knee brushing Piper’s as I scooted to the window, leaving the end open.

Hana stood for a moment near the door before taking a seat on the edge of the bench next to me and across from the others, maintaining a small, deliberate gap. She was with us, but still anchored in her own space.

“Okay, ribs,” Mari began, tapping a scorecard. “Appearance scores were nines across the board. Texture: two nines and four eights. Taste…” She paused, a slow grin spreading across her face. “Taste: five nines and a ten. Comments are all about the glaze. ‘Incredible depth,’ ‘surprising heat that builds,’ ‘perfectly balanced sweet and savory.’”

I popped the caps off the four Shiner Bocks lined down the center of the table, the sound a sharp punctuation mark in the quiet RV. I passed the cold, sweating bottles around. “To Hana’s gochujang glaze,” I said, raising my bottle.

“To the glaze,” Piper and Mari chorused.

Hana gave a slight, almost shy nod, her fingers wrapped around the bottle. “It worked well with the pecan wood smoke.”

“It more than worked,” Piper said, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “It was a risk, and it paid off huge. How did you get that last layer of flavor to stick without getting too sweet?”

I watched as Piper’s genuine curiosity breached Hana’s professional reserve. Hana leaned forward, the motion subtle but significant. The dim RV light caught the spark of passion in her eyes. “The key was reducing the pear juice separately before adding it to the gochujang base. It concentrates the sugar without scorching it when it hits the heat.”

She went on, talking about fermentation times and rice vinegar ratios, and for a solid ten minutes, they were just two brilliant chefs geeking out. Mari listened intently, absorbing the data while occasionally glancing at me. I just watched our team click into place. The four-person workflow we’d drilled at the last two weeks had held up under pressure, but this—this was different. This was the moment it felt less like a new arrangement and more like a foundation.

After a second beer, Hana gathered her notes. “A good result,” she said, and this time, her smile reached her eyes. It was a rare, unguarded thing. “I’m going to turn in. Long drive tomorrow.”

She gave a small wave and slipped out the door, the night swallowing her up on the short walk back to her Seoul Fire truck.

The three of us settled into the small sofa after seeing her out, and a comfortable silence fell. Piper rested her head on my shoulder, her exhaustion finally showing. The distance between Hana and us was still there, but it felt different now, less like a wall and more like a space waiting to be filled.

We hadn’t just survived our first major cook as a quartet. We’d placed. We’d innovated. We’d earned Salvador Torres’s grudging respect.

One competition at a time, I thought, taking a long pull from my beer. We were building this thing right.

Alone in the bedroom after undressing, the three of us reverted to our norm, exploring our desire fueled by the heady success of the team, and the reserve adrenaline of competition, kissing and touching. Our door was open, along with the front window shade—the back window of Hana’s truck filled the view.

As we continued our intimate celebration, my gaze shifted toward her dark window, her silhouette blocking the dim light behind her. The RV’s interior was dark; I doubted she could see us, but I wondered if she watched, hoping to catch a glimpse. It might have just been my horny thought, getting comfortable with my exhibitionist side, so I shook off the distraction and re-engaged with my two lovers.

As I lay, staring at the ceiling afterward, the two girls breathing steadily, I turned toward the front again, contemplating the Seoul Fire logo, rather than watching the ceiling, until I fell asleep.


CHAPTER 3
THE PARALLEL LIVES


The next morning, the four of us woke early. Mari and Piper made breakfast burritos while I made coffee. Hana joined us, carrying her thermos, filling it from the drip coffee maker we’d added to handle the sheer volume the four of us consumed. I still made my morning flat white with my espresso machine.

“The plan is to head back toward Corpus but stop at Pelican Point for a day or two,” Mari announced, and we all nodded. “Once we’re home, we need to break down everything, empty the tanks, and refill. Hana, do you mind helping Piper with bulk laundry at the park’s laundry mat?”

“No problem,” Hana said, after taking a sip of her black coffee. “I’m a little backed up, too. It will be good to get it all done at once.”

“Okay,” I said as I glanced around the circle. “Let’s get the trailer hooked up, and we’ll get on our way. Do you want to idle with us, or get a head start, Hana?”

“I’ll wait so we can caravan, then cut off over at Aransas Pass,” she said, glancing at the three of us and holding focus for a beat. It wasn’t long, but enough to give us a nod as if getting our permission for her absence. “I’ll meet you back at Pelican Point. I need to finish some routine maintenance to stay certified.”

“Okay,” Mari said, stepping close to give her an affectionate hug. Hana blushed, then quickly waved at Piper and me before turning and hurrying out of the rig and over to her food truck.

“It’s like she’s part of the team, but tries so hard to remain separate,” I said as I dropped off my mug and foil-wrapped burrito on the driver’s console before exiting.

Piper and Mari trailed quietly, and we moved the heavy trailer to the rear of the Winnebago and hooked it up to the hitch without a problem. Hector’s work on the trailer kept the balance centered on the twin axles, and the smooth concrete of Houston the fairgrounds made it easier.

I waved the girls ahead of me to board the RV. Mari took the co-pilot chair while Piper reclined on the sofa behind me. I started the rig and let it idle as I ate some of my burrito, still thinking of Hana’s quick exit after Mari’s impromptu hug. “Do you think Hana’s okay, driving alone?” I asked as Mari chewed in silence beside me.

“She’s driven herself all over the Coastal Bend, Ryan,” Piper said from behind me. “She has our cell numbers if something happens.”

“I don’t think he means driving, do you?” Mari asked.

“No,” I took a bite, enjoying the heat of the chorizo and fried potatoes. “She’s just choosing solitude, and I'm concerned. I can’t put my finger on why.”

I wrapped up the foil, tossed it into the trash bag hanging between the two front seats, and tapped my horn once to let people know the big rig was moving. We waved at Hana as her Seoul Fire Asian Fusion truck pulled out and turned to drive down the lane toward the highway.

Checking all the mirrors and the rear-facing camera on the front display, I slowly accelerated as the rig's 7.3L gasoline engine rumbled, and we moved forward. I took a wide turn into one of the lanes between the spaces. Many of the teams had already left the night before.

I sipped my coffee, putting my mug back in the holder, and used two hands to steer through the city traffic toward the highway south. Once we cleared Houston's sprawl and hit the open road, the tension in my shoulders eased. The Winnebago settled into a steady sixty miles per hour, the trailer tracking perfectly behind us. Ahead, maybe a half mile up, I could see the distinctive black-and-red profile of Hana's Seoul Fire truck. She maintained her distance—close enough to travel together, far enough to stay separate.

"She hugged me back," Mari said suddenly after being quiet for the last twenty minutes, staring out the passenger window at the flat, scrubby Texas landscape rolling past. "This morning. When I hugged her, she didn't just tolerate it. She leaned in."

"I saw that too," Piper said from the sofa. I glanced in the rearview mirror. She'd abandoned any pretense of relaxing, sitting forward with her elbows on her knees. "And the way she looked at all three of us before she left? That wasn't just asking permission to go. That was... something else."

"Like she didn't want to leave," I said. The words felt dangerous to say out loud, but they'd been rattling around in my head since Hana's truck pulled away.

Mari turned to look at me, her dark eyes sharp and assessing. "You've been watching her."

It wasn't an accusation—just a statement of fact. I kept my eyes on the road, on the black speck of Hana's truck ahead. "Yeah. I have."

"So have I," Piper admitted. "The way she moves when she's working. God, it's like watching a surgeon. Every motion has purpose."

"Competence is sexy," Mari said, and there was a weight to those three words that made the air in the cab feel suddenly thicker. "I've been attracted to her since Port Aransas. I just didn't want to say anything because... well. We're still figuring out the three of us, and adding a fourth person to that equation feels..." She trailed off, searching for the word.

"Complicated," I supplied.

"Greedy," Mari countered. "Like we're asking too much. From her. From the universe."

I thought about that for a mile, watching the white lines blur past. Piper climbed forward, wedging herself between the two captain's chairs, one hand on my shoulder and the other on Mari's. The three of us formed a tight triangle in the front of the rig, our own private council.

"I don't think it's greedy if she wants it too," Piper said quietly. "And I think... maybe she does?"

"Or maybe we're projecting," I said, playing devil's advocate because someone had to. "Maybe she's just professional, and we're reading into every glance and smile because we want it to mean something."

Mari reached over and squeezed Piper's hand where it rested on her shoulder. "Ryan's right. We can't assume. But..." She hesitated, then pushed forward. "I think we need to talk about what we'd do if she did want more. Because right now, we're in this weird limbo where we're all attracted to her, and we're not talking about it.”

“When did it start for you?" Piper asked Mari, her voice soft but curious. "Port Aransas, you said?"

Mari nodded slowly, her gaze still fixed on the horizon. "The moment she approached us at teardown. She complimented your sauce—the one that failed—honestly. She said it was interesting that the separation was the only problem. She saw the potential, not just the mistake." Mari's thumb traced circles on Piper's knuckles. "Then, watching her pack up her rig alone, so efficient, so contained. I wanted to help her, but I also... I wanted to know her. Does that make sense?"

"Yeah," Piper said. "It does. For me, it was during the practice cook at Pelican Point. The way she trimmed that brisket. The look on your face, babe." She let out a soft laugh, looking at me. "God, that sounds ridiculous. But watching her work, seeing how her brain operated—it was like watching Ryan running projections, or you organizing a kitchen, Mari. Pure mastery. And when she made that comment about the gochugaru, I realized she wasn't just skilled. She was creative. That's when I felt it."

I felt their eyes shift to me. I kept my hands steady on the wheel, but my throat felt tight.

"Ryan?" Mari prompted gently.

"Honestly?" I took a breath. "The first time I saw her was back in September, during my food truck circuit days. She was at the marina on a Tuesday morning. I didn't know her name then, but I logged her truck in my spreadsheet. 'Korean fusion, solo operator, excellent knife work visible through the window.'" I could feel the heat creeping up my neck. "I was... intrigued. But she was just data then. A promising operator."

"And now?" Piper asked.

"Now she's—" I struggled to find the words. "Houston. The overnight cook. We were alone at two AM, spritzing the brisket, and we didn't need to talk. We just moved in concert, like staying within each other’s orbit. And I realized I was watching her the same way I watch you two. Not just appreciating her skill, but..." I swallowed. "Wanting to know what makes her quiet. What she's thinking when she gets that little crease between her eyebrows. Whether she'd let me close enough to find out."

The silence stretched for a long moment, broken only by the hum of the engine and the rhythmic thump of the highway seams.

"This feels weird," Piper finally said. "Talking about someone like this. Someone who's right there." She gestured toward Hana's truck ahead. "What if we're completely wrong? What if she heard this conversation and thought we were creeps?"

"We're not creeps," Mari said firmly. "We're three people who are attracted to a fourth person, trying to figure out what the hell that means for our relationship and our team. That's not creepy. That's... human."

"But it's also awkward as hell," I admitted. "Because she's our business partner. And if we're wrong, if we push this and she's not interested, we could lose her. Not just romantically, but professionally. The team dynamic would shatter."

The girls nodded silently, and I took a slow inhale, needing to give them more background. “I never dated much, in college or while building my business.” I began. “It wasn’t a lack of attraction; I was attracted to women in my circles, but I never got to know any of them. I don’t know, it’s like there was a missing link.”

The highway stretched ahead, Hana's taillights visible in the distance. Mari shifted toward us in the passenger seat, and I felt the weight of something coming.

"I was married," she said quietly. “At twenty-two. He was handsome, confident, and said all the right things about building a future together."

My hands tightened on the wheel. Piper settled onto her knees between our two seats.

"I tried to be what I thought a good wife should be. Supported Jorge’s business ventures. Didn't ask too many questions." Mari's laugh was bitter. "By the time I figured out his money came from the cartel, I was already complicit. Not legally, maybe, but I'd been cooking for his associates, hosting dinners, smiling while they talked around me like I was furniture."

"Jesus, Mari."

"The divorce was easy—he got arrested on felony charges, went to federal prison, the feds froze our accounts, and I moved back in with my parents." She stared out the window. "Salvador had opinions about that. About everything. After that, he kept trying to set me up with his business contacts. Older men who wanted a good cook and a manageable wife. Nobody who cared that I could run circles around them operationally."

"They didn't see you," I said.

"No. They saw Salvador's daughter. A pretty face who made excellent tamales." She turned to look at me. "You saw my skills, my systems. The efficiency. The things I’m proud of in my work. You asked my opinion and then actually listened."

"Because you're brilliant at what you do. And sexy as hell.”

“But that's what I mean." Her voice softened. "I couldn't feel attracted to someone who didn't respect my mind first. And living under Salvador's roof, dating seriously was impossible. He vetoed anyone who wasn't 'good enough,’ which meant anyone he couldn't control. You and I both felt our physical attraction, but it was built through planning and the workshop. Learning each other’s minds. That’s when I fell for you, for both of you.”

Piper's hand reached forward, squeezing Mari's shoulder. "I get it. Different circumstances, same problem."

"Your turn?" Mari asked.

"College was a waste romantically. Culinary school was better, but barely." Piper settled back. "Everyone my age just wanted to party and hook up. I tried the casual sex thing—figured maybe I was overthinking it."

"How'd that work out?" I asked.

"Felt empty every time. Like eating food with no seasoning—technically it functions, but what's the point?" She paused. "I had one real relationship in culinary school. We'd stay up until three AM debating whether butter or lard made better croissants, testing techniques, pushing each other creatively."

I caught her eye in the rearview mirror. "What happened?"

"Trey wanted the fine dining track. Michelin stars, prestige, the whole professional chef ladder. I wanted freedom." She shrugged. "After that, the van life meant fewer opportunities anyway. I was okay with that. Better alone than hollow."

"Until you met us," Mari said.

“Until I met Ryan.” She said, and lightly held my wrist. “When he broke down how Five Guys was trying too hard over dinner at Whataburger. The stack of notebooks, filled with observations of his barbecue experiments, was scattered on his table.” Piper's voice carried quiet certainty. “Ryan, you learned to smoke brisket from nothing and mastered an offset smoker. Competence is sexy. Like you, Mari. You’re so good at seeing the big picture, the process, and making sure everything is accounted for. That’s like really sexy. I fell for both of you by understanding how you tick.”

The road hummed beneath us. Hana's taillights glowed ahead.

"We're all wired the same way," I said slowly, seeing the pattern. "We need to respect someone's mind before we can want them? I was always attracted to both of you for your looks, but it was the way your minds worked, the way you crafted food, and the processes you used that drew me in. I fell hard for that."

"Is that weird?" Piper asked, looking at Mari, then at me.

"No. It's just specific." I thought about Hana's hands precisely measuring spices, her quiet authority solving many of our inefficiencies, the way she'd dissected our menu with surgical insight. "It explains Hana."

"Her expertise is undeniable," Mari said softly.

"Yeah." I kept my eyes on her distant taillights. "It really is, and competence is sexy."

The silence stretched between us, but it wasn't uncomfortable anymore. It was the kind of quiet that came after something important had been said.

"Sapiosexuality," Mari said finally. She'd turned in the passenger seat to look at both of us. "That's what this is."

Piper tilted her head. "Sappy what?"

"Sapio. From the Latin." Mari's cheeks colored slightly. "I looked it up after my marriage imploded, and I realized my ex-husband wasn’t the sharpest knife in the block. It means being attracted to intelligence first. It’s like I’m a sapiosexual with a competence kink. Intelligence and practical application. The way someone's mind works and how they use it. That’s my catnip.”

The word landed in my chest like recognition. Like finally having a language for something I'd always known but couldn't name.

"That's why it felt fast with us," I said slowly. "How we went from teammates to... lovers... so quickly. It wasn't actually fast. We'd already seen each other's competence. The practice cooks. The problem-solving. The way we think through smoke and heat and timing."

"The way you can look at the bark and know immediately what to do next,” Piper added quietly. She looked at me, then at Mari. "The way Mari breaks down a budget or handles difficult customers. The way you teach as you smoke, Ryan. The patience and the precision."

"We were already attracted," Mari said. "Before we ever touched. Before we ever kissed. We just didn't have words for it."

I thought about September—the food truck circuit. And Hana, moving through her prep with that knife work that looked like meditation. The way she'd pivoted on her menu when the weather shifted—the quiet confidence in every motion.

"And Hana," I said.

"And Hana," Mari echoed. "God. The way she thinks three steps ahead. The way she adapted to our workflow on the fly, knowing where she fit in the process.”

"The precision of her knifework and intuitive taste for flavors,” Piper said. "Like watching someone speak a language you're still learning but desperately want to be fluent in."

Ahead of us, Hana's taillights glowed red as she slowed for something on the highway. I eased off the gas, keeping our distance steady. The Winnebago hummed beneath us as the chassis swayed from the wind off the Gulf.

"So we understand it now," I said. "Why all three of us are—" I paused, choosing words carefully. "feeling this draw toward the same person. And why that person makes sense for us. Especially since we’ve accepted polyamory and ethical non-monogamy.”

"Understanding why doesn't tell us what to do about it," Mari said softly.

"No," I agreed. "It doesn't."

Piper shifted between the seats, her hand briefly touching my shoulder, then Mari's. A connection point. An anchor.

"But at least we know," she said. "At least we're not confused about the why anymore. I know why I love you. Both.”

“I love you, too, both of you,” I said, and Mari echoed it. We didn’t often say it aloud, but after our discussion, it felt right to acknowledge our true feelings for each other with words.

The lonely highway began to get busy as we entered San Patricio County. As we got closer to home, I reviewed the different routes we’d take. We were too heavy for the causeway over the Intracoastal Waterway from Aransas Pass to Port Aransas. Hana wasn’t and would take the shorter route. She signaled to turn left, while we continued through toward Portland and circled the top of the bay, and through Corpus Christi to get home to Pelican Point.

The girls relaxed after our conversations, reading on their phones. We’d answered some lingering questions, but the hard questions—the what-do-we-do, the how-does-this-work, the what-does-Hana-want—those still waited as we got closer to our homebase.


CHAPTER 4
THE BREAKING POINT


The Corpus Christi competition was different. It wasn’t just the humid, salty air off the bay that clung to everything, a stark contrast to the breezy warmth of Port Aransas or the sweltering concrete jungle of Houston. The difference was us.

The three-day competition blurred into a montage of controlled, efficient motion. A workflow honed by trial and error, now humming like a perfectly tuned engine.

Mari orchestrated our setup with the quiet authority of a field general. Hand signals. A pointed finger. Our tent, trailer, and Hector’s smoker were set up and operational in under an hour. No wasted steps, no searching for misplaced equipment. It was a logistical masterpiece, and I found myself watching her, admiring the clean lines of her operational genius.

Inside the prep trailer, Piper was a whirlwind of creative energy, but the storm now had a focused eye. Sauces simmered, a complex aroma of sweet, smoke, and heat. She tasted, adjusted, her expression a mix of fierce concentration and sheer joy. Beside her, Hana moved with a surgeon’s economy. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of her cleaver against the board was the competition’s metronome. Trimming brisket fat to a perfect quarter-inch and slicing scallions into impossibly thin, identical rings. Her gochujang-based glaze for the ribs sat in a steel bowl, a dark, glistening promise of victory.

My world was fire, smoke, and steel. Managing the post oak flames that fed hot 250º smoke through Hector’s rig, monitoring temperature fluctuations down to the degree. I didn’t need to ask if the meat was ready for the smoker; Mari would appear with a foil-wrapped tray at the precise moment I was opening the door. I didn’t have to guess at flavor profiles; Piper would materialize with a spoonful of sauce for a final taste test before it was lacquered onto the chicken thighs.

We moved around each other in a silent dance. A nod. A shared glance. An outstretched hand grabbed the offered spice rub or a clean towel without a word being spoken. The frantic energy of Houston was gone, replaced by a low-humming confidence. We knew the process. We trusted each other to execute. It was a fucking ballet of smoke, steel, and synchronized intent.

Turn-in was the crescendo. No panic. Just the final, focused assembly. Piper arranged parsley in the box, then Hana arranged perfect slices of brisket, the smoke ring a flawless ruby halo. Mari gave the final inspection, her sharp eyes missing nothing—a quick wipe of a stray drop of sauce. The lid closed with a soft click. Protein by protein, handed off to the judges like a ticking metronome.

We stood under the main tent for the awards ceremony, shoulders nearly touching. The announcer’s voice droned on, a background noise to the exhaustion settling into my bones. Then, our name cut through the haze.

“...and in fifth place overall, with a total of… Chef’s Kiss Barbecue!”

There was no wild cheering. Just a collective, sharp exhale. Mari gave my arm a firm squeeze. Piper’s grin was wide and genuine as she hopped up and down on her toes. I caught Hana’s eye, and she gave a small, crisp nod, the closest thing to a triumphant fist pump I’d ever see from her—fifth place. Not a trophy, not a massive check, but it was professional validation. It meant Houston wasn’t a fluke. It meant we were consistent. We were a team that could place.

Mari clapped her hands together once, the sound sharp and final. “Alright. Let’s break it down. Beers are in the cooler.”

The salt air blowing in from the bay scrubbed the last of the sweet hickory smoke from the air, replacing it with the sharp, clean scent of the bay. Fifth place wasn’t a win, but it wasn’t a loss either. It was another data point. Proof that the four of us weren't a fluke. Three data points, not enough to form a trend line, but enough to prove we could hang with the big dogs. There was a quiet satisfaction in the air, the hum of a job well done, not the pop and fizz of a champagne celebration. That would come later. Maybe.

Now came the part every team hates: the breakdown.

But we were efficient—a well-oiled machine running on muscle memory and the last dregs of adrenaline. Piper killed the string lights, plunging our little compound into the twilight glow of the festival grounds. Mari inventoried the spice bins, her lips moving in a silent count. I scraped the grates on the custom smoker Hector had built us, the metal still warm beneath the wire brush, the grease coming away in satisfying black strips.

Across our patch of asphalt, Hana moved with the same practiced economy she did with everything. She collapsed her service window, locked her condiment station, and wiped down the stainless-steel counters of her Seoul Fire truck until they gleamed almost purple from the reflected gloaming of the evening sky. We worked in comfortable silence, the only sounds the clatter of steel, the rhythmic scrape of my brush, and the gentle lapping of waves against the seawall fifty yards away.

Our parallel operations were almost done. I latched the smoker doors, ready to winch it into the trailer, then hook that up to the Winnebago.

Hana swung up into the driver's seat of her truck. The door shut with a solid thud. I paused, watching. The ignition turned. The diesel engine roared to life, a familiar, healthy sound.

Then it coughed a rattling wheeze that made my head snap up. The engine shuddered, sputtered, and died.

Silence descended, thick and immediate.

Hana twisted the key again. This time, there was only a desperate whirring, a metallic grind that accomplished nothing. Piper and Mari stopped what they were doing, their faces tight with concern.

Hana rested her forehead against the steering wheel for a long second, a rare crack in her professional armor. Then she got out, her movements stiff. "It's dead."

"What does it sound like?" Mari asked, already pulling out her phone.

"Like my entire spring schedule just went up in smoke," Hana said, her voice flat.

Mari didn't miss a beat. "Putting Hector on speaker."

The phone crackled. "You break my smoker?" Hector’s voice was pure, no-nonsense mechanic.

"Smoker's fine," Mari said. "It's Hana's truck. It started, then died. Now it won't turn over."

Hana described the sound with technical precision, showing her comfort with mechanical devices. Hector had her check a few things, his disembodied voice guiding her through the engine block. The verdict came back quick and brutal.

"Could be a shot transmission solenoid," he said. "Common failure. But it could be something else. I’d need to look at it to confirm. If it’s the solenoid, it’s an easy fix, usually. "

"Usually?" I asked, walking over to join them.

"Yeah. Usually," Hector grunted. "Except that part's a ghost right now. Supply chain's a mess. Two, three weeks, best-case scenario, they told me when I tried to get one for a customer last month.”

Three weeks. I saw the calculation in Hana's eyes. Three weeks of canceled events, zero income, and a dead truck stranded a half hour from Pelican Point—a logistical and possibly financial nightmare.

My mind started working on the problem, stripping away the emotion and looking at the variables. Asset: one disabled food truck. Location: Corpus Christi. Objective: get the asset and operator back to home base with minimal disruption.

"We're not leaving it here," I said, the solution forming as I spoke.

Three sets of eyes turned to me.

"Hector, do you have a heavy-duty tow? Capacity to haul a food truck." I said, looking directly at Hana.

“Yeah, where is the vehicle?”

“Still at the festival off Shoreline.” I said, "We need it hauled to Pelican Point. We'll park it right next to the Winnebago. I've got a 50-amp hookup and a water line she can use. She'll have power, a place to work until the part comes in."

Hana’s jaw tightened. Her whole business model was built on fierce, solitary independence. Taking that kind of help—accepting that kind of proximity—wasn't in her DNA. But her truck was dead, and her options were thin. Her dark eyes searched mine, looking for a catch, for the fine print. She found none—just the practical math of the situation.

“Sure, mano. I can be there in fifteen.” Hector hung up.

The battle between her pride and the cold logic lasted for a full ten seconds.

Finally, she gave a short, sharp nod. "Okay.”

“See you then,” I said, and Mari hung up. “I’ll text him our location.”

“We’re partners,” I said to Hana, meeting her eyes. “We’ll help you through this, it’s what partners do.”

Hector arrived in ten minutes, wheeling into the nearly empty fairgrounds in a large flatbed truck. He pulled up ahead of Hana’s Seoul Fire Korean Fusion truck, then lowered the end of the flatbed, extending it to make a ramp. In fifteen minutes, her vehicle was rigged to the deck, and the ramp winched back into place. Mari and Piper stood beside Hana as she watched the process with a stoic expression.

We’d finished the trailer hook-up while waiting for Hector, and were ready to head back to Pelican Point. Hector headed for the exit as the girls and I filed into the RV. Hana and Piper sat side by side behind me, with Mari in the co-pilot seat. We were right behind him by the time he hit the exit. We passed the Whataburger where Piper and I had our first date, and I smiled as I heard Piper telling Hana our Whataburger date story.

By the time we got to Pelican Point, Liz had waved Hector through, and he was familiar enough with our layout to get the Seoul Fire truck parked near the front of my RV. He had the hood propped open and was poking around with his tools. When he saw us pull in, he stopped, waved for me to slow down, then guided me into place and waited for us to get out.

“It’s not the solenoid. I’ll need to take it to a shop and put it up on the lift,” he said. “My shop doesn’t have the capacity. We need to call around and find a specialist on this model. I think one of my contacts might be able to help, but it will take a day or two.”

“What should we do in the interim?” I asked with Hana at my side.

“Clear out your personal belongings from the interior; it will most likely be two to three weeks, maybe four if there is a delay on the parts.” He shrugged. “The kitchen can stay, just make sure the chill box is empty, and disconnect the propane and close the valve. This rig is dead for at least a month.”

Hana nodded curtly, her jaw tense as she chewed her lip.

Mari wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll help, Hana.”

Piper offered a weary smile. “It’s late, and you can’t sleep in there. Let’s get your stuff moved to the RV. Hana glanced at Piper’s Sprinter, then the RV. Piper nodded, understanding, but said, “I have the seats installed, no place to sleep in there. It would take half a day to switch the configuration around.”

Hana wrung her hands together, then reluctantly shrugged. “Okay, I guess it’s all we can do.”

“You can have the front to yourself,” I added. “We’ll respect your privacy.”

“I know.” She gave me a brave smile. “I just hate to be a burden to you guys.”

“You’re not,” Mari said. “I hear your concern. We’ll adjust. The important thing is to make space for you tonight. We’ll work on a more permanent solution in the morning."

I stayed back, leaning against the counter, and just watched the system recalibrate. Piper, all heart and kinetic energy, was already pulling out the sofa cushions. “It makes a huge bed, super comfy. We’ve got extra blankets, pillows, everything.”

Mari, ever the logician, pointed toward the front of the cab. “Or there’s the loft. The mattress is thinner, but it’s more private. There’s a shade you can pull all the way across.” She didn’t add the unspoken part: it was a self-contained unit—an attic with a movable barrier.

Hana’s gaze tracked from the sprawling, open space of the pull-out sofa to the enclosed darkness of the over-cab bunk. I could see the calculation in her eyes, the weighing of comfort against sovereignty. Her whole operation, Seoul Fire, was built on the principle of self-reliance. Taking help was one thing; surrendering her own space was another.

“The loft is perfect,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. It was a choice for distance—a clear boundary drawn in a space that had none.

Piper’s enthusiasm barely faltered as she pivoted to gathering linens, while Mari walked Hana through the essentials. Showed her the forward bathroom that was between the dinette and our room, and how the light switch worked, which was tricky in the dark. She also explained the unspoken rule that the first person up makes the coffee, with the machine already prepped for the morning. Hana nodded; her professional composure was a shield against the exhaustion that was visibly cracking its surface. She thanked them with a practiced politeness that felt a mile wide.

Later, the three of us retreated to the back bedroom, while Hana changed into her pajamas in the front bathroom. We’d found the ladder to the attic above the cab in one of the dinette's seat compartments. With one last check for any questions or concerns, Mari said good night and joined Piper and me, sliding the door closed with a click. It seemed louder, somehow, because it wasn't just shutting us in; it was shutting Hana out, giving her the privacy she’d chosen.

Piper was already asleep before her head hit the pillow, and Mari’s breathing evened out soon after, her hand resting on my hip as I lay on my back between my two lovers. I was bone-tired but wide-awake, staring at the ceiling.

We’d been running two systems in parallel. My team, our Winnebago. Hana, her truck. We’d worked as a team at competitions, shared a beer, and talked shop, but at the end of the day, Hana always retreated to her safe space, her truck. Our lives remained distinct orbits. Tonight, that distance had collapsed to zero. The walls of our home now contained her. Part of that understanding felt right, but I couldn’t explain why.

I listened to the familiar night sounds of the RV—the low hum of the refrigerator, the faint whisper of the air conditioning. But underneath it all was a new awareness. A subtle shift in the vehicle’s weight. The quiet presence of another person, just thirty feet away, lying in the dark above the driver’s seat. I wondered what she was thinking, surrounded by the unfamiliar smells and sounds of our life.

The competition stress, the fifth-place finish, even the broken-down truck—that wasn’t the breaking point. This was. Lying in the dark, separated by a single door, intensely aware that the carefully constructed wall between our worlds had just come down. And there was no telling how we’d reassemble the pieces.


CHAPTER 5
THE ADJUSTMENT PERIOD


I woke to the smell of coffee I hadn't brewed.

The bedside clock glowed 4:47 AM in the dark. Someone was already moving in my kitchen—precise, economical sounds. No fumbling. No cabinet doors slamming closed.

Hana.

I pulled on yesterday's jeans and a t-shirt, while Piper and Mari slept. I stood in front of our bedroom’s sliding door, the only thing separating the bedroom from the kitchen space. The RV felt smaller with four people in it. Not cramped. Just... occupied. Every cubic foot suddenly accounted for.

I silently slid the door open, closed it behind me, and there Hana stood at the counter, back to me, pouring water through a pour-over setup I'd never seen before—her own equipment. Of course, that was Hana self-sufficient and separate. The motion was meditative. Controlled. Three slow circles, pause, three more. Steam rose in the predawn dimness.

"Morning," I said in a hushed whisper. Didn't want to startle her, or wake my lovers still sleeping.

"You're up early." She spoke in a soft, quiet voice and didn't turn around. Just continued her ritual.

"So are you."

"I'm always up early." The water finished dripping. She transferred the filter to the compost container—also hers, I noticed. She had quietly integrated her systems into our already-integrated living space at four in the morning. "Coffee?"

"Please."

She poured two cups. Handed me one without meeting my eyes. Holding the cup with both hands, her fingers didn't touch mine during the transfer, maintaining a deliberate safe spacing.

I accepted the cup and leaned against the refrigerator at the edge of the kitchen. She turned back and picked up her cup, and I waved to the dinette on the far side of the small space.

"Sleep okay?" I asked.

"Fine." A pause. "The loft's comfortable. Thank you."

The formality stung. But I got it. Her boundaries were maintained through carefully choreographed politeness and professional distance.

Behind me, the bedroom door opened. Piper emerged with flush sleep-warm skin and tousled hair, wearing one of my oversized shirts and not much else. She wrapped herself around my back without thinking. Familiar weight. Her chin hooked over my shoulder, pressed a kiss under my ear.

"Coffee," she mumbled into my neck—more a demand than a question.

I felt Hana's eyes on us. Cataloging. Processing.

"Two cups are on the counter" Hana’s voice was neutral. "I made extra."

"You're a goddess." Piper pulled away from me, grabbed the cup, and nodded at Hana. “I didn’t see you there.”

Hana flicked her eyes to the dinette’s two bench seats, looked back at me, then waved me toward it. “I’d prefer to sit on the end, please.”

I nodded with a grin, sat down on the cushion, and moved closer to the window where, outside, the horizon was barely defined still two hours from sunrise. Hana slid in beside me, leaving a comfortable distance between us as Piper settled across from her, sipping her coffee and smiling. “Ryan’s gonna have to up his coffee game.”

Mari appeared from the short hallway in her sleep shirt, combing through her messy hair. “Are we waking up before five now?” Her voice was scratchy as she walked zombie-like to the coffee and poured a cup. She turned back to the dinette and her eyebrows raised. “Morning Hana, how’d you sleep?”

“I really tried not to disturb you,” Hana said, before shrugging, “The attic was snug and comfy, I’m just an early riser. Once my mind turns on, it’s over.”

Mari slid in next to Piper, who scooted down opposite me, then took a sip of her coffee. Her eyes slanted toward me. “Maybe you are replaceable, Ryan. This is great coffee, Hana.”

I laughed. “I’m learning I don’t have to be the best at everything. They’re right, it’s good coffee. Now that you don’t have a commute, maybe you can adapt to getting more sleep.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Hana said, giving me a grin. “But I don’t know if that’ll happen. I do okay with 4-5 hours most of the time.”

We finished the coffee in comfortable silence, then the morning routine kicked in. Piper claimed the bathroom first. Mari started pulling ingredients from the fridge, prepping something with cilantro and lime. I rinsed mugs at the galley sink, aware of Hana still at the dinette, laptop open now, fingers quiet on the keys.

She was the picture of a focused professional, not looking at any of us. But she was listening. I could tell by the slight tilt of her head when Mari hummed something off-key, and the way her shoulders relaxed when Piper emerged fully dressed, a cloud of coconut-scented steam following her into the main cabin.

"All yours," Piper said, squeezing past me in the galley and casually brushing her hand along my hip.

Hana's typing paused, just for a second.

I dried the mugs and hung them on their hooks. The Winnebago had decent storage, but four people meant constant spatial negotiation and the need to calculate every movement. Every passage through the narrow galley required minor choreography with three; I didn’t know how it would work with four.

Mari worked at the counter, dicing something with the precision she brought to everything. The knife made soft thumps against the cutting board. Rhythmic. Soothing. When Piper pulled a skillet out of a drawer, Mari handed off breakfast prep to her and headed back to the bedroom.

“Need anything?” I asked Hana, as I moved toward the bedroom.

She glanced up. "I'm good here. Unless⁠—"

"You're fine." I followed Mari toward the RV’s only shower, which meant timing mattered. We'd worked it out over the course of months. Piper first because she took the longest. Mari was second because she was the fastest. I went last because I didn't have a preference, but often joined one or the other for some skin-to-skin. The small square shower was really tight, but that’s what made it fun.

Where Hana would fit in the morning rotation, we'd have to figure out.

Mari stripped, while I did the same, looking over her shoulder at me. I opened my mouth to talk, and she shook her head, walking through the lingering steam into the bathroom. I followed as she turned on the shower and faced me as I joined her, sliding the glass door shut behind me.

“Words carry inside,” She said, spraying my chest with the shower head, before turning it toward her, giving me the opportunity to watch her rinse off her breasts. As both of our bodies responded to the intimate closeness of the tiny shower, I grabbed a bar of soap and soaped up her breasts as she aimed the sprayer lower and gripped my stiffening cock. “We have to be quiet.”

She hung the shower head up, and we shared the soap to lather up each other’s bodies, enjoying the lingering intimate touches. When we were clean, we shifted positions. She lifted one leg, pressing her knee against the side as she leaned into the fiberglass wall, and I lowered lightly and aligned my stiff tip with her slick folds. She moaned as I entered, but my low growl at the sensation had her reaching back to cover my mouth.

“Quiet,” she moaned, rocking back into my shallow thrusts. She stared with her big brown eyes as we made it work. With our housemates only two thin doors away, we enjoyed the challenge of sneaking one in without them noticing. “Quick,” she moaned, her hand dropping between her legs, and I felt the pressure of her rubbing her clit as I glided in and out. “We can’t take too long.”

“I don’t think it will be a problem,” I growled into her ear. The exhibitionist side of me enjoyed the idea of us being heard.

We stared at each other as we fought to stay quiet, flexing together in a frenzy. We went over the top as I watched Mari’s head toss back as she tightened around my cock, the image propelling me to my release. She turned, and I slipped out as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and we kissed in the soothing bliss from the quickie.

We toweled each other off, then moved to the bedroom to dress side by side in front of our closet. After we made the bed, another new step in our morning routine, we slid open the door to the main space. Piper saw us as we appeared, her eyes widening.

“I was telling Hana that we should test out a new fusion today,” she said louder than usual while clanging her spatula in the pan in a very un-Piper way, making more noise than usual. Her eyes shifted toward the bathroom behind us, then froze on us. We’d been busted.

“That’s a great idea,” Mari said, matching Piper’s energy as I made my way to my espresso machine to make my usual flat white.

“Can I toss out that old machine?” Hana asked as I passed. “It would make room for my pour-over flask. It makes the same amount as the drip.” The way she said drip told me she shared my sentiments about the inferior product.

“I’ll carry it over to the ‘free to share’ shelf in the campground office.” I nodded, returning to the dinette as she stood to let me in, then sat down beside me. She met my eyes and blushed but made no mention of what she may have heard from our shower shenanigans.


CHAPTER 6
THE OPERATIONAL ALIGNMENT


From there our mornings started in the same rhythm—Hana's coffee ritual of precise pour-over circles as I emerged from the bedroom. Her careful avoidance of eye contact as she greeted me. A peaceful quiet between us.

But something was slowly shifting as she grew comfortable in our space. She'd stopped apologizing for taking up space in our lives. Joined in with our morning coffee banter and smiled more often.

During Hana’s acclimation to living with us, Mari kept us busy with San Antonio prep. We had an open week on the schedule, but she wanted to keep our momentum going. The practice cooks switched to meals rather than the competition standards, giving Piper and Hana a chance to experiment with different flavors and side dishes.

This morning, Thursday, Hana worked on her laptop on the dinette table without the defensive hunch of someone ready to pack up and leave. Her pour-over flask had claimed permanent residence on the counter, as the drip machine gathered dust on the campground's free shelf. Small integrations. Territorial markers that spoke volumes, even if she wouldn't say it out loud.

I made my flat white while she worked. The espresso machine hissed and gurgled its familiar morning song.

"Sleep okay?" The same question I'd asked every morning this week.

"Fine." The same answer. But this time, she glanced up from her screen. Made eye contact for a full two seconds before looking away, offering a small smile. Progress.

Piper emerged next, sleep-warm and gravitating toward the scent of coffee like a moth to flame. I poured her a cup from Hana’s flask, and she kissed my cheek, taking the cup before sliding onto the dinette bench across from Hana.

"Morning, sunshine," Hana said, and there was the faintest hint of amusement in her voice. Her eyes lifted, and I noticed a dimple on her cheek as she smiled.

"Morning, coffee goddess." Piper grinned. "You've ruined Ryan's coffee for me forever. I hope you're proud."

"Devastated," Hana deadpanned.

Mari appeared, already dressed and focused. "Hector's coming by at nine. Said he had news about the transmission."

The casual mention landed like a stone in still water. Hana's fingers paused on her keyboard. "He texted you?"

"Yeah. Wanted to give you a heads-up." Mari poured her cup of coffee and leaned against the counter. "Sounded optimistic."

Hana's jaw tightened. The vulnerability she'd shown three days ago had been carefully packed away. Professional armor was fully restored. But I'd seen the crack. We all had.

Hector arrived at 9:03 AM, punctual. Professional. I’m sure Hana appreciated that. He knocked once, then let himself in—the privilege of family and frequent visitor status.

"Buin dìa," Hector nodded at the four of us assembled in the main cabin. His focus settled on Hana. "Got some news about your transmission."

Hana stood, shoulders back. "Good or bad?"

"Both." Hector pulled out his phone, scrolling to something. "The rebuild option's out—too much internal damage. But I found a salvage yard in Ingleside with a compatible unit. Lower mileage than yours, actually. They'll sell it to me for three grand."

I watched the calculation flash across Hana's face—three thousand for the transmission. Labor costs on top of that would be beyond her reach.

"And installation?" she asked, her thoughts in sync with mine, but her voice remained neutral.

"That's where it gets interesting." Hector grinned. "I talked to my buddy Carlos, who runs the shop. He owes me a favor—a big one. He'll swap for the cost of fluids and gaskets. Maybe five hundred, tops."

Hana blinked. "Thirty-five hundred total?"

"Yeah. And I can front the parts cost if you need time to⁠—"

"No." The word came out sharp. Hana softened it immediately. "I appreciate it, but I can cover it. When do you need the money, and when can we start?"

“There’s a scheduling issue; his shop is busy.” Hector scratched the back of his neck. The earliest he can start is the week after next.”

“So after the San Antonio competition,” Mari said. “Can you handle the transport if we’re gone?”

“Sure, mija.” Hector grinned. “But I need you guys to bring my family a barbecue dinner for the trouble.”

Mari punched him playfully. “We’ll do that anytime, cabròn.”

Hector laughed, then turned to Hana. “I’ll keep your truck at my shop; no need to keep towing it back and forth. Half upfront is usually the deal for a job like this; you can pay before you leave for San Antonio.”

“That’s very practical, thank you,” Hana said, with a shy smile. “Maybe I’ll be able to be back in business in June?”

“Have to see,” Hector said as he turned to leave. “These things can cascade, but I think we’ve got a good start.”

After Hector left, silence settled over the RV—the kind that follows a reprieve but precedes a reckoning. Hana stood very still, her phone clutched in one hand. The numbers were better than catastrophic, but were still a significant chunk of her savings.

"Thirty-five hundred," she said quietly. "Plus, I'm dead in the water until mid-June at the earliest. That's six weeks minimum with zero income.”

“Wait, are you counting your stipend?” Mari asked, and Hana looked up. When she joined the team voted to give her a stipend to cover costs and lost revenue during preps and competitions.

Hana shook her head, “I forgot about that.”

Mari moved to the dinette, pulling up a calendar on her phone. "San Antonio's in ten days. Then we've got Galveston two weeks after that, Beaumont three weeks later. You're competing with us at all three, right?"

“Yes, if you’ll have me.”

“Non-negotiable,” Piper said, sliding into the booth opposite them. “You’re on the team, we just won fifth in Corpus. We need you, Han.”

Hana gave her a flat look, then nodded. “Right, so two months of the stipend. That’s better, but I’ll still have start-up costs at the end.” She was thinking aloud, and when she realized it, she blushed and shook her head. “I can manage it. Thanks for reminding me.”

Mari leaned closer. “Does that help you breathe easier?"

Hana nodded without looking up. "June fifteenth. That's when I'll be operational again, assuming no complications."

"And in the meantime?" Piper asked, leaning her hip on the counter.

"In the meantime..." Hana saved the spreadsheet and closed the laptop with deliberate care. "I compete with you. I help prep. I earn my keep."

"You're not a charity case," I said quietly.

Her eyes met mine. "I know. But I also know what it looks like when someone carries dead weight. I won't be that."

"You couldn't be that if you tried," Mari assured her. "Your knife work alone is worth the space you're taking up."

The faintest smile crossed Hana's face. "Just the knife work?"

"Well," Piper grinned. "The coffee doesn't hurt."

We all chuckled as Hana blushed with a playful grin. “My coffee is pretty good.”

Mari nodded, then looked at me. “Okay, back to prep. Ryan, start the smoker rolling. We need to run a practice. I want to work with Hana on the rib prep. Work with Piper so she can better handle smoker operations as your backup.”

“Sure thing.” Piper slid out and stood beside me as Mari started went over the rib prep with Hana.

The plan was to do nine racks, since they came three to a package. Each rack would be prepared with a different rub and sauce treatment. Hana leaned toward Mari as she sketched out the plan on a notepad between them.

Piper snuggled into my side, smiling before she kissed me lightly and whispered. “This will be fun, getting hot and smoky with the pit boss.”

I grinned as we walked out the door and down the side of the RV towards the pit area. “Hector’s rig is nice, but it’s a little different than my Academy Sports stick burner,” I said, glancing over to where the Traeger and the old stick burner sat between the RV and the trailer. “I’ll give you the rundown as we get the fire rolling.”

I ran her through the firebox setup, then pulled out my charcoal starter chimney. “I’ve found that getting charcoal going first is quicker and easier than starting with kindling and wood. When it takes off, adding the wood still gives us the right kind of smoke.”

“What wood are we using for ribs?” Piper asked as I filled the chimney with charcoal.

“I was thinking, cherry. For the combo smokes, I don’t like the fruit woods.” After wadding up paper and stuffing the bottom, I lit it with a long match, then stepped back as the fire took hold. The charcoal would be smoldering in a few minutes.

“Anything different in how they burn? Piper asked, walking over to the stacks of various wood, and picked up a few splints from the cherry pile.

“Fruit wood doesn’t burn quick, so it’s good at keeping the temp for a long cook. The smoke isn’t as dense as mesquite or hickory. But it’s enough, it doesn’t take much with cherry. We’ll let the charcoal get going before dumping it in the box, then feed in the wood and ensure it starts.” I pulled over two of the camp chairs kept near the woodpile.

We sat, holding hands, watching the fire burn.

“You know, you’re sending out big Dad vibes with how you’ve accepted Hana into the fold?” She smiled as she lowered her voice.

“Oh,” I smirked. “Is that a good thing?”

“What do you think, food daddy?” She leaned over and kissed me.

Just as we started to deepen the kiss, we heard the door open at the front of the trailer. Piper breathlessly broke it off and leaned back in her chair. I got up and grabbed the chimney filled with smoldering charcoal, bending and hiding my growing erection. My back was turned as Hana and Mari walked along the side and appeared on the edge of the pit area.

“Fire ready?” Mari asked, looking back and forth at Piper and me, as Hana looked between the chimney and the open firebox.

“Oh, yeah. Fire is going,” Piper said, squeezing her thighs together.

“Just putting in the charcoal,” I replied, still hunched over to pour the charcoal into the firebox. “We’re using cherry wood for the ribs. Smoker should be up to temp in thirty or so.”

“Great,” Mari looked over at Piper. “Do you want to help us season the ribs, Pipes?”

Piper looked at me and bit her lip, as her eyes smoldered with arousal from our interrupted kiss. “Uh, sure, no problem.”

The three girls walked back along the side to the RV entrance, and I heard their footsteps inside as they made their way to the kitchen. Without company, I adjusted myself and found a comfortable angle, before checking the charcoal. I added three splints atop the hot coils, opened the dampers as the wood began to smolder, then shut the door. I walked along the smoker, checking the temps. Hot in the rear near the firebox, cooler in the front, and light white smoke drifting out of the chimney.

By the time girls returned with three trays of ribs, the smoker had settled right at 250º. I opened the chamber doors and smoke billowed out as they laid nine racks of ribs on the grates. They were already sweating with the seasoning, creating a lovely sheen from the three different rub treatments.

Mari looked at me, then at Piper, and gave her a slight nod.

Piper tilted her head, confused for a moment, before she jumped up, eyes bright. “Oh, Ryan. I, uh, need your help. Uhm… I think there is a leak in the shower area. Come look at it.”

That was strange, I didn’t remember seeing a leak earlier.

“Hana and I will watch the fire,” Mari said, winking at me while Hana stared at one of the thermometer’s dials.

I got the hint and tried to come up with something to say. “I should, uh… grab my tool bag.” Piper trailed me into the pull-along trailer while I grabbed the small tool bag I stored in there.

“Come on,” Piper said, hurrying past Mari and Hana as they sat in the camp chairs. “We don’t want the leak to get worse!”

I shook my head as my cock stirred. Since Hana moved in, and the shower thing with Mari, both her and Piper had conspired to give each other time alone with me. Who was I to object?

Piper hurried ahead of me down the length of the trailer, and I played my part, following her and even peaking into the shower as she stepped back enough to let me in the door.

“Found the leak,” she whispered as I turned back toward her. She was sitting on the small counter, her shorts in a pile on the floor, and her tanned thighs spread open as she teased herself with her fingers.

“This is serious, ma’am,” I said, kneeling in the space between the counter and the toilet. “I need to get a good look at this.”

I nuzzled into her folds, and she moaned, fingers tightening in my hair. “I don’t know how it happened.” She improvised, then whispered. “It’s those hot daddy vibes you’re emitting. I’ve been soaked since our kiss.”

I smiled as I licked her flowing juices and flicked the tip across her clit, happy to hear how my woman found me sexy. “I had a hard time since then, too,” I said, rising and pushing my shorts down, releasing my stiffness.

Our eyes met, and I couldn’t look away from her bright blue eyes as I nudged my tip into her folds. We stared at each other as I pushed inside. The counter was just the right height, and Piper wrapped her legs around my hips.

“You’re so good, knowing what to do,” she said as I started rocking into her. “You get right to work, fixing things, don’t you. Just like a good daddy.” Her voice was louder at first before whispering the last sentence. I grinned, kissing her to keep her quiet, realizing that Mari and Hana were sitting literally feet away on the other side of the RV’s wall.

“Oh fuck,” Piper whined against my lips. “I needed this, fuck me.”

The raw want in her husky whisper made me throb, and knowing that we had a potential audience added to my rising arousal. Snapping my hips to slam deeper, the back of the RV shook slightly. I was too far gone to keep myself back, and Piper wrapped her arms around my neck, biting my shoulder as she held on. It was fast and hot, and wasn’t long before she shattered. Feeling her tighten, I thrust my hips, shooting my load into her.

Breathless, we leaned together, kissing as our foreheads met. Our bodies shook with blissful tremors as we ground our hips into each other. When I pulled away, she sighed and smiled, holding me tight.

“I’m serious, Ryan. The way you take care of all three of us has me horny all the time. Dad vibes are my catnip.”

I grinned, then slowly pulled back until I slid out. “Do you think Hana would let me help her?”

Piper looked down at my softening cock, then back up, smirking. “She’d be crazy not to.”

Tucking myself away, laughing, I explained my shift in thought. “No, I mean, I can handle the cost of her repairs. Would she accept my help?”

Piper slid to her feet, then bent to pull on her cutoff shorts. She sighed as she fastened the button. “I love your heart, babe. But you know what I’m about to say. Are you solving her problem with your money? Are you trying to buy her loyalty?” She tilted her head, her blue eyes wide, as she bit her lip.

“I don’t want to do either of those things,” I grunted, feeling frustrated. “I just wish she’d let us in, you know? We are a team. She is as much Chef’s Kiss as any of us.” I looked into her baby blue eyes. “Do you think I’m buying your loyalty?”

“No, not at all, daddy. This is our life; it’s our passion, and our agreement outlines how your money is balanced with shared power. Hana doesn’t have any power. And you,” she pressed lightly on my chest, grinning, “are very hard to say no to. You need to be patient.”

“You’re right,” I said, bending to kiss her. I picked up my tool bag and waggled it for effect, making the tools clang together. “There. The leak has been addressed.” My voice boomed louder in the compact space of the bathroom.

“You’re so good with your hands!” Piper exclaimed, grinning. “Amongst other things.”

We held hands as we went back out to join the other two in the pit. Mari saw us around the corner first and grinned knowingly. Hana glanced at Piper’s flushed face, and then at me. Piper froze, and I paused before holding up my tool bag. “Piper, can you help me put the tools away?”

“Uh, sure,” she said, gripping my hand tighter and dragging me around the corner and into the empty kitchen trailer.

“We’re so busted.” Piper hissed, looking at me.

I shrugged and placed the tool bag in its place. Through the open side of the trailer, Mari and Hana's voices carried clearly from the pit area on the breeze off the gulf.

"They're not subtle," Hana said quietly.

"No," Mari agreed. "They're really not."

I froze, and Piper stared at me, eyes widening, then held her fingers over my mouth.

"Does it bother you? When they..." Hana trailed off.

"When they fuck?" Mari's bluntness made me wince. "No. It makes me happy, actually. Knowing they're taking care of each other."

A long pause. I could picture Hana processing that, her mind working through an equation that didn't compute.

"That's... not a typical response," Hana finally said.

"We're not a typical arrangement." Mari's voice carried the patient authority she used when explaining a new process to be adopted in our practices. "But it works for us. Love doesn't divide when you bring people together. It multiplies."

"I don't understand that." Hana's honesty cut through the afternoon heat.

"You don't have to,” Mari said before pausing. "But I see you watching us. Trying to figure out how we work."

Piper’s face broke into a grin, still holding her hand over my mouth. “She totally does,” Piper hissed. “When you and Mari walked out of the shower…”

"I'm not—" Hana started.

"You are. And it's okay." Mari's tone stayed gentle. "I did the same thing when I first met Ryan and Piper. Kept looking for the cracks, jealousy, resentment, the inevitable collapse. Know what I found?"

"What?"

“I discovered their closeness made me happy. It’s called compersion–a term I learned later, but I felt it when we first met. The feeling of happiness watching someone you care about experience joy. Piper and Ryan together make me happy. I don’t feel jealous or excluded. Just happily content.”

“Do you think Piper feels the same about Ryan and you?”

“I’m sure she does. Just like Ryan’s happy when Piper and I have time together.” Mari said.

Piper managed to grin even wider, nodding. Then, hugging me around the neck, breathed quietly in my ear. “I totally do, I love watching Mari and you. I love us so damn much.”

“Same with me,” I muttered against Piper’s temple. “You and Mari together makes me just… happy isn’t enough, you know?”

“Right.” She pulled back and looked at me, smiling as her eyes welled with tears that she brushed away.

We couldn’t hear Mari and Hana anymore, but Piper pushed against my chest. I stepped back and took a beat to process what I'd heard. Compersion. The word gave shape to something I'd felt but couldn't name. Hana and Mari were silent, so Piper nodded at me, taking my hand as we turned and walked around the edge of the trailer. They were standing at the smoker, looking at the ribs. Mari glanced back at me, eyebrow raised. I nodded, feeling the question in her expression.

“How much longer on the ribs? I was thinking we could all watch a movie together after dinner. That new series is out on Netflix.”

“I’m in,” Piper said, walking up to look at the ribs over their shoulders. “I get dibs on sitting with Hana.”

Hana blushed, but looked at Piper for a long moment, her fingers drumming against her thigh, before answering in a way that surprised me, “Okay. That sounds... nice. But we need to wrap it up early. I’m going to sleep on the pull-out tonight. Mari’s right about the attic being a bit cramped.”

“I’ll go find the sheets. I think I know where we put them. Be right back.” Piper hurried back to the RV’s front door.

I glanced at Mari, who gave a slight nod, before following behind Piper. The sleeping arrangement shift wasn't just practical—it was Hana choosing to be closer to us, literally and figuratively.

"Pull-out's comfortable," I said, keeping my tone neutral. "We can help set it up after the movie.”

Hana turned back to the smoker, checking the temperature gauge. "These need another hour, then we wrap and sauce?"

"Yeah," I said, moving beside her, feeling a gravity between us. "Three-two-one method. Three hours unwrapped, two wrapped, one with sauce to set the glaze."

She nodded, her dark eyes tracking the thin stream of cherry smoke curling from the chimney. "Your fire management is really good. Consistent heat, clean smoke. That's harder than it looks with a stick burner."

The compliment landed differently than it would have a week ago. Less professional assessment, more personal observation. The double meaning left unsaid in the quiet between us.

"Learned from a lot of mistakes," I said. "Ruined more briskets than I can count before I figured it out."

"That's the only way to learn." She adjusted the intake damper a fraction. “Trial and error.” She glanced at me, her smile shifting as she spoke. “I placed forty-fifth out of fifty teams in my first competition. The judges' comments were brutal."

"But you kept at it.”

“Yeah.” Her lips curved into that small, private smile. “I don’t give up on things.

Mari appeared with two beers and passed them to us. "Ribs look good. Color's developing nicely."

"Cherry's doing its job," Hana said, accepting the bottle. She grinned as the sexual tension between us broke. “Not too heavy, just enough to complement the pork."

The three of us stood there in comfortable silence, watching smoke and drinking beer while the Gulf breeze carried the scent of sweet wood and rendering fat across the compound. Piper returned, humming a song she’d been listening to on repeat for a few days.

"She's happy," Hana observed quietly.

"She is," Mari agreed. "We all are. We want you to be too."

Hana's fingers danced against her beer bottle before she gave that nod of hers, like she accepted a new understanding of the swirling attraction between us. “We should make coleslaw to have with the ribs. Piper, want to show me your jalapeño dressing?”

Piper grinned mid hum, then nodded and reached for Hana’s hand. “Let’s do it, girl.”

They walked back to the front door, and I stepped beside Mari, with my hand around her hip. She leaned against my side as her hand slid along my waist. “You heard her while you were putting away the tools?”

“Both of you,” I said, letting my smile grow. “This is about to get interesting.”

“Can’t go too fast,” Mari said, turning and resting her hands on my chest, looking up at me with adoration. “This is all new to her. I don’t think she’s ever had a boyfriend.”

“She’s worth the wait.”

“She is.” Mari smiled, and we went to sit in the chairs as the ribs soaked under the blanket of cherry smoke.


CHAPTER 7
THE CULINARY CONNECTION


The San Antonio fairgrounds sprawled before us in the Hill Country heat. It was a different beast than the humid coastal air we'd grown used to. Drier. Hotter. A cloud of mesquite smoke already hanging in the air carried a sharper bite than our usual post oak blend.

I eased the Winnebago through the competitor’s entrance, our custom trailer obediently following behind us. Piper's Sprinter brought up the rear, loaded with last-minute supplies we'd picked up in New Braunfels. In the passenger seat, Mari consulted her phone, calling out our assigned space.

"C-14," Mari said. "Two rows from the main pavilion."

I spotted it and started the wide turn. The setup had become second nature over the past month—Houston, Corpus, now San Antonio. What had felt like controlled chaos in February now flowed with practiced efficiency.

Hana exited the main cabin as I came to a stop, already moving with purpose. No hesitation about where things went anymore. No awkward hovering while waiting for direction. She knew our system now, and had claimed her place in it.

I watched her stride to the trailer hitch and release the safety chains before Mari joined her as I monitored them through the rear camera. They guided the tongue jack down while I edged the Winnebago forward, and the trailer settled onto the concrete with a solid thunk.

"That's locked," Hana called, already moving to the next task as I took a lap around and pulled into our spot perpendicular to the trailer. Piper pulled the Sprinter alongside, windows down, music drifting out—something upbeat and Spanish she'd been playing on repeat, no doubt, for the last hundred miles. She hopped out and surveyed our plot with her hands on her hips.

“This is nice,” she announced, grinning. "We can see straight into Los Torres's setup from here."

I followed her gaze. Two rows over, the massive crimson gooseneck trailer gleamed in the afternoon sun. Salvador Torres stood beside his custom smoker, arms crossed, watching his crew work. His eyes drifted toward us across the distance. No wave. No nod. Just that same assessing stare we'd gotten in Houston.

Mari appeared at my elbow. "He's keeping tabs."

"Let him," I said. "We're not here for him."

"No," she agreed with a mercurial grin. "But it doesn't hurt that he's watching when we place."

Hana and Piper were already unloading equipment from the trailer—the practiced choreography of two people who'd found their rhythm. Hana's surgical precision met Piper's enthusiastic energy, and somehow it worked. Knives, cutting boards, spice containers, all flowing from storage to prep stations in a steady stream.

"You want to workshop that Korean-citrus glaze idea tonight?" Piper asked, passing Hana a container of gochugaru.

Hana paused, surprise flickering across her face. "You remembered that?"

"Of course I did." Piper's grin was genuine, warm. "It's brilliant."

The small smile that crossed Hana's face—rare, unguarded—told me everything I needed to know about where this weekend was headed.

Setup took forty minutes. The wings and awning extended from the RV’s side, smokers positioned, prep tables arranged in our established configuration. Every movement was economical, every decision had already been made through repetition. We'd become a machine—four parts working in concert.

By the time a guy named Bill, whom we’d met in Port Aransas two months ago, stopped by to say hello, we were operational. Hector's custom smoker sat ready, firebox clean, vents adjusted. My old Academy Sports stick burner flanked it—backup and overflow capacity. The Traeger rounded out our arsenal, with its Wi-Fi connectivity enabling remote monitoring and temperature control.

"Y'all look professional now," Bill observed, hands on his hips. He ran a catering company out of Boerne and competed in the amateur division. "Not like those wide-eyed kids who showed up in Port Aransas."

Mari laughed. "We're still learning."

"Maybe. But you're learning fast." Bill’s gaze traveled to our prep area, where Hana was arranging knives with the precision of a surgeon laying out instruments. "Four of you now?"

"Yeah," I said. "Hana joined us after Port Aransas."

"The Korean fusion truck?" Bill’s eyebrows rose. "Smart move. I've tasted her food. Girl's got skills."

As if summoned by the compliment, Hana glanced up. Made brief eye contact with Bill, offered a slight nod of acknowledgment, then returned to her work. Professional. Contained. But present in a way she hadn't been even two weeks ago.

The afternoon bled into evening. We prepped proteins—trimming briskets, removing membrane from rib racks, and breaking down pork shoulders. The familiar rhythm settled over us, punctuated by the sounds of a hundred other teams doing the same. Knives sliding along cutting boards. Cooler lids slamming. Distant laughter and trash talk between neighboring crews.

At seven, Mari called a break. "Dinner, then we start the overnight cook at ten. Piper, you and Hana want to work on that glaze?"

"Yes," Piper said immediately, already pulling ingredients from our spice bins.

Hana hesitated for just a beat—that familiar tell of internal processing—then nodded. "I'll grab my notebook."

They disappeared into the kitchen trailer while Mari and I handled dinner in the RV. Simple stuff—sandwiches from the deli meat and cheese we'd stocked, chips, cold beer. After dropping of plates for the girls, Mari and I ate at the dinette. Watching out the window as the sun painted the Hill Country sky in shades of orange and pink.

"They're good together," Mari observed quietly.

I followed her gaze across the angle of our two vehicles. Piper and Hana stood shoulder to shoulder at the prep table, Hana's notebook open between them. Piper said something that made Hana's lips curve—not quite a smile, but close. Progress.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They are."

"How do you feel about that?"

The question landed soft but significant. Mari's dark eyes held mine, searching.

"Honestly?" I took a pull from my beer, considering. "I feel good. Watching them work together, seeing Hana open up..." I paused, trying to find the right words. "It's like watching you organize a complex logistics problem. Or Piper create something beautiful from scratch. Pure talent. It's⁠—"

"Sexy," Mari finished.

"Yeah." I grinned. "That."

She leaned against my side, her head resting on my shoulder. "We're building something complicated here. All four of us.”

"We are."

"You okay with complicated?"

I pressed a kiss to her temple. "I'm okay with this."

By eight PM, the kitchen trailer had transformed into a laboratory. I'd started the fire in Hector's smoker—charcoal base with post oak splints smoldering and feeding aromatic smoke into the chamber. The temperature climbed steadily toward our target of 250°F, and I adjusted dampers with the muscle memory of repetition.

But I kept getting drawn back to the pair in the trailer.

Piper and Hana worked in a bubble of focused intensity. Ingredients covered every available surface—gochugaru in a shallow bowl, its earthy red flakes catching the overhead light. Fresh lime zest in precise piles. Cilantro stems were separated from leaves with surgical precision—small containers of fish sauce, rice vinegar, and sesame oil.

"The fermentation needs time we don't have," Hana was saying, her voice carrying that particular tone she got when problem-solving. "Traditional gochujang takes months. We've got hours."

"So we fake it," Piper said, not a question. "Speed-run the umami."

"Exactly." Hana reached for the fish sauce. "This gives us the fermented funk. Rice vinegar adds the tang. Sesame oil rounds it out."

"That's genius." Piper watched Hana measure with the intensity of a student observing a master. "You're basically hacking Korean barbecue."

"I've had to get creative on tight timelines before." Hana's small smile appeared again. "Running a truck solo means adapting fast."

I leaned against the side of the RV, content to observe. The door openend and Mari appeared, two fresh beers in hand. She passed me one without a word, and we watched the pair in comfortable silence.

"They're in the zone," I said quietly.

"Like watching you and me work through a logistics problem." Mari's voice carried warmth. "It's beautiful."

"Yeah. It really is."

Piper had started a reduction—the mixture hissing as it hit the hot pan. Steam rose, carrying complex layers of scent. Sweet and heat, and that indefinable umami depth that made your mouth water. Hana leaned close, inhaling, her eyes closing for a moment of pure sensory assessment.

"More acid," she said. "Just a touch."

Piper added lime juice in careful drops, tasting between each addition. "There. Right there."

"Perfect."

They stood shoulder to shoulder, staring down at the simmering glaze with identical expressions of satisfaction. Piper said something too quiet for me to hear, and Hana laughed—that rare, unguarded sound that felt like a gift every time I’d heard it.

Something shifted in my chest. Not jealousy. Not exclusion. Just... recognition. The same feeling I got watching Mari direct a complex setup, or Piper plate a dish with artistic precision. Competence meeting competence, creating something neither could achieve alone.

"You're smiling," Mari observed.

"I am."

"Good." She squeezed my hand. "That's exactly right."

At 9 PM, they emerged from the trailer. Flour dusted Hana's dark shirt. Piper had a smudge of gochugaru on her cheek like war paint. Both of them were laughing about something—some inside joke born in the crucible of creation.

"We've got it," Piper announced, holding up a mason jar filled with dark red glaze. "Korean-citrus fusion. Sweet, heat, acid, umami. It's going to blow their minds."

"Or get us disqualified for being too weird," Hana added, but her eyes sparkled.

"No such thing as too weird," Mari said. "Just too boring. And this—" She took the jar, held it up to the light. "This is definitely not boring."

I checked the smoker temps. Steady at 250°F, clean smoke rolling from the chimney. "Briskets go on in an hour. Everyone should try to grab some sleep."

"I'll take first watch," Hana offered immediately.

"We'll both take it," Piper corrected, bumping Hana's shoulder with her own. "Someone needs to make sure you don't over-analyze the fire management. We’ll get the roasts on, you guys get some rest.”

"I don't over-analyze,” Hana complained.

"You absolutely do."

"That's just called being thorough."

Their banter continued as they settled into camp chairs near the smoker. Mari and I exchanged glances—the kind of wordless communication that came from months of reading each other.

"They're going to be okay," she said quietly.

"Better than okay," I agreed.

We retreated to the Winnebago, leaving them to their watch. Through the window, I could see them silhouetted against the fire's glow—two figures in easy conversation, the distance between them shrinking with every passing hour.

The two of us moved through our evening routine, undressing, showering together, and brushing our teeth. Mari unfolded the pull-out bed while I lowered the loft so Hana had options when her shift was over.

But as Mari curled against my side in our bed, I couldn't stop thinking about what I'd witnessed. The way Hana's walls had dissolved in the creative process. The way Piper had drawn her out without pushing.

"They're good together," Mari whispered in the darkness, like she could sense my thoughts.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

Tomorrow would test whether their creative chemistry would hold up under the pressure of competition. But tonight, I let myself hope the sparks between them would continue to build.
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Dawn crept over the Hill Country in shades of gray and gold. I woke hearing a low murmur of voices outside the RV and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

Mari stirred beside me. "They're still up?"

"Sounds like it. And we overslept.”

We dressed quickly and emerged to find two of our four camp chairs occupied. Piper and Hana sat close together, shoulders nearly touching, nursing mugs of coffee. Their conversation had the easy flow of people who'd talked through the night and found comfortable silences between the words.

"Morning," Piper said, grinning. “Hana’s coffee is ready."

"Of course it is,” I said, pouring two cups from the flask. The brew was perfect—rich, balanced, precisely the right temperature.

Hana checked her watch. "Briskets should hit the stall in about two hours. Pork's another hour behind that."

"And you two have been up all night monitoring temps?" Mari asked.

"Someone had to," Hana said, but there was no defensiveness in it. Just a statement of fact.

Piper stretched, joints popping. "We took turns napping. Mostly. Kind of."

"Mostly," I repeated, noting the shadows under both their eyes. "How about you both grab real sleep now? Mari and I can handle the morning shift."

They exchanged glances—some wordless communication I couldn't quite read. Then Hana nodded. "Okay. Wake us at nine for the wrap?"

"Will do."

I watched them walk toward the RV, their movements synchronized in that way people develop when they've spent hours in close proximity. The door closed behind them with a soft click.

"They bonded," Mari observed.

"They did."

"Over sauce development and fire management."

"Is there a better way?" I asked, grinning.

Mari laughed, pressing close to my side. "Not for people like us."

The morning unfolded in practiced rhythm. I monitored the smokers while Mari prepped our mise en place, that’s the fancy culinary term for getting all our shit together, for the day's turn-ins. Other teams stirred to life around us—the familiar sounds of competition day building toward its crescendo.

At nine, I knocked on the RV door before entering. Found Piper and Hana both asleep on the pull-out bed, Piper sprawled on her back, Hana curled on her side, facing her. Not touching, but close. Comfortable.

"Rise and shine," I called softly. "Wrap time in thirty minutes."

Piper groaned, throwing an arm over her eyes. Hana sat up immediately, all business despite only three hours of sleep.

"Temps?" she asked.

"Brisket's at 165º. Pork's at 160º. Right on schedule."

"Good." She stood, reaching down to shake Piper's shoulder. "Come on. We've got work to do."

By ten, we were in full operational mode. The briskets came off, got wrapped in pink butcher paper with a splash of beef tallow, then went back on to push through the stall. Pork shoulders followed the same protocol. Ribs went on naked, ready for their three-hour smoke before the wrap.

Chicken would be last—the sprint category, done in ninety minutes right before turn-in.

The fairgrounds hummed with controlled chaos. A hundred teams executing the same basic protocols with infinite variations. The air was thick with smoke—mesquite, hickory, oak, cherry, apple—a symphony of wood and fire.

At noon, Mari called us together for a quick team meeting.

"Turn-in schedule," she said, consulting her phone. "Chicken at one-thirty. Ribs at two. Pork at two-thirty. Brisket at three. We're running tight on the ribs—they need the glaze applied no later than one-forty to set properly."

"I'll handle the glaze timing," Hana said.

"I'll help," Piper added immediately.

Mari's lips curved. "I figured you would. Ryan, you're on temp monitoring and pull timing. I'll handle box prep and final assembly."

We nodded. The system was clear, roles defined. No confusion, no wasted motion.

The afternoon compressed into a blur of focused intensity. Chicken thighs hit the Traeger at noon, skin already glistening with Piper's signature rub. Ribs came off at one-thirty, and Hana immediately started applying the Korean-citrus glaze with a silicone brush—thin, even coats that built up into a lacquered sheen.

I watched her work. Every stroke deliberate, precise. The glaze caught the light, dark red with flecks of green from the cilantro. It smelled incredible—sweet heat with that bright citrus pop cutting through.

"That's going to be interesting," I said.

"That's the idea," Hana replied, not looking up from her task.

Piper stood beside her, holding the jar of glaze, ready to refill the brush as needed. They'd fallen into a rhythm—Hana's hand would extend the brush, Piper would take it, dip it, and pass it back. Seamless. Practiced.

Turn-ins went like clockwork.

One-thirty: Six perfect chicken thighs, skin mahogany and crisp, arranged in the styrofoam box like jewelry.

Two: Ribs, cut and stacked, that fusion glaze gleaming under the harsh Texas sun.

Two-thirty: Pulled pork, money muscle sliced and fanned, the rest pulled and glistening with Piper's traditional sauce.

Three: Brisket. The moment of truth. I made the first slice, and the knife glided through with almost no resistance. Perfect smoke ring. Bark like midnight. The flat held its shape but jiggled with moisture.

We plated our best brisket slices—alternating flat and point cuts, each showcasing the smoke ring and tenderness. Mari added a final touch of parsley garnish, then sealed the lid.

Done.

After the turn in, we collapsed into our camp chairs, the adrenaline crash hitting hard—four exhausted people who'd just executed eighteen hours of continuous cooking under pressure.

"Beer," Piper croaked.

Mari produced four Shiners from the cooler. We drank in silence, too tired for conversation, too wired to fully relax.

The awards ceremony started at four-thirty.

We cleaned up as best we could—changed into Chef’s Kiss branded T-shirts, washed faces, tried to look presentable. The main pavilion was packed with competitors and spectators, the energy crackling with anticipation.

Categories were called in order: Chicken, Ribs, Pork, Brisket. Then overall.

Chicken results: Nothing. We didn't place top three.

I felt Hana tense beside me. This was her category, her specialty. Not placing had to sting.

Then ribs.

"Third place," the announcer's voice boomed through the speakers, "with a score of 176 out of 180... from Corpus Christi, Texas... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

The world stopped.

Piper shrieked, throwing her arms around Hana. Mari grabbed my hand, squeezing hard enough to hurt. We stumbled forward through the crowd toward the stage, and I heard applause, saw faces turning to watch us.

Our first call. Our first public recognition.

The trophy was small—cheap plastic on a fake marble base. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

We stood on that stage, the four of us, and I looked out at the crowd. Found Salvador Torres standing near the back, arms crossed. Our eyes met across the distance.

He gave a single, barely perceptible nod. It wasn’t approval or congratulations—just acknowledgment. We'd earned our place.

The rest of the ceremony blurred. Pork and brisket were called—we didn't place in the top three in either. But it didn't matter. We had our trophy, our validation.

Afterward, we collected the full results printout from the judges' table. Mari scanned it, her operational mind already processing data.

"Fourth overall," she read. "Out of ninety-three teams."

"Brisket was fifth,” I noted, looking over her shoulder. "Pork fourth. Chicken sixth.”

"The chicken needs work," Hana said quietly. Her jaw was tight, that familiar self-criticism creeping in.

"We all need work," Mari countered. "That's why we practice. But look at this—" She tapped the ribs score. "176 out of 180. That fusion glaze scored nines and tens across the board for creativity."

Piper bumped Hana's shoulder. "Your gochugaru made the difference."

"Your acid balance made it work," Hana deflected.

"You both made it work," I said firmly. "That's the point."

Hana met my eyes, and something passed between us—understanding, maybe. Or acceptance. She gave a slight nod.

We walked back to our setup through the late afternoon heat. Other teams were already breaking down, loading trailers, heading out. We had until tomorrow morning to leave, so there was no rush.

"Let's read the judges' comments," Mari suggested, pulling out the scorecards.

We gathered around the prep table. Mari distributed the cards—one for each category, filled with handwritten notes and numerical scores.

Hana read the ribs card aloud: "Bold fusion approach, expertly executed. This team knows how to innovate without losing fundamentals. Glaze application was flawless—sweet, heat, and acid in perfect balance."

She looked up at Piper, and something passed between them. Pride. Recognition. Connection.

Then the chicken card: "Skin lacking crispness. Smoke flavor is underdeveloped. Meat was tender but needed more seasoning penetration."

"That's on me," Hana said immediately. "I rushed the brine time."

"We all rushed it," Piper corrected. "The timing was tight."

"Still. I should have⁠—"

"Hana." Mari's voice cut through the self-recrimination. "We're a team. We win together, we lose together, we learn together. Got it?"

Hana's fingers drummed against her thigh. Then she nodded. "Got it."

We spent another hour reviewing every score, every comment, cataloging lessons for next time. Mari took notes in her systematic way, already building our improvement plan for Galveston.

By seven, exhaustion had fully settled in. The adrenaline that had carried us through the day evaporated, leaving behind bone-deep fatigue and the particular ache that came from eighteen hours on your feet managing fire and meat.

"Dinner?" I suggested halfheartedly.

"Too tired to cook," Piper mumbled.

"Tacos from that truck two rows over?" Mari offered.

We nodded in agreement and trudged over to order. Ate standing around the island in the Winnebago, too tired even for conversation. The tacos were good—al pastor with grilled pineapple—but I barely tasted them.

"Movie?" Piper suggested afterward, stifling a yawn. “Nothing too deep?”

"Sure," I said.

I hit the button to raise the TV from the cabinet, the top opening as the flat black screen rose. The space felt smaller with four of us, but in a comfortable way now. Familiar. Mari and I claimed the sofa. Piper grabbed floor cushions and sprawled out. Hana hesitated, then settled at the dinette, physically separate but present.

I scrolled through Netflix until we found something—some action movie with explosions and a plot thin enough not to require attention. Perfect.

The movie played. I barely registered what was happening on screen. Instead, I found myself watching Hana.

She sat with perfect posture, hands folded on the table, eyes on the screen. But her shoulders carried tension. Her jaw was tight. She was enduring our proximity.

Beside me, Mari's breathing had already evened out into sleep. Piper's eyes were closed, her face relaxed.

On screen, something exploded. Hana didn't react.

The movie ended around nine-thirty. Mari stirred, blinking awake.

"Bedtime," she announced, standing and stretching.

Piper yawned in agreement. "I'll take the attic."

Hana stood immediately, moving to the pull-out bed. As Mari and I moved away, she started unfolding it with mechanical precision, her movements efficient but somehow lonely.

Piper climbed the ladder to the loft, settled in with a rustle of blankets.

Mari and I retreated to the back bedroom. She changed quickly and slid under the covers.

"You okay?" she asked quietly.

"Yeah. Just thinking."

"About?"

"Hana. How hard this must be for her. Having nowhere to go. No space that's just hers."

Mari reached for my hand. "She's doing better than you think. Did you see her with Piper today? The way they worked together?"

"I did."

"That's progress. Real progress." She squeezed my fingers. "Give her time."

I kissed her forehead. "You're right."

We settled into the familiar comfort of our bed, Mari curling against my side. Through the thin wall, I could hear the quiet sounds of Hana preparing for sleep—the rustle of fabric, the creak of the pull-out bed frame.

Then silence.

Ten minutes passed. Fifteen.

Then, so quiet I almost missed it:

"Piper?"

Hana's voice, barely above a whisper.

"Yeah?" Piper's response came from the loft.

"Are you... are you awake?"

"Can't sleep. Too wired from the day."

"Me too."

A pause. I held my breath, listening.

"Do you want to come down here?" Hana asked. "So we can whisper and not wake them up?"

The creak of the loft ladder. The soft pad of feet on the floor. The rustle of blankets as Hana shifted to make room.

"This okay?" Piper's voice was gentle.

"Yeah. It's... nice. Not being alone."

"You don't have to be alone. Not if you don't want to be."

Beside me, Mari had gone still. Listening. I felt her smile against my shoulder.

Their voices continued, too quiet now for me to make out words. Just the soft murmur of conversation in the darkness.

I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, feeling something shift in the space around us. Not dramatic. Not sudden. Just... inevitable.

Like watching smoke find its way through the chamber of a well-built pit. Natural. Right.

Eventually, their voices faded into silence. I heard Piper's breathing even out into her particular rhythm of sleep.

Hana stayed awake longer. I could tell by the quality of the quiet—the kind that comes from someone thinking, processing, feeling.

Then her breathing changed, too. Slower. Deeper.

Sleep.

I closed my eyes, Mari warm against my side, and let the exhaustion pull me under.

Tomorrow we will pack up. Drive back to Pelican Point. Process everything that had happened here—the placement, the fusion glaze success, the shift in our team dynamic.

But tonight, we'd rest.

All four of us.

Together.


CHAPTER 8
THE CONFESSION CRUCIBLE


We pulled into Pelican Point mid-afternoon after a three-hour drive, the Winnebago's engine ticking as it cooled. Behind us, Piper's Sprinter crunched over gravel, parking in its familiar spot beside the trailer.

Hana had spent the drive working silently at the dinette, her laptop open, fingers moving across her keyboard as she edited spreadsheets I didn't need to see to understand—recalculating budgets, adjusting timelines, processing the week's competition results with the same precision she brought to everything.

"Home," Mari said from the passenger seat. The word felt right as the RV settled into place.

Unpacking had become a four-person choreography. No one assigned tasks anymore. Hana grabbed the cooler from the trailer without being asked; Mari handled the spice bins; Piper stripped linens for washing; and I dealt with the smoker equipment. We moved around each other with practiced efficiency, a machine that had found its rhythm.

"Look at you," Piper said, watching Hana carry the last load of equipment into the trailer. "Claiming tasks like you live here."

Hana paused, a small smile crossing her face. "Don't I?"

The question hung in the air for a beat—not rhetorical, not quite serious, but testing the waters.

"Yeah," I said quietly. "You do."

Mari nodded, her approval subtle but clear. Piper just grinned.

My phone buzzed.

Hector:


Parts came in early. Starting transmission work on Tuesday. Should be done by next Friday.




I showed Hana the text. She read it, her expression unreadable, then nodded. "Good timing. We'll be in Galveston this weekend anyway."

That was it. No anxiety about the cost, no defensive independence. Just practical acceptance that her truck would be ready when we got back.

By six, we'd settled into our evening routine. The galley kitchen became our command center, with all four of us working in the tight space, the comfortable crowding of familiarity. Mari diced onions while Piper seasoned fish. Hana prepped vegetables with her precise knife work that never failed to catch my attention. I seared tilapia in a cast-iron skillet. I’d rather be in the kitchen with everyone than out in the outdoor kitchen alone.

"The chicken issue," Hana said, not looking up from her knife work. "I think we're over-brining. The Korean method uses a shorter brine time with a higher salt concentration. It penetrates faster without waterlogging the skin."

Piper stopped mid-motion, her eyes lighting up. "That's genius. Why didn't I think of that?"

"Because you were thinking Western technique," Hana said. "Sometimes you need a different lens."

Mari leaned against the counter, surveying the four of us with satisfaction. "This is why we work. Four different lenses on the same problem."

The observation landed quietly, but I felt its significance. Not three people plus one. Four lenses. A quartet.

Dinner was fish tacos assembled at the counter, eaten standing because sitting felt like too much effort after the long drive. Conversation flowed easily—competition debrief, practice cook planning for tomorrow, Galveston logistics for the weekend.

"We should test the Korean brine tomorrow," Mari said, making notes on her phone. "Full practice cook. See if it solves the crispness issue."

"I'll prep it tonight," Hana offered. "Get the salt ratio right."

"I'll help," Piper added immediately.

They worked together at the dinette table after dinner, measuring and mixing after Mari and I handled dinner cleanup. We watched them from the sofa, reading on our Kindles. Their heads bent together with Piper asking questions, Hana explaining with serene patience. The creative partnership that had emerged in San Antonio was deepening, becoming something more than just professional collaboration.

"They're good together," Mari murmured beside me as she looked up from her book.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

Around eight, Piper suggested a movie. Something light, she said. No one had the energy for anything demanding focus.

We settled into our usual configuration—Mari and me on the sofa, Piper claiming floor cushions. Then she patted the space beside her, looking at Hana. "Join me?"

Hana hesitated for only a second before lowering herself onto the cushion with a respectful distance between them.

A cooking competition show was on the TV, something Piper had been wanting to watch. I barely registered the judges’ commentary and the dramatic music because my attention kept drifting to the gradual migration on the floor.

Shoulders touching first. Casual, like an accident.

Then Piper's head on Hana's shoulder. Deliberate but gentle.

Hana didn't pull away. Instead, she leaned into the contact, her posture softening in a way I'd never seen before.

Mari's hand found mine on the sofa. She squeezed once. Acknowledgment of the progress happening in real time.

The show ended around ten. Piper stretched, yawning. "I'm beat. You?"

"Exhausted," Hana said. "But good exhausted."

"Pull-out bed again?"

Hana's answer came without hesitation. "Yeah. If that's okay."

"More than okay."

Mari and I retreated to the bedroom while they unfolded the pull-out together. A new routine had become established—no negotiation required, just natural integration.

I changed into sleep clothes, brushed my teeth, and went through the familiar evening motions. But as I lay in bed with Mari curled against my side, I found myself acutely aware of the voices carrying through the thin walls.

Not eavesdropping. Just... present.

Their conversation started lightly. Competition recap, chicken brine technique, and the practice cook planning for tomorrow. Safe territory.

Then Piper's voice, quieter: "Can I ask about your partner? The one who left?"

A long pause. I felt Mari go still beside me, her breathing changing as she listened too.

"What do you want to know?" Hana finally asked.

"Why did he really leave? You said it was about money, but..."

"It wasn't just money."

Another pause, longer this time. When Hana spoke again, her voice was soft and sober, with a sadness that felt foreign.

"He wanted more than I could give. A relationship. Romance. Sex." The words came slowly, carefully chosen. "I liked him. Respected him. Thought maybe if I tried hard enough, I could feel what I was supposed to feel."

"But you couldn't," Piper said gently.

"No. And he thought I was broken. Maybe he was right."

Mari sat up abruptly. I started to speak, but she was already moving, sliding out of bed and opening our bedroom door. Light from the main cabin spilled in as she crossed to the pull-out.

I heard the shift of weight as she sat down with them.

"You're not broken," Mari said, her voice carrying that particular authority she used when stating absolute facts. "Hana, look at me."

Silence.

"You might be demisexual," Mari continued. "Have you heard that term?"

"No." Hana's voice was small, uncertain.

"It’s when sexual attraction develops through emotional connection and trust over time," Piper explained. "Some people need to know someone really well before they’re comfortable with physical intimacy, not just from their physical appearance or initial chemistry."

"It clicked for me after I met Ryan and Mari," Piper continued. "Because I couldn't understand why everyone my age was so into hookups and casual sex. It always felt empty to me—wrong. I thought maybe I was broken too."

"But you're not," Mari said firmly. "Neither of you. It's just how you're wired. Demisexuality is a real orientation, part of the asexual spectrum. Hana, you're not damaged. You may develop sexual attraction differently, that’s all.”

I stood in the bedroom doorway, not wanting to intrude but unable to stay away. Three figures on the pull-out bed—Mari sitting cross-legged, Piper and Hana facing her.

"There's another term you should know," Mari said. "Sapiosexual. It means being attracted to intelligence first. Competence. The way someone's mind works."

"You can be both," Piper added. "Demi and sapio. Needing emotional connection, but specifically attracted to intelligence and skill."

Hana was quiet for a long moment. "In college, there was a girl. In my culinary program. She was brilliant—could break down a sauce just by tasting it, understood flavor profiles like reading sheet music." Her voice wavered slightly. "I mentioned her to my parents. How talented she was. How much I admired her work."

"What happened?" Piper asked gently.

"They asked if I was attracted to her. I said, ’I didn't know, maybe.’ They..." Hana took a shaky breath. "They made it very clear that that wasn't acceptable. They said I was confused, and that I needed to focus on my studies and stop thinking about things that would disappoint them."

"So you buried it," Mari said quietly.

"I buried all of it. Convinced myself I was broken. That I couldn't feel attraction the right way, that something was fundamentally wrong with me." Hana's voice cracked. "And now I'm here, watching the three of you, and I want... I don't even know what I want. What if I ruin what you have? What if I can't get there? What if I'm just⁠—"

"Hana." My voice cut through her spiral. All three of them turned to look at me standing in the doorway. "You're not going to ruin anything. And if you can't get there—whatever there is—then we figure it out together. No pressure. No timeline."

I stepped into the main cabin, keeping my distance but making my presence felt. Calm. Steady. Trying to emit that dad energy Piper had teased me about.

"We're not going anywhere," Mari said, her hand finding Hana's. "But we also don't need to figure everything out tonight."

"She's right," I added. "We all need sleep. Slow is fine. We have time."

Mari stood, stretching. She looked at Hana with such tenderness that it made my chest ache. "Hana? You're not broken. And you're exactly where you need to be."

She crossed to the bedroom, pausing to squeeze my shoulder as she passed. I held her gaze for a moment—checking in, confirming we were on the same page. Her nod told me everything I needed to know.

"Get some rest," I said to Piper and Hana. "Practice in the morning. We need you sharp."

Piper gave me a grateful smile. Hana just nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

I closed the bedroom door softly behind me.

Mari was already under the covers when I slid in beside her. She immediately curled against my chest, her hand resting over my heart.

"That was hard to hear," she whispered.

"Yeah."

"But necessary."

“It was.”

Through the wall, I could hear their quiet voices resuming. Not the words, just the gentle rhythm of conversation winding down. Processing. Settling.

"We did the right thing," Mari said. "Giving them space to figure it out without us hovering."

"I hope so."

"I know so." She pressed a kiss to my chest. "Sleep, Ryan. Tomorrow's another day."

I stayed awake for a while longer, listening to the sounds of our home. The Gulf breeze blew through cracked windows. The distant generator hummed. The murmur of voices from the main cabin gradually faded into silence.

Four people under one roof. Four different lenses. Four pieces of something that was still taking shape.

I fell asleep thinking about Hana's small smile when she'd asked, "Don't I?"

Yeah. She did.
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Morning came with the muffled sound of footsteps and the familiar smell of coffee.

I checked the clock—5:57 AM. Later than Hana's usual pre-dawn ritual, but she was up. The pull-out bed creaked softly as I emerged from the bedroom.

She sat alone at the dinette, laptop open, hands wrapped around her coffee mug. Her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in a dark sheet. She looked tired but... settled like something that had been wound too tight had finally loosened.

"Morning," I said quietly.

She glanced up and offered a small smile. "Morning."

"Sleep okay?"

"Better than I expected." She closed the laptop and met my eyes fully. "Thank you. For last night. For listening."

"We're here. However, you need us to be."

She nodded slowly, processing. "I know. I'm still figuring out what that means."

"Take your time."

I poured myself coffee from her flask and settled into the chair across from her. We sat in comfortable silence, watching the pre-dawn light creep across the Gulf through the windows.

Piper stirred on the pull-out bed around six-thirty, then sat up sleep-warm with rumpled hair. She padded to the dinette without a word and slid onto the bench beside Hana. Their shoulders touched—casual, comfortable.

Hana didn't pull away.

Mari appeared a few minutes later, surveying the scene with quiet satisfaction. She caught my eye across the small space, and I saw the question there: Okay?

I gave her a slight nod and wink. Yeah. We're okay.

"Practice cook starts at nine," Mari announced, pouring her own coffee. "Korean brine for chicken. Let's see if Hana's theory holds.

"It will," Piper said confidently, bumping Hana's shoulder with her own.

Hana's lips curved into that small, private smile. "We'll see."

I stood up to let Mari slide in next to the window, then return to sit beside her. Across from me, Piper smiled and reached for my hand and squeezed. Like she was saying, she hadn’t forgotten about me with her new affection for Hana. I squeezed back, returning her smile, thinking how happy I was that they were breaking barriers together.

Four people. Four coffee cups. Comfortable silence.

Questions unanswered, but no urgency to answer them.

Hana set her mug down with deliberate care, her fingers drumming that familiar pattern against the ceramic. She looked at me, then to Mari, and then back to me.

"I need to say something," she said quietly.

Piper's hand stilled on her own mug. Mari leaned forward slightly.

"Okay," I smiled at her.

Hana pushed Piper's shoulder, and Piper got the hint and slipped to her feet so Hana could get out. She watched Hana move to the side before she sat back, giving me a nod. I rose instinctively—not sure what's happening, but reading the moment as significant.

Hana turned to face me, close enough that the shadows under her eyes from too little sleep and too much vulnerability were stark. Her jaw tightened like she was chewing through words, trying to find the right ones.

"Thank you," she finally said. "For everything. For letting me stay when my truck died. For not making me feel like a burden. For last night—for listening without pushing. For..." She trailed off and swallowed hard. "For making me feel like I belong somewhere. For the first time in a really long time."

My chest tightened. "Hana⁠—"

"Let me finish." Her smile was fragile but genuine. "I've spent years thinking I was broken because I couldn't feel things the way I was supposed to. Because I couldn't just... want someone without knowing them first. And last night, you all just... accepted it. Like it wasn't a flaw."

"It's not a flaw," Mari said quietly from the dinette beside me.

"I know that now." Hana's eyes glistened, but she didn't look away from me. "You made space for me. All of you. Without expecting anything in return."

She stepped closer, and I held perfectly still—letting her control the moment, whatever it was.

Hana rose slightly on her toes, wrapping her arms around my neck in a tentative hug. I wrapped my arms around her carefully, returning the embrace without crushing her. She felt even smaller in my arms, all lean muscle and subtle strength, and for a moment she just... held on.

When she pulled back just enough to press a soft, deliberate kiss to my cheek. Tender, cautious—not sexual, but deeply intimate.

"Piper's right about your dad vibe," she whispered close to my ear, before she pulled back to look at me as her smile grew. "It's... comforting. Safe."

I could only nod, as my throat was too tight for words.

Hana stepped back, swiped quickly at her eyes. "Okay. That's it. I'm done being emotional before seven.”

Piper rose to stand at her side, threading their fingers together. "You're allowed to have feelings, Han."

"I know. Doesn't mean I have to like it." But she squeezed Piper's hand, and the tension in her shoulders eased.

Mari stood while I was still rigid with shock and emotions I couldn’t name, and moved to the coffee maker. "Practice cook starts in two hours. Everyone should try to get a little more sleep."

"Agreed," I managed, finding my voice again. I caught Hana's eye one more time. "You do belong here. That's not charity. That's just true."

She nodded, small and certain. "I'm starting to believe that."


CHAPTER 9
THE INEVITABLE LINK


The Galveston fairgrounds sprawled before us in the late afternoon sun as the Gulf Coast humidity mixed with the salt air. The tourist energy of the beach town hummed through the competitor lots. Eighty-plus teams had converged on this strip of asphalt, their rigs gleaming under the Texas sky like a temporary city built on smoke and steel.

I eased the Winnebago through the entrance, Mari calling out directions from the passenger seat while consulting her phone. Behind us, the custom trailer tracked perfectly, Hector's smoker secured and ready. No Sprinter van this time—just our rolling home and everything we needed to compete.

"B-18," Mari said. “Second row. Decent spot."

I spotted it and started the wide turn. The setup had become second nature over the past few months—Houston, Corpus, San Antonio, now Galveston. What had felt like controlled chaos in February now flowed with the practiced efficiency of a well-oiled machine.

Three lots over, I caught sight of the massive crimson gooseneck trailer that belonged to Los Torres BBQ. Salvador stood beside his smoker, arms crossed, surveying his domain with that same air of patriarchial authority I'd seen at every competition. He didn't wave. Didn't nod. Just watched us pull in with his calculating eyes. I saw Mari’s jaw clench before she rose and turned and joined Hana.

They opened RV door as I came to a stop, idling as Hana emerged from the main cabin, already moving with purpose. She strode to the trailer hitch and released the safety chains. Mari joined her, and together they guided the tongue jack down while I edged the Winnebago forward a few feet. The trailer settled with a solid thunk.

"Locked," Hana confirmed, already moving to the next task.

Piper slid into the passenger seat as I made a circuit, watching out the front window as I lined up the RV to drive through our lot from behind. “Good spot, close to water hookups, and—" She turned, grinning at me. "We can keep an eye on our friends over there.” She pointed toward the big red gooseneck trailer with Los Torres in bold lettering. I followed her gaze. Salvador was still watching us, his expression unreadable across the distance.

"Smaller field than San Antonio," Piper observed as we exited, joining Mari and Hana in the infield formed by the RV and trailer. "but tougher competition."

"Good," Mari said, from inside the kitchen trailer. "We need to test the Korean brine treatment."

Hana moved beside her, setting up a station with practiced ease. "If it works, we'll know by chicken turn-in tomorrow."

We all worked together—four people moving in concert, each knowing their role without being told. Hana directed equipment placement alongside Mari with the same quiet authority. Her suggestions met with nods of agreement rather than surprise. Our quartet had found its rhythm.

By the time the sun started its descent opposite the Gulf, we'd transformed our plot into a functional compound. The awning extended, smokers positioned, prep tables arranged in our established configuration inside the kitchen trailer across the front of our lot. Every movement was economical, every decision already made through repetition, and consistent communication.

"Friday evening prep starts in an hour," Mari announced, checking her phone. "Hana, you want to walk me through the Korean brine one more time? Make sure I've got the ratios right."

"Sure." Hana wiped her hands on a towel. “Remember, it's all about increasing the salt concentration. We need to keep the skin from holding too much moisture, but if we pull it from the brine too early, it doesn't penetrate."

They disappeared into the kitchen trailer, heads bent together over Hana's notebook. I heard the murmur of their voices—technical discussion, flavor profiles, the kind of shop talk that had become the soundtrack of our lives.

Piper appeared at my elbow, passing me a cold Shiner from the cooler. "They're good together."

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

"You notice how Hana just... claimed her space today? No asking permission, no checking if it's okay. She just moved the equipment where it needed to go."

I had noticed. The shift had been gradual over the past week, but today it felt complete. Hana wasn't a guest anymore. She was home.

"Progress," I said quietly.

Piper bumped my shoulder with hers. "Big progress. And tonight's going to be interesting."

I raised an eyebrow. "Interesting how?"

"You'll see." Her grin was knowing, mischievous. "Just... pay attention."

Before I could press for details, my phone buzzed.

Hector:


Transmission work almost done. Truck will be ready for pickup Tuesday, maybe Monday. Runs like new.




I showed Hana when she and Mari emerged from the trailer. She read the message, her expression carefully neutral, then nodded once.

"Good timing," she said. "We'll be back by then."

But I caught the flicker of something in her eyes—not relief, exactly. Something more complicated. Her truck getting fixed meant options. Mobility. The ability to leave if she wanted. She met my gaze, held it for a beat longer than necessary, then looked away.

"Let's get the brine started," she said to Mari. "We've got a lot of chicken to prep."

The evening unfolded in practiced rhythm. Korean brine application became a group effort—Hana demonstrating the technique while Piper and Mari prepped the birds. I handled the overnight cook setup, building fires in both Hector's custom rig and my old Academy Sports stick burner.

By nine PM, the briskets and pork shoulders were on, rolling clean smoke into the humid Gulf air. The four of us gathered around the prep table under our awning, exhaustion starting to settle into our bones.

“I’ll take the first watch.” I announced. “Who’d like to help?”

Hana's hand went up instantly. Interesting.

"We've got it," Hana confirmed. "You two get some rest."

Hana and I would take the shift until 2 AM. Solitude during the quiet hours by firelight. Mari and Piper exchanged one of those wordless communications that came from months of reading each other. Then Mari nodded.

"Wake us if you need anything," she said, but her tone suggested she knew we wouldn't.

They retreated to the Winnebago, leaving Hana and me alone with the smokers and the sound of distant waves.

The hours passed in comfortable silence. I tended the fires while Hana monitored temperatures. Our movements became synchronized without discussion. Around eleven, she settled into one of the camp chairs, her gaze fixed on the orange glow of the firebox.

"I've been watching you," she said quietly. "All three of you."

I paused mid-adjustment of the intake damper. "Yeah?"

"The way you touch each other. The way you fit." She didn't look at me, just kept staring at the fire. "Piper rests her head on Mari's shoulder without thinking. Mari finds your hand when she's processing something. You kiss Piper's temple when she's tired."

I lowered myself into the chair beside her, giving her space but staying present.

"Does that make you uncomfortable?" I asked.

"No." She finally turned to look at me, firelight catching in her dark eyes. "It makes me... curious. And maybe a little frightened."

"Frightened of what?" I asked, keeping my voice gentle.

"Of wanting something I don't know how to have." Her fingers drummed against the arm of the chair. "I spent so long thinking I was broken. That I couldn't feel things like a normal person. And then you three just... existed. And I started feeling things I didn't have the context for. You’re all together, no drama, no games."

I watched the smoke curl from the chimney, giving her space to continue or retreat as she needed. After a comfortable beat I spoke into the quiet. “We make it work. It takes patience and communication. Knowing each other, trusting each other.”

"Piper explained demisexuality," Hana replied. "Mari gave me the framework. You showed me it was okay to take time." She paused. "But knowing the vocabulary doesn't make it less scary."

"What scares you?"

"That I'll disappoint you. Any of you. All of you." She looked down at her hands. "That I'll ruin what you three have built."

"You couldn't ruin it if you tried," I said quietly. "And you don't have to know how to do anything yet. We have time."

She met my eyes then, searching for something. Reassurance, maybe. Or permission.

"Do we?" she asked. "My truck will be ready on Tuesday. I could leave. Go back to solo operation."

"You could," I agreed. "Is that what you want?"

"No." The word came out fast and sure. "But I don't know what I want. Not completely."

I reached over, rested my hand on the chair arm near hers—close but not touching. "Then we figure it out together—all of us. No pressure. No timeline."

Her pinky finger stretched out, hooked over mine. The smallest contact, but deliberate. Chosen.

"Okay," she whispered.

We sat like that for a long time, fingers barely touching, watching the fire and listening to the waves in the distance. Around two AM, I checked the smokers one last time, then went to wake Piper and Mari for their shift.

When I returned, Hana was standing by the fire, her profile illuminated by the orange glow. She looked small, strong, and uncertain all at once.

"Thank you," she said. "For being patient with me."

"Nothing to thank me for. You're worth the wait."

Her slight smile was genuine. "We should get some sleep."

Dawn arrived too early, as it always did on competition day. I woke to the sound of the three of them moving in the kitchen with soft padded steps. Then, inhaling the scent of coffee, I stretched and opened the door to join them.

The competition itself unfolded like a well-choreographed dance. No drama, no disasters. Just four people executing their craft with the confidence that came from repetition and trust. Hana's Korean brine had done its work overnight—the chicken skin looked perfect, ready to crisp under smoke and heat. The ribs were shiny from their rub. Checked the brisket and pork, bark forming just right, feel and temp on track.

Chicken turn-in at one-thirty: six thighs with skin like lacquered amber, the Korean brine having worked its magic.

Ribs at two: Hana's umami-boosted glaze glistening under the Texas sun.

Pork at two-thirty: money muscle sliced and fanned, the rest pulled and sauced with Piper’s twist on a KC-style sauce.

Brisket at three: our best work yet, each slice showcasing a perfect thick smoke ring with bark dark as midnight.

Results came at four-thirty. We gathered with the other teams under the pavilion, exhaustion mixing with anticipation.

"Second place ribs," the announcer's voice boomed through the speakers, "from Corpus Christi, Texas... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

Piper shrieked, throwing her arms around Hana. Mari grabbed my hand, squeezing hard. We stumbled forward through the crowd to collect our trophy—it was cheap, but it felt heavy like solid gold.

Back at our setup, Mari pulled up the full results on her phone. "Fifth in chicken. Up seven places from San Antonio."

"The brine worked," Hana said quietly, but I could see the satisfaction in her eyes.

"Your technique," Piper corrected. "Our execution. Perfect collaboration."

"Fourth overall," I added, reading over Mari's shoulder. "We're getting better. Every time."

The teardown was efficient despite our exhaustion. We had the system down now—equipment stowed, trailer loaded, everything secured in under an hour. By seven PM, we were back in the Winnebago, and the four of us collapsed in various states of exhaustion.

"Dinner?" I suggested halfheartedly.

"Leftover brisket," Mari decided. "I'm too tired to cook."

We ate standing in the galley, the meat still warm from the competition. Conversation was sparse—everyone was too tired for banter. Around eight, Piper suggested a watching TV.

We settled into our established configuration: Mari joined me on the sofa, while Piper claimed the floor cushions. Hana joined her without being asked, and they started with the usual respectful distance between them.

Another cooking-competition episode played, with the judges’ commentary and dramatic music, became a backdrop to the gradual migration I observed on the floor. Their shoulders touched first, casual, like an accident.

Then Hana leaned into Piper's side, her head coming to rest on Piper's shoulder. But after a while, she shifted away from Piper and closer to me. Her head came to rest on my thigh above my knee. The weight of her head was warm through my jeans, her dark hair spilling across my thigh. I didn't dare move. Didn't want to spook her.

She stayed there. Relaxed. Claiming a proximity to me. My hand hovered for a moment before settling gently on her shoulder. She sighed—not with discomfort, but contentment. I let my fingers drift to her hair, combing through it slowly.

Another sigh, deeper this time. Her body melted further into the contact.

Beside her, Piper's face split into a grin as she looked back at Mari, whose hand found mine on the back of the sofa and squeezed once. Silent communication acknowledging the shifts in chemistry and gravity.

The movie ended around ten. Piper stretched, yawning. "Bedtime?"

Hana didn't immediately move. "Not yet. I'm... comfortable."

"Take your time," Mari said quietly.

We sat there in the dimness, just the four of us, with Hana's head still resting on my knee and my fingers still moving through her hair. The moment stretched, fragile and perfect.

Finally, she sat up slowly. Turned to look at me with something unreadable in her dark eyes. Fear, hope, and determination all mixed.

"Ryan?" Her voice was barely above a whisper.

"Yeah?"

In concert, Piper and Mari wordlessly stood and moved toward the bedroom without being asked, giving us space. The door slid closed behind them.

Hana was still on the floor cushions, looking up at me. "I've been watching you. All three of you. The way you love each other." She rose and shifted onto the sofa, sitting beside me—not crowding, leaving a little space between us.

"Piper's right about your dad vibe," she continued. "It's safe. But it's also..." She trailed off, searching for words. "Something else."

She leaned in. Slowly. Giving me time to retreat if I wanted.

I didn't want to retreat.

Her lips met mine—tentative, testing. Soft and uncertain. I responded carefully, letting her set the pace and lead this dance.

The kiss deepened slightly. Her hand rose to rest on my chest, feeling my heartbeat through my shirt. I could feel hers racing, could taste coffee and lingering smoke on her lips.

Then she pulled back, breathless.

"I wanted to know what that felt like," she whispered. "With you."

"And?" My voice came out rougher than I intended.

Her smile was worth everything. "Scary. But good, like really nice."

She stood, pulling me up with her and taking both my hands. Her fingers threaded through mine—that same deliberate contact from the night before, but stronger now. More certain.

"Can it be just you and me tonight?" she asked. "I don’t know what I want… just... More of you. But I don't want to be alone."

"Whatever you need," I said.

She took a breath, squared her shoulders. "I need to ask them. Make sure it's okay."

"They already know it's okay. They're probably celebrating right now."

"I still need to ask."

I loved her for that. For the care she took with all of us, even in her own moment of vulnerability. We crossed to the bedroom door. I knocked once, then opened it.

Piper and Mari sat on the bed in their pajamas, clearly waiting. Hana stepped forward, her hand still in mine. "Is it okay if...?" She couldn't quite finish the question.

"Yes," Piper said immediately, standing up. "Absolutely yes."

"We're happy for you," Mari added, following her. "Both of you."

Piper swept past us toward the pull-out bed. "I'll take the attic tonight."

Mari's eyebrows shot up as she followed. "Oh, so you don't want me anymore?"

Piper grinned, already pulling cushions off the sofa to access the bed frame beneath. "Fine, I'll sleep with you. Gosh."

The levity broke the tension. Hana's shoulders relaxed as I held the door open, waiting.

She turned back to them one more time. "You're not... upset?"

"We're excited for you," Piper said, crossing to wrap Hana in a quick hug. "This is what’s next for all of us. Remember, your happiness makes us happy."

Mari moved to Hana next, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "Take your time. Enjoy each other." Then she looked at me, her dark eyes serious. "She's trusting you with something precious. Don't forget that."

"I won't," I promised.

Piper hugged me too, rising on her toes to whisper in my ear. "Take care of her."

"Always."

They left, pulling the bedroom door closed softly behind them. Through the thin wall, I heard the quiet sounds of them settling on the pull-out—the rustle of blankets, Piper's soft laugh at something Mari said, then silence.

Hana and I stood alone in the bedroom that suddenly felt smaller with only the two of us. She moved toward the bed, then stopped, her fingers twisting together in that tell of internal processing I'd learned to recognize.

"I've never done this before," she said quietly. "Not like this. Not when I actually wanted it."

I moved slowly, giving her space to retreat if she needed. "We don't have to⁠—"

"I want to." Her dark eyes met mine, steady despite the tremor in her voice. "I'm scared. But I want this. With you."

"What are you scared of?"

"That I won't know what to do. That I'll disappoint you. That it won't feel the way it's supposed to." She took a shaky breath. "My ex-partner, he wanted this. And I tried. I really tried. But I couldn't feel anything except obligation and dread."

"This isn't an obligation," I said quietly. "And we stop anytime you need. No questions asked."

She nodded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "I know. That's why I want to try. Because with you, it doesn't feel like an expectation. It feels like..." She searched for the word. "Possibility."

I reached for her hand, threading our fingers together. "Then we’ll explore the possibility. Together. At whatever pace you need."

Her smile was fragile but genuine. "Okay."

She stepped closer, rising on her toes to kiss me again. This time, there was less hesitation, more curiosity. Her hands came up to rest on my chest, then slid around to my back, pulling me closer.

I let her lead, following her cues. When she deepened the kiss, I matched her intensity. When she pulled back to breathe, I gave her space. Her fingers found the hem of my shirt, hesitated.

"Can I?" she whispered.

"Whatever you want."

She lifted the fabric slowly, and I raised my arms to help. The shirt fell to the floor. Her hands explored my chest, her touch tentative at first, then growing bolder. I stood still, letting her map my body at her own pace.

"Your turn?" I asked softly.

She nodded, stepping back to pull her own shirt over her head. The sports bra beneath was plain and practical, so perfectly Hana. She reached for the clasp, then paused.

"I'm not... I mean, I don't have..." She gestured vaguely at her chest.

"You're beautiful," I said, and meant it. "Exactly as you are."

The bra joined our shirts on the floor. She was lean and strong, all subtle curves and contained power. A small scar on her left shoulder, probably from kitchen work. Freckles across her collarbone I'd never noticed before.

I reached for her, pulled her close. Skin to skin, her warmth against mine. She trembled slightly, but not from cold.

"Still okay?" I asked.

"Still okay," she confirmed. "More than okay."

We moved to the bed together, a tangle of limbs and careful touches. I let her set every boundary and followed every signal. When she tensed, I slowed. When she sighed, I continued. When she whispered "yes" or "there" or "please," I listened.

Her jeans came off, then mine. The last barriers of cotton and hesitation fell away. We faced each other on our sides, her eyes were wide and dark and trusting in the dim light.

"I want this," she whispered. "With you. I'm scared, but I want it. Do you… want me?”

The vulnerability in her question almost broke me, and I nodded.

“God, Hana, I’ve wanted you for a long time. But we'll go slow. Your pace.” I promised. "And if you need to stop⁠—"

"I know." She kissed me to silence the words. "I know I can stop. That's why I don't think I'll need to."

I mapped her body with careful hands, learning what made her gasp, what made her arch into my touch. She explored me with equal curiosity, her fingers tracing muscles and scars, her lips following where her hands led.

I explored her petite body, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. But what I saw instead was wonder. Her eyes fluttered closed, then opened again, locking with mine. I caressed her skin, tracing fingertips across her breasts, circling her nipple as it stiffened. 

When I slid my hand down her abdomen, covering her patch of hair and feeling the slick petals just underneath, she closed her eyes. She moaned expressively as I traced my finger up and down, sliding inside her tight cleft, teasing her clit. Her mouth opened as her eyes lifted, humidly meeting mine.

I shifted between her thighs, and she glanced down at my stiff member. “Can I?” she asked, reaching to touch it. I nodded.

“It’s warm, so stiff, like steel under your skin.” She continued to describe what she felt as she stroked her hand up and down. Then she angled it down, angling her hips as she placed me at her entrance.

I paused, searching her face.

"Tell me what you need," I said.

"You, Ryan,” she breathed. "Just you. Slow. Patient. Safe."

I kissed her as I pressed my hips forward, feeling her body yield to mine. She gasped against my mouth, her nails digging into my shoulders. As her wet heat surrounded me, I slowed to a stop, giving her time to adjust. 

"Okay?" I asked.

"Okay," she confirmed. "Keep going."

I rocked slowly, pressing deeper inside her, nudging deeper. Her eyes watched me as she experienced her first penetration. Then closed shut with a gasp of pain. I stopped and kissed the tear away. 

"I didn't know," she whispered, between gasps and moans. "I didn't know it could feel like this."

"Like what?" I asked, keeping a gentle rhythm and checking my mounting desire.

"Safe. Wanted. Right." A tear slipped down her temple. She gasped, her head tossing back as I began to stroke inside her. "Like coming home. I want more, Ryan. I want all of you.”

I began to move with a deliberate rhythm, edging to quicker, firmer strokes.  She matched me, growing confident as her body learned the dance, finding the pleasure in our connection. Her breathing quickened, small gasps escaping her throat—not performance, just honest response. Watching me watch her. Feeling me feel her. It was a union, not a takeover, as we became one.

I felt her tighten around me, her whole body going rigid for a moment before she shattered. The look on her face—surprise and joy and relief all mixed—pushed me over the edge too. I buried my face in her neck as I came, her name on my lips.

We lay tangled together afterward, curled into each other, hearts pounding, skin slick with sweat. She didn't pull away, didn't retreat into herself. Instead, she curled closer, her head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat slow.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"For what?"

"For being patient. For making it..." She paused, searching for the word. "Beautiful."

I stroked her hair, pressed a kiss to her forehead. "You made it beautiful. By trusting me. By letting yourself want this."

She was quiet for a long moment. Then a soft sigh like relief, like finally able to inhale fully. "I was so afraid I was broken that I'd never feel this. Never want someone enough to..." She trailed off.

"You're not broken," I said firmly. "You never were. You just needed the right person. The right connection.”

"Demi… she murmured, nodding. "Needing trust before desire. It makes sense now. I understand myself better."

"And that's okay. More than okay."

She lifted her head to look at me, her eyes shining. "I love you. Is that crazy? Is it too soon?"

My chest tightened. "It's not too soon. And I love you too."

"I love Piper and Mari too," she continued. "Is that allowed? Can I love all three of you?"

"That's exactly how it's supposed to work," I said, smiling. "Love doesn't divide. It multiplies."

She settled back against my chest with a contented sigh. "I like that. Love multiplying."

Through the thin wall, I heard the murmur of Piper and Mari's voices. Talking, processing, experiencing their own version of this moment, and sharing their intimacy with the casual confidence that sprang from their mutual love.

"They're happy for us," I said, tipping my chin toward the closed door.

"I know." Hana's voice was already growing drowsy. "I can feel it. They're happy because we're happy."

“Well, yes. But I think they’re happy with whatever they just experienced together, too.”

“And that… makes you happy?”

“That makes me very happy.”

“I’m happy for them too.” She paused and bit her lip. I wanted to lean close and kiss her. Her eyes lifted. “Not because you said so, but because I feel that thing. Their happiness is very satisfying.

Then we kissed. Peacefully. Lovingly. Her head rested on my chest, her delicate, strong fingers tracing my jaw, feeling my stubble. Her eyes slowly drifted closed, and her hand slid to my shoulder.

She fell asleep first, her breathing evening into the rhythm I'd learned meant peace, not just exhaustion. I lay awake longer, acutely aware of the gift she'd given me—not just her body, but her trust. Her vulnerability. Her first experience of desire-based intimacy.

Tomorrow, we'd figure out the logistics, the sleeping arrangements, the evolution of our quartet into something more integrated. But tonight, I just held Hana close and watched her sleep.

Through the wall, the murmur of voices had faded into silence. Piper and Mari had their own processing to do, their own version of this milestone to celebrate. I imagined them curled together on the pull-out, talking about what this meant for our collective future.

Chef's Kiss Barbecue had started as a business partnership. Three people escaping their old lives, finding connection through competence and shared passion. Then Hana had joined, and we'd become four. Four different lenses on the same problems. Four different skills that complemented each other perfectly.

And now, four hearts learning to love in a way that multiplied rather than divided.

Hana shifted in her sleep, her arm tightening around my waist. I stroked her hair, felt her relax deeper into trust.

My phone buzzed softly on the nightstand.

Jalapeño Girl:


We're so happy for you both. Get some sleep. Tomorrow we celebrate properly.




I smiled in the darkness, typed back.

Thank you for giving us space. For understanding.




Her response came immediately.

That's what love is. Making room for joy, wherever it comes from.




I set the phone aside and closed my eyes. The Winnebago creaked softly around us, settling into the night. Outside, the Gulf waves provided a steady rhythm. Inside, four people slept in various configurations, all of us choosing this unconventional family we'd built.

Chef's Kiss now had multiple meanings. The perfect execution of a dish. The name of our business. The gesture of appreciation for something done exactly right. And this—the four of us, learning to love in our own imperfect, unconventional way—this was our chef's kiss. Our perfectly crafted creation.

I fell asleep thinking about smoke and trust and the way Hana had whispered "like coming home" when she finally allowed herself to give into desire and accept the passion between us.

Tomorrow we'll figure out the rest.

Tonight, we'd already figured out what mattered most.


CHAPTER 10
THE ROTATION SCHEME


I woke alone, but the bed still held Hana's warmth, and the pillow beside me was dented from where her head rested as she pressed against my shoulder. But the space was empty now, and for a moment, panic fluttered in my chest.

Had she regretted it? Had the light of morning brought second thoughts?

I sat up, listening. The familiar sounds of our home on wheels filtered through the closed bedroom door—the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of voices, and something cooking.

Relief washed over me. She hadn't fled. She was just... awake before me. That’s natural. I pulled on jeans and a clean shirt, ran fingers through my hair, and opened the door.

The scene that greeted me stopped me in my tracks.

Hana stood at the stove, her back to me, wearing one of my Baylor T-shirts. It hung to mid-thigh on her petite frame with the sleeves rolled up to her shoulders. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, still mussed from sleep. She moved with her usual quiet efficiency, stirring something in the cast-iron skillet, the muscles in her bare arms rippling.

At the dinette, Mari and Piper were awake and sitting side by side, coffee mugs in hand. Like me, they watched Hana with content expressions on their faces.

"Morning," I said quietly.

Three heads turned. Hana's timid smile was slight but genuine, her cheeks flushing slightly as she registered what she was wearing. She didn't move to change her outfit, though. And I felt a pulse of arousal at her declaring herself as one of mine. Her body relaxed as she focused on me for a beat before turning back to the stove.

"Coffee's ready," Mari said, gesturing to the pot. "Hana made it."

"I noticed." I walked behind Hana to pour myself a cup, then leaned a hip against the counter beside her,” tracing my finger along the sleeve of her chosen shirt. “You raided my closet."

"It was closer than mine," she said, not meeting my eyes. "Is that okay?"

"More than okay." I wrapped my arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to her temple. She leaned into the contact, enjoying the moment, before straightening and continuing to stir the scrambled eggs in the skillet.

“Piper has a collection of my stuff somewhere, like a little packrat.” I grinned, glancing at my blonde lover.

“Hey!” Piper complained, then sighed. “Okay, I might have a bit of a hoarding problem, but can you blame me? They smell like you.”

"Scrambled eggs are ready," Hana announced, turning off the heat, hefting the heavy skillet like it was nothing, and stepping toward the dinette. "Piper made toast. Mari handled the bacon."

We settled around the table—four people in a space designed for four, but snug in the best possible way. Hana slid beside me with her thigh pressed against mine under the table. Casual. Comfortable. Cozy.

"So," Mari said, her dark eyes studying Hana with an intensity she used when assessing things. "Everything good?"

Hana's fingers found mine under the table, squeezed once. "Good doesn't begin to describe it."

Piper's foot ran up my leg under the table, and she smiled at me when I met her gaze—a silent communication that I'd done well, that she was pleased with how I'd handled Hana's trust.

I squeezed Hana's hand back, winked at Piper, and met Mari's gaze across the table—a silent nod, answering her query. Yeah, we’re good.

Breakfast unfolded with easy conversation—competition debrief, practice schedule for the week, and a new text from Hector about Hana’s Seoul Fire truck being ready on Monday. The normalcy of it felt significant. No awkwardness, no tension. Just four people who'd chosen each other, navigating the morning after a milestone.

We packed up the Galveston site and hit the road by ten. Mari was driving, Piper was shotgun with the navigation app pulled up, leaving Hana and me cuddled on the sofa behind them as the Winnebago rolled down the highway.

She curled against my side with her head resting on my shoulder, fingers tracing absent patterns on my chest. I wrapped my arm around her, pulled her closer, keeping my hand at her side. She turned, twisting until my hand covered the rise of her breast, then peered up at me.

"Comfortable?" I grinned as I squeezed, feeling her nipple harden under my palm.

"Very." She smiled, her content expression transmitting that this PDA was welcome in the shared company of our circle. Another instance of her courageously claiming her space.

We'd been driving for maybe twenty minutes down the highway outside of Houston traffic when Mari's voice carried back from the cab. "We should talk about sleeping arrangements."

Piper twisted in the passenger seat to look at us, grinning as she noticed where my hand was. “Yeah. We need to figure out the rotation."

Hana stiffened slightly against me. I felt the shift in her breathing, the tension creeping into her shoulders, before a gradual relaxation, seeing Piper’s encouraging grin.

"What rotation?" she asked carefully.

"The king bed only fits three people, and even then it’s snug,” Mari said, her tone practical and matter-of-fact. "Ryan's in the middle, because he’s too tall for the pull-out, and it’s his bed. We should agree on a rotation for the two spots.”

"Mari and I have been taking turns when it’s not all of us. Sometimes we sleep separately.” Piper added. “But now there's four of us, so..."

"We need a schedule," Mari finished. "So everyone gets equal time. No one feels excluded."

Hana was quiet for a moment, processing. "A schedule for... sleeping with Ryan?"

"A schedule for sleeping arrangements," I corrected gently. "Sharing a bed doesn't automatically mean sex. It just means... proximity. Intimacy. Whatever feels right in the moment."

"But it doesn't preclude sex either," Piper said with a grin, waggling her eyebrows. "Just to be clear."

Mari shot her a look as Hana giggled, then returned her attention to the road. "The point is balance. Fairness. Making sure everyone gets their needs met without anyone feeling neglected."

"Okay," Hana said slowly. "So how does this work?"

"Well," Piper said, twisting further in her seat, "Mari and I both want tonight. First night back at Pelican Point, celebrating your integration into the quartet..." She trailed off, grinning. "We're both feeling... inspired."

"Inspired," Mari sniggered, her lips twitching. "That's one word for it."

I felt my face heat. "You're both turned on by the idea of Hana and me together?”

"Extremely," Piper confirmed without shame. "Also, your dad vibes are irresistible when applied to someone we care about."

Hana made a slight sound beside me—half laugh, half groan of embarrassment. "I don't know if I should be flattered or mortified."

"Flattered," Mari said firmly. "Remember? Your happiness makes us happy. Including the parts that involve Ryan."

"We didn’t want to push you into a bed alone after your first night, Han." Piper said, pulling out her phone, "So we’ll flip a coin for tonight. Winner gets tonight into Monday. Then the loser gets Monday into Tuesday. Hana gets Tuesday into Wednesday. And we keep rotating from there."

"What about Wednesday through Sunday?" I asked.

"We keep cycling," Mari said. "Unless someone needs a break or wants to switch. But the base rotation keeps everyone balanced and fair. Communication is key.”

Piper pulled up a coin-flip app on her phone and showed it to Mari. "Call it."

"Heads," Mari said.

The digital coin spun on the screen. Tails.

"Piper wins," Mari announced, only slightly disappointed. "Sunday-Monday is yours."

"Yes!" Piper pumped her fist. Then she looked back at Hana. "You good with Tuesday-Wednesday?"

Hana nodded slowly. "I want to explore more… with everyone. So, yes."

"And I get Monday-Tuesday,” Mari confirmed. "Then we start over."

“And tonight, I sleep with Mari?” Hana asked? “I just want to be clear.”

“That’s right, you’re with me tonight. If that’s what you want.” Mari looked over her shoulder to grin at Hana.

“I do,” she said, nodding before pressing her cheek into my chest with her cheeks rosy from slight embarrassment. I could tell the thought of sleeping with either Mari or Piper was welcome.

I shifted on the sofa to relieve some tightness and pressure, acutely aware that I was the subject of this negotiation. "You all realize I'm going to be very busy."

“Aww. Poor baby," Piper cooed, her grin wicked. "Three women who want you. How will you ever cope?"

"I'm forty-two," I pointed out. "Not twenty-two. There are... physical limitations."

"Quickies during the day are on the table, no rotation,” Mari said. "But no pressure. If you need a night off, just say so."

"And sleepovers don't require sex," Hana added quietly. "Right?"

"Right," I confirmed, squeezing her shoulder. "Sometimes it's just... being close. Sleeping together in the literal sense. It’s still physical intimacy.”

"Good," she murmured. "Because I like that too. Just being near you." She looked at Piper and Mari. “Any of you.”

The Winnebago rolled on, carrying us back toward Pelican Point and whatever came next. Piper and Mari resumed their conversation in the cab about practice cook schedules and supply runs. Hana dozed against my shoulder, her breathing evening out into sleep.

I stared out the window at the passing Coastal Bend landscape and tried to process the surreal reality of my life. Three women. A rotation schedule. We needed to continue being supportive in our communication and in the careful negotiation of needs.

We'd breezed past weird into something I didn't have vocabulary for. But as long as I could keep up—physically, emotionally, logistically—I was willing.

More than willing.
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With Hana happily in the circle, she felt like a new facet of home. Speaking of home, taking Piper into my bed alone later that night felt like a reunion. With Mari and Hana cuddled together in the pullout, I lifted Piper into my arms and carried her into the bedroom while she laughed joyously as we crossed the threshold.

“You’re such a nerd,” she said as I lowered her to the bed. She tilted her head to meet my kiss, then I took my time undressing her. “Just relax, babygirl. Let me handle everything.”

“Okay, daddy,” she grinned as she sat up a little to let me pull her t-shirt off, an Eddie’s Seafood shirt she got on some Friday night. She wasn’t wearing a bra, so I enjoyed watching her nipples tighten as I stripped off her shorts and underwear.

“I kinda like you calling me that,” I whispered, as I pulled off my shirt and pushed down my shorts, revealing how much I enjoyed her teasing nickname.

“You’re more than just food, daddy,” she said, her fingers combing through my hair. “I like the babygirl, too. That’s us, right?”

I nodded, sucking on one nipple as she gasped. “Babygirl and daddy,” I said, testing it. “Yeah, that’s us.” We stopped chattering and started to make love, taking our time and enjoying the horizontal space of the king-sized bed.

We started slow, fingers and hands running over warm skin. Then I shifted between her legs, staring at her as I slid inside. A slow rocking at first, then shifting quicker, before backing off, changing positions, and starting again. We let our passion extend and build with soft gasps and eager moans. As we both crested, I held back, gritting my teeth as she launched into bliss. Then, after a few strokes, I buried myself inside and released into her depths, while we kissed. Breathlessly, we twisted to cuddle with me as the big spoon.

“You make it hard for me to share when you take such good care of me, Daddy.” Piper breathed, reaching behind her hip to stroke my thigh.

“Babygirl,” I said quietly. “I love you.”

She turned to face me in the dimness, and it hit me I’d never said those words aloud directly to her. Her eyes widened, glittering in the dim light. She watched me, seeking my eyes like she was trying to find the lie. Seeing only the sober truth, she kissed me lightly. “I love you too, Ryan.” Her voice was low and serious.

“I have for a long time, babygirl.”

“I know, daddy.
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Monday morning, Piper and Hana left to pick up the Seoul Fusion truck after breakfast. I stood at the sink, rinsing plates while Mari dried the dishes beside me in a familiar domestic rhythm. We heard the Sprinter's engine fading into the distance as they headed to Hector's shop. Being alone with Mari felt as right as my night with Piper.

Her hand slid across my lower back. Casual. Then, not casual, as she gripped my ass.

"They'll be gone at least an hour," she murmured, pressing against my side, her hand cupping my groin as she kissed my shoulder.

I set the plate down carefully. "Babe⁠—"

"I can't stop thinking about you with Hana." Her dark eyes held mine, pupils dilated. “Hearing how caring and patient you were with her. Gentle. It was..." She trailed off, squeezing my ass and coaxing the response she wanted.

"Inspiring?" I offered, remembering Piper's word from the drive.

"Extremely." She rose on her toes, kissed the corner of my jaw. "I want you. Right now. I don’t want to wait until tonight."

My body had already responded before she said it aloud, but I overthought it and stuttered out. "We just agreed—last night I was with Piper. There is a rotation."

"I know. But quickies are in play." Her fingers found my belt. "And tonight we can just cuddle if I wear you out. But right now? This moment, I need your dick, lover.”

She pulled me toward the bedroom, and I followed because saying no to Mari when she wanted something was like trying to stop the tide. Besides, her blatant arousal triggered mine—I was already stiff in my shorts. The door closed behind us. Her shirt hit the floor. Mine followed. Bra. Shorts. Panties.

We fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs and urgent need. No slow buildup, no careful exploration. Just raw want and the familiarity of bodies that knew each other well. The first night with Hana, I recalled that Mari and Piper could hear us through the RV’s walls. With just Mari, I was much more expressive.

I kissed her hard, my hands mapping curves I'd memorized months ago. She arched into my touch, already breathless, already slick when my fingers slid between her thighs.

"Don't make me wait," she gasped against my mouth, then twisting onto her knees.

I didn’t, swinging behind her and slotting into her with a slow thrust. She moaned, nails digging into sheets as her head lowered and back arched. When I moved to a rapid rhythm, she was gasping my name.

"God, Ryan—" Her head tipped back, exposing the line of her throat. "Just like that. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. Couldn’t, if I tried. The tight heat of her, the way she moved beneath me, the small sounds she made—and her eyes, those dark pools staring at me over her shoulder with such devotion it felt like worship. I reflected the same commitment as we fucked, staring into each other’s eyes. This goddess who stirred a primal, urgent need within me. All of the sensations pushed me toward the edge faster than I expected.

"Mari—I'm close⁠—"

"Me too,” she gasped as her hand slid between us, fingers finding her clit. "Come with me, lover. Please."

We shattered together, her inner walls clenching around me as I emptied myself deep. I collapsed beside her, both of us breathing hard, skin slick with sweat.

She curled against my chest, laying her head on my shoulder as her fingers traced lazy patterns across my ribs. "That was intense."

"Yeah." I pressed a kiss to her hair. "You ambushed me."

"You loved it." She tilted her head to look at me, a satisfied smile playing on her lips. "Admit it."

"I loved it," I confirmed.

We lay quiet for a moment, heartbeats slowing, the Gulf breeze through the cracked window cooling our skin.

"Can I ask you something?" Mari said quietly.

"Always."

"Does it feel strange? Sleeping with Hana on Saturday, then Piper last night, and then me this morning?"

I considered the question carefully. "Strange isn't the right word. Different, maybe. But not wrong."

"But it’s good, right?"

"Yeah. It’s good like living in the best dream." I stroked her shoulder. "Why? Does it bother you?"

"No." She propped herself on one elbow, studying my face. "Actually, it turns me on. Thinking about you with each of them. Is that weird?"

I laughed, the sound rough. "Babe, we've breezed past weird into surreal. But as long as I can keep up with all of you, I'm game."

Her expression turned serious. "You need to be honest with us, Ryan. Make sure you're taking care of yourself. Not every sleepover means sex. With or without you involved."

"Good point." I pulled her closer. "We need to stay on the same page."

"I think we are." She kissed my chest. "But if you need a break⁠—"

"I'll tell you." I squeezed her hip. “I promise, babe.”

The sound of the Sprinter returning filtered through the window. Mari sat up, stretching. "They're back. We should get dressed before they find us like this."

"Probably." But neither of us moved immediately, savoring the afterglow a moment longer. I wondered what would happen if we didn’t. But by the time Piper and Hana walked through the door, we were fully clothed, failing to look innocent sitting on the sofa.

Piper took one look at us and grinned. "Told you."

Hana blushed, but her smile was knowing as she focused on Mari. "That's kind of hot, Mar.” She turned to Piper. “Are we still on for tonight?"

"Oh yeah, Han," Piper grinned, confirming. "You and me tonight. Seeing that daddy couldn’t keep his hands off Mar, which I agree with Han, totally—hot. But he’d better get some rest tonight.”

I did not get rest Monday night. Seeing Piper and Hana snuggling and making out together triggered something in both of us, and our afternoon tryst reminded us of how we fit together. Mari liked it rougher, including hard smacks on her ass, her lush black hair pulled, and even holding her down while I rutted into her in this raw, feral space that we both craved.

We even forgot about thin walls, unable to keep our passion quiet. As we cuddled, enjoying the tender aftercare that followed our intense tryst, I worried it was too much for Hana, then reminded myself that she was with Piper, the most empathetic woman I knew. She also understood the context of my rougher play with Mari and could explain if Hana asked. I fell asleep hard after that bit of overthinking.

Tuesday morning arrived with the familiar scent of Hana's coffee and the sound of waves through open windows. I emerged from the bedroom to find all three of them already awake—Mari at the dinette with her laptop, Piper at the stove making eggs, Hana measuring coffee grounds for the next pour-over pot.

"Morning," I said, moving to the counter.

Three voices responded in unison, and I couldn't help smiling at the domestic symphony we'd become.

Breakfast unfolded with easy conversation—practice cook plans, supply inventory, and the upcoming competition. But I noticed Hana's fingers drumming that familiar pattern against her mug. Tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there yesterday.

"What's wrong?" I asked quietly.

She looked up, startled. "What makes you think⁠—"

"You have a tell," Piper said gently, nodding at Hana's drumming fingers.

Hana set the mug down carefully. "The truck repair. Hector's colleague did amazing work, but it cleaned out my savings. I've got to save up. I need, maybe, two thousand for startup costs when competition season ends."

Mari's expression shifted to operational mode. “Besides start-up cost, how much were you planning to invest in your own expansion?"

"Ten to fifteen thousand. Enough for upgrades, maybe a commissary deposit." Hana's jaw tightened. "Now I'm looking at starting from zero again and trying to keep up with the maintenance on my aging equipment.”

"Or you don't start from zero," I said. "We buy you out. Chef's Kiss acquires Seoul Fire, and together we use the commissary agreement and a working food truck."

"No." The word came out sharp. Hana's eyes flashed. "I don't want to sell out. I might want to go back to solo operation someday."

"Is that what you want?" Mari asked, her tone neutral but probing.

"I don't know." Hana's frustration bled through. "I love what we're building. But Seoul Fire is mine. It’s my legacy, rooted in my grandmother’s recipes and my vision. I can't just... give that up."

Piper had been quiet, but now she leaned forward. "What if instead of a buyout, we do a merger? You get an equal stake in Chef's Kiss in exchange for bringing Seoul Fire into the partnership. We get the commissary agreement and a working food truck. You keep creative control over the Korean fusion menu."

Silence settled over the table as we all processed.

"Equal stake," Mari repeated slowly. "That means restructuring. Four partners, each with a twenty-five percent stake.”

"I can accept a quarter vote," I said. "It's the same principle we've been operating under—we talk, we vote on important things. Democracy, not dictatorship."

Hana's fingers had stopped drumming. "You'd really do that? Give me equal partnership?"

"You're already equal," Piper said simply. "This just makes it official."

"We'd need to formalize it," Mari added, already pulling up notes on her phone. "Update the LLC, revise the operating agreement, and file with the state. But it's doable."

"What about my creative control?" Hana asked. "The Korean fusion menu—that's non-negotiable."

"Agreed," I said. "You're the CCO for fusion concepts. Piper handles traditional BBQ creativity. You two collaborate where it makes sense, but you each have your domain."

"And the commissary agreement?" Mari pressed. "That's critical for our expansion timeline."

"It's portable," Hana confirmed. "Tied to my food service license, not the specific business entity. We can transfer it to Chef's Kiss once the merger is official."

The four of us looked at each other across the small dinette. Four people. Four equal stakes. Four different lenses on the same dream.

"I'm in," Hana said quietly. "If you're sure."

"We're sure," Piper said, reaching across to squeeze her hand.

"Then let's make it official," Mari said.

“I’ll call my attorney. Get the paperwork started,” I said before continuing. “A merger is a bit more complex than incorporating. I want to make sure it’s all proper and clearly defined. We’re all in agreement to build this unconventional family business together?”

Three heads nodded, giving me all the confirmation I needed.

The rest of the day was devoted to logistics and planning, including renaming our business to Chef’s Kiss Barbecue with Seoul Fire Fusion. Piper said she and Hana would update the logo. By the time evening rolled around, exhaustion and anticipation settled over all of us. Piper and Mari retreated to the pull-out bed without prompting, giving Hana and me the bedroom for her second night in the rotation.

Hana stood at the side of the bed after I slid the door shut. She had an uncertain expression. "Can we just... talk for a bit first?"

"Of course, honey." The pet name slipped out naturally, and her slight smile showed she liked it.

We settled on the bed, her back against the headboard, while I sat on the edge, facing her as my hand found hers. "What's on your mind?"

"Saturday night was amazing," she said quietly. "But it was also overwhelming. You led everything, and I just... followed."

"That's okay⁠—"

"I know it's okay. But tonight, I want to try something different." Her dark eyes met mine. "I want to be on top. In control. To see what that feels like."

Heat flared through me at her directness. "Whatever you want, honey. This is your exploration."

Her smile turned shy but determined. "Then help me figure this out?"

Clothes came off slowly this time, her hands more confident than Saturday night. When we were both bare, she straddled my hips, her slight weight settling against me. Her hands pressed to my chest, steadying herself.

"Like this?" she asked.

"However feels right to you, honey." I kept my hands light on her hips, supporting but not controlling.

She shifted, rose slightly, reached down and positioned me before she sank slowly. Her eyes fluttered closed as she took me in, adjusting to the angle. A soft gasp escaped her lips.

"Okay?" I asked.

"More than... Fuck—sorry. Ohhhh." She began to move, finding her rhythm. Tentative at first, then growing bolder as she discovered what felt good. Her hands slid from my chest to my shoulders, using the leverage to lift and lower herself.

I watched her face—the concentration, the wonder, the building pleasure. She was beautiful, moving with her physical grace, taking what she wanted as she followed her desires.

"You can touch me," she whispered.

My hands moved from her hips to her breasts, thumbs brushing across her nipples. She moaned, arching into the contact. Her rhythm faltered, then steadied. I held her hip with one hand, guiding her movements, helping her keep the pace.

"That's good," she breathed. "Don't stop."

I didn't stop, but continued to enjoy her pace, adjusting to what she asked for. When her movements grew urgent, I slid one hand between us, finding her clit.

She cried out, her whole body tensing. "Ryan⁠—"

"I've got you, honey. Let go."

She shattered around me, her inner walls clenching as pleasure rolled through her, and she gushed her release around the base of my cock. The sight and feel of her climax pushed me over the edge, too. I gripped her hips, holding her steady as I came, hips flexing in jerks as I emptied inside her.

She collapsed against my chest afterward, both of us breathing hard. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed a kiss to her hair.

"That was..." She trailed off, searching for words.

"Amazing," I finished. "You were amazing."

"I felt powerful," she said quietly. "In control. Like I could ask for what I wanted and you'd give it to me."

"Always, honey. Whatever you need."

She lifted her head to look at me, her expression softening. "I love you. Is it still okay to say that?"

"More than, honey." I cupped her face, kissed her gently. "I love you too."

We stayed tangled together, her head on my chest, listening to each other breathe. Through the thin wall, I heard the murmur of Piper and Mari's voices, then silence.

"They're happy for us," Hana whispered.

"Yeah. They are."

She was nearly asleep when the knock came soft but insistent, pulling us both from the edge of sleep.

"Guys?" Piper's voice, muffled through the door. "Are you awake?"

Hana sat up, reaching for my t-shirt. "Yeah. Come in."

The door opened slowly. Piper stood silhouetted in the doorway, Mari behind her with a hand on her shoulder. Even in the dim light, I could see the tension in Piper's posture.

"What's wrong, babygirl?” I asked, sitting up.

"I need to talk to you. Both of you. All of you." Her voice wavered. "I can't get it out of my head."

Mari guided her to sit on the edge of the bed. Hana moved closer, her hand finding Piper's.

"Talk to us," Hana said gently.

Piper took a shaky breath. "My period's late. Like, two weeks late. And I know my implant expired last month, and we've been..." She gestured vaguely. "I think I might be pregnant."

The words hung in the air, heavy and impossible.

"Have you taken a test?" Mari asked, her voice steady despite the tension.

Piper held up a paper CVS pharmacy bag I hadn't noticed she’d been carrying. "Got three tests two days ago. Mari, will you help me?"


CHAPTER 11
THE PERMANENCE TEST


Piper and Mari disappeared into the mid-cabin bathroom, the door clicking shut with a finality that made my chest tight. The sound of the pharmacy bag crinkling in Piper's grip echoed in my mind. Three pregnancy tests that would determine—what, exactly? Our future? Whether we'd accidentally created a life while building a business?

I stood frozen in the bedroom doorway until Hana's hand found mine.

"Come on," she said quietly, tugging me toward the sofa. "Sitting is better than hovering."

We settled onto the cushions, her shoulder pressed against mine. Through the thin bathroom door, I heard the murmur of voices—Mari's steady tone, Piper's shakier responses. Water running. Silence.

"Dammit." My voice sounded harsh as I finally spoke my mind aloud to the room. "I should have checked. Should have asked. Been paying attention to something other than brisket temps and competition schedules."

"Ryan—"

"I've been completely reckless." My hands fisted against my thighs. "Three women, and I never once had a conversation about protection. Sexual history. Basic responsible adult shit."

Hana shifted to face me. “Ryan, the three of us talked about it. Weeks ago, before you and I—" She paused. "We all had protection. I have an implant for my hormones. Mari's been tracking her cycle. Piper had an implant."

"Had," I repeated. "Past tense. Which expired. And I never even knew she had one, let alone that it needed renewing."

"Because we were all busy." Hana's voice carried that particular precision she used when making a point. "Driving all over the Coastal Bend, running competitions, building a business. She forgot. It happens."

“But that's still on me." I stood, unable to sit still with the self-recrimination churning through me. "I'm the one with experience here. The older guy who's supposed to know better. Complete failure of basic responsibility."

"No." Hana rose and stepped into my space, hand on my heaving chest. "We're all adults, Ryan. We all have agency and responsibility for our own bodies and choices. You don't have that kind of power over us—to make our decisions, carry our mistakes. It was an oversight. A mistake we all made by not communicating clearly enough."

"And Piper's going to bear the weight of the consequences⁠—"

"Can you go back and change it?"

I stopped and looked at her.

"Can you?" she pressed. "Undo the last few weeks, make different choices?"

Silence. Even the accusing voices that swirled in my mind stopped.

"You all have taught me that we make mistakes as a team." Hana’s dark eyes held mine. "And we celebrate successes as a team. It's the same principle. We don't get to pick and choose when that applies."

"A thirtieth-place brisket isn't the same as being pregnant." I grasped at something, anything to justify my guilt.

"No," she agreed. "It's not. But the framework is. We own this together, whatever the result is."

The bathroom door opened. Mari emerged first, Piper's hand clasped in hers. Both their faces were carefully neutral—the kind of blank that could mean anything.

"Two negative tests," Mari announced.

Relief hit me like a physical force. My knees actually weakened.

"We're saving the last test for two weeks from now," Mari continued, her tone clinical. "Because stress can delay ovulation, which means the timing might be off. We need to retest to be sure."

I crossed to Piper in three strides and pulled her into my arms. "My fault, babygirl. I should have⁠—"

"Stop it." Her voice was muffled against my chest, but firm. "We heard you. Through the walls. And you're wrong."

She pulled back to look at me, her blue eyes fierce as her hands rested on my chest. "It's like Hana said. We all need to take responsibility. I have agency. I knew the risks when my implant expired. I messed up by not getting it renewed on time." Her jaw tightened, and she huffed out a breath. "But I also messed up by not telling you or Mari that I was late. That's on me."

Sleep didn't come easily that night. Hana swapped places with Mari, wanting to show Piper her care and support. So Mari and I went back to bed, holding hands, but silent as we climbed under the sheets and settled into a comforting closeness.

I lay in the darkness with Mari curled against my side, acutely aware of Piper and Hana's quiet voices through the thin wall. Processing. Working through the fear and relief in a whispered conversation that I couldn't quite make out.

"You're not sleeping either," Mari murmured against my chest.

"Can't shut my brain off."

"That's new," she said dryly. "You? Overthinking something?”

I huffed a quiet laugh. "Fair point."

Her hand found mine in the darkness and threaded our fingers together. "We'll handle it. Tomorrow. Together."

"Yeah."

But sleep still didn't come.

Seven arrived with the alarm I'd set the night before. All four of us moved through our morning routines with unusual quiet—coffee brewed, showers taken, clothes chosen with more care than usual, as if we were preparing for something significant.

"CVS first," Mari announced, checking her phone. "Then the clinic opens at nine. I already made appointments."

"When did you do that?" Piper asked.

"Around three, when I couldn't sleep. Planned Parenthood has an online portal.” Mari's smile was slight. "Might as well be productive with insomnia."

The Leaf was crowded with all four of us, but nobody suggested taking two vehicles. We needed to do this together.

The CVS parking lot was nearly empty that early. Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as we navigated toward the family planning aisle. A teenage employee stocking shelves glanced up, then quickly looked away when he registered what we were shopping for.

"Trojans or Durex?" I asked, studying the overwhelming wall of options. I leaned closer to examine one brightly colored box. “They make flavored?”

"Both," Mari said decisively, ignoring my curious question and grabbing two boxes of each. "And we're getting the variety pack—some of the others. Large, of course,” She said, narrating her selections. “We’ll figure out what works best. And lube." She tossed two different lube packages into the hand basket.

The cashier—a woman in her fifties with kind eyes and a knowing smile—rang up our purchases without comment. But as she handed over the bag, she said quietly, "Good for you. Being responsible."

"Thank you," Piper said, and I heard the relief in her voice. Validation from a stranger that we weren't completely screwing this up.

Back in the Leaf, nobody spoke as I drove toward the Planned Parenthood clinic. Abortion might be illegal in Texas, but the organization shifted focus to family planning and women’s health. The building was small and discreet, with a few protesters gathered near the entrance, holding signs about life and sin.

"Ignore them," Mari said firmly as we approached. "They don't know our story."

“Apparently, they don’t know their side won.” I shook my head, remembering the decades-long struggle over Roe v. Wade, the Dobbs ruling that overturned it, and the Texas legislature’s swift response by banning abortion in the state.

Inside, the waiting room was quiet. A receptionist greeted us with professional warmth, handing over clipboards with forms. We settled into chairs that were too close together, filling out medical histories in silence.

When they called us back, we went together—all four of us trying to cram into the consultation room together until the nurse practitioner smiled and said, "I appreciate the solidarity, but I need to see you individually for exams."

Piper went first. I sat with Mari and Hana in the waiting room, my knee bouncing with nervous energy until Hana's hand settled on it, stilling the motion.

Twenty minutes later, Piper emerged. "Confirmed negative. She wants to see me again in two weeks for the retest, and I can get a new implant inserted today if I want."

"Do you want to?" Mari asked.

Piper hesitated, glancing at me. "Can we talk about it first? After everyone's seen the doctor?"

"Of course, babygirl,” I said, knowing that we were long overdue for that adult conversation.

Mari went next, then Hana. Both confirmed their birth control status—Mari admitted she'd been relying on the rhythm method tracking, a diligent routine she’d learned from her mother. Hana's implant was current for another eighteen months.

When they called my name, I stood, a strange sensation of being the only man in a women's health clinic. But the nurse practitioner—a woman named Dr. Wilson—immediately put me at ease.

“An STI panel is standard," she explained, prepping for the blood draw. "We'll also do a basic fertility check—sperm count and motility—if you're interested in knowing your baseline. And don’t mind leaving a sample.”

"Yeah," I said. "That would be good to know."

She worked efficiently, labeling vials. Then she paused, meeting my eyes. "Your partners mentioned you were considering a vasectomy. Would you like to discuss that?"

"Maybe. I don't know." I rubbed the back of my neck. "I'm forty-two. Wasn't planning on kids before all this. But now..."

"Now it's complicated," she finished gently. "Vasectomies are reversible, but success rates decrease over time. If there's any chance you might want biological children in the future, I'd recommend waiting until you're certain."

"That's what I figured."

"The good news is you have options. Condoms work. Your partners are getting their birth control sorted. You don't have to make permanent decisions today."

Relief washed through me. "Thank you."

"Come back in a week for your results. We'll go from there."

She left me alone with a plastic cup for my sample. I don’t need to give you the details, but with my three lovers, I had plenty of memories to inspire me.

Back at Pelican Point, we gathered around the dinette with the afternoon sun slanting through the windows. Water was the beverage of choice. I’d been jittery all morning; caffeine was the last thing I needed.

"We need to talk about what this means," Mari said, breaking the silence. "The scare. The clinic visit. What we're actually building together.”

I nodded, my hands wrapped around the cold water bottle for something to hold onto and ground me. "Yeah. We do."

Piper had been quiet since we left the clinic, her fingers tapping an anxious pattern against the table. Hana noticed and covered Piper's hand, stilling the motion.

"What's wrong, babygirl?" I asked gently.

She looked up, blue eyes swimming with something I couldn't quite read. Fear, maybe. Or guilt.

"I need to confess something," she said quietly, then stood up facing the table.

Mari turned toward her. "What's wrong?"

"I knew I was late. Before Galveston." Her voice wavered as she looked at me. "I didn't tell you because... part of me wanted to see what would happen."

The words hung in the air. I felt my chest tighten, but I kept my expression neutral. "What do you mean?"

"I kept thinking—so what if I am pregnant? Like, would that be so bad?" Tears spilled over, tracking down her cheeks. "You as a dad, us raising a kid together... it felt right. Scary as hell, but right."

Hana's voice was gentle. "So why didn't you say anything?"

"Because I was scared you'd think I was trying to trap us. Or that I was being irresponsible." Piper's hands fisted at her sides. "And I felt like I was betraying you. Ryan—you trust me, and I kept this huge secret while I wrestled with what I actually wanted."

I stood and cupped her face in my hands, thumbed away the tears. "Babygirl, you're allowed to have complicated feelings. You're allowed to want things that scare you."

"But now you're talking about a vasectomy, and I'm panicking." Her voice broke. "What if you change your mind? What if we want a baby someday and you're already snipped?"

She looked at Mari and Hana, then back to me.

"Shouldn't we all agree before taking that step? I know it's your body, Ryan, your choice. But I..." She steadied herself, straightened her shoulders, and focused on me. "I want to be a mom, specifically the mother of your child. I've never seen a better model of a father than you."

The confession landed like a physical weight. I pulled her tightly against me, wrapping her in my arms, and felt her shake against my chest.

"You didn't betray me," I murmured into her hair. "You were processing. That's allowed."

Mari's voice was quiet from across the table. "I've been thinking about it too. Not actively, but... watching you with us. The way you take care of people." She met Piper's eyes. "You're not wrong about the role model father thing."

Hana shifted in her seat, her expression thoughtful. "I hadn't let myself think that far ahead yet. But..." A small smile. "Piper's right. We should decide together. All of us."

I guided Piper back to her seat, but kept my hand on her shoulder. Grounding. "I'm not getting a vasectomy tomorrow. Or next month. It was just... me trying to be responsible after screwing up.” I looked at each of them in turn. "If kids are something we want—any of us, all of us—then we plan it. Together. When we're ready."

“But, when would that be?" Mari asked, processing timelines. "Piper's twenty-five. Hana's twenty-eight. I'm thirty-two. You're forty-two. Biology doesn't wait forever."

"No," I agreed. "It doesn't. But we also just barely got through a pregnancy scare. We're building a business. We don't have to decide everything today."

"But we need to know if it's even on the table," Piper said, her voice stronger now. "Because if it's not—if you don't want kids, Ryan, or if any of us don't—we need to know that."

Silence settled over the table. Heavy with implications. The thought of her walking away was like a cold blade under my ribs. If I lost any of them…

"I never thought about kids before," I admitted. "My entire life was about building my business. After that, it was a matter of escaping the corporate world. Then it was barbecue and finding you.” I paused, glancing at Piper, then each in turn. “Each of you. But I have to admit watching you all together? The way we've built this family? I can see it. Someday. If that's what we want."

"I want it," Piper said immediately. "Not now. But someday."

Mari nodded slowly. "Me too. Eventually. After we're established. After the business is stable."

Hana's response came quieter. "I don't know yet. My parents would... it would not be easy. But I'm not saying no. Just... not ready to say yes. I would love to be the fun aunt, though.”

That broke the tension, and we all chuckled at Hana’s dry humor.

"Then we table it," I said, after a pause. "We use condoms until everyone's implants are current. We don't make permanent decisions until we're all sure. And we revisit this conversation in six months. A year. Whenever it feels right."

"Agreed," Mari said, and I heard the relief in her voice.

Piper leaned across the table and grabbed my hand. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner."

“It’s okay, babygirl. You were figuring it out. That's what we all do."

Through the window, the Gulf waves rolled steady and sure. Outside our small world, the competition season waited. Practice cooks. Merger paperwork. The daily rhythm of building something that mattered.

But inside, we'd just navigated something bigger than brisket or business plans. We'd faced the question of permanence—what we were building, and whether it could hold the weight of a future neither planned nor entirely unwanted.

The answer wasn't clear yet. But the fact that we could ask it together, process it without panic, and defer the decision without resentment?

That felt like progress. Like moving closer to permanence, and that thought didn’t frighten me.


CHAPTER 12
THE BRINE CONCLUSION


Thursday morning arrived with the comforting aroma of coffee, the sound of waves through open windows, and a sense of normalcy. I emerged from the bedroom to find Mari at the dinette with her laptop, Piper at the stove making eggs, and Hana measuring coffee grounds for another flask of her pour-over coffee.

"Morning," I said quietly, noticing their coffee cups were empty.

Three voices responded in unison, and despite yesterday's emotional gauntlet, I couldn't help smiling at the domestic symphony that remained after our uncertain day.

Breakfast unfolded without mention of the pregnancy tests sitting in the bathroom trash. Nobody brought up the clinic visit or the family conversation that had stripped us all bare. We just... existed together as we ate scrambled eggs and toast while enjoying Hana's perfect coffee. The Gulf breeze through the windows reminded us that the world kept turning.

“A practice cook today?" Piper asked, breaking the comfortable silence.

"Korean brine chicken," Hana confirmed. "Need to dial in the timing before the next competition."

"I'll prep the offset," I said, grateful for the familiar task.

My phone buzzed.

A text from my attorney:

Check your email.




I handed my phone to Mari as I pulled out my laptop, opened the attachment, and clicked the e-sign link. I turned the screen so we could all see it as Mari scanned and read the highlights aloud. The terms and conditions of the merger. Equal twenty-five percent stakes. Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion will be integrated as a division of Chef's Kiss Barbecue.

"That was fast," Piper observed.

“He is efficient, which is why I keep him on retainer. He helped my business grow with mergers and acquisitions.” I replied.

Mari scrolled through the document. "Looks clean. Standard liability protections, voting procedures, and termination provisions.

“Termination?” Hana's voice carried a slight edge.

"Standard legal language," Mari assured her. "Every partnership agreement has exit strategies. Doesn't mean we're planning to use them."

Hana nodded slowly, but I saw the tension in her shoulders. The permanence question we'd wrestled with last night wasn't just about babies. It was about everything we were building.

"Let's review it together," I suggested. "Make sure we all understand what we're signing."

We crowded around the dinette, four people reading legal prose that somehow felt more intimate than any contract should. Voting procedures. Profit distribution. Decision-making authority. The mechanical framework for what we'd already been living.

"This section," Piper said, pointing to a clause about creative control. "It says Hana retains final approval on all Seoul Fire fusion concepts, and I retain final approval on traditional BBQ applications. That's what we agreed, right?"

"Right," Hana confirmed. "You don't mess with my gochujang, I don't mess with your Jalapeño Girl sauce."

"And if we disagree on something that crosses both domains?" I asked.

Mari tapped another section on the screen. "Majority vote. Any three partners can override one dissenting vote. But it requires discussion first—no ambush voting."

“And if it’s a tie?” Hana asked?

“Effectively tables the decision. We don’t act without a discussion and a fair majority vote. A democracy," I said. "Not dictatorship."

"Exactly." Mari looked at each of us in turn. "Everyone comfortable with this?"

Piper nodded immediately. Hana took longer, her fingers drumming before she nodded too, then leaned forward.

"I need to say something first," she said quietly.

We waited.

"Seoul Fire was mine. My grandmother's recipes. My vision. My way out from under my parents' expectations." Her dark eyes met mine, then Piper's, then Mari's. "Giving it up—even to become part of something bigger—it's scary."

"We're not taking it away," Piper said gently. "We're just... sharing the load."

"I know. And that's what makes it okay." Hana's slight smile was genuine. "I've spent three years doing everything alone. Building walls. Keeping everyone at arm's length because trusting people meant risking disappointment."

She looked at me. "Then you three showed me what partnership actually means. What family can be when you choose it instead of just inheriting it."

Mari's hand found Hana's across the table. "We're choosing you, too."

"I know." Hana took a steadying breath. "So yes. I'm comfortable with this. More than comfortable. I'm ready."

We signed the documents electronically, one by one, making them legally binding. My lawyer would file the change to the state to make it official. But seeing our four names on a legal contract somehow felt less binding than the unspoken commitments we'd already made to each other.

"There,” Mari said, shutting the lid on the laptop. “We're officially merged."

"At least we didn’t accidentally merge," Piper said, and the joke broke the remaining tension. We laughed. Too hard, maybe, but it felt good to release the pressure.

"Practice cook," I said, standing. "Let's get back to what we're actually good at."

The outdoor kitchen became our sanctuary. I built fires in both smokers while Hana prepped chicken with that surgical precision I'd learned to appreciate. Piper mixed her dry rubs, measuring and adjusting by feel rather than recipe. Mari organized our prep stations, fine tuning the details.

The Korean brine chicken went on at ten. Hana had calculated the timing down to the minute—two hours total, with specific temperature checkpoints to test whether her technique could scale up to competition quantities.

"Temp check at noon," she announced, setting a timer. "If the skin's developing right, we'll know the brine concentration is correct."

Around eleven, I found myself watching them with a growing pride. Hana's focused intensity as she monitored temperatures. Piper's casual grace as she tested the sauce’s viscosity. Mari's quiet satisfaction as she updated the competition calendar on her phone.

My family. Not by blood or law, but by choice. By showing up every day and choosing each other again.

"What are you thinking about?" Hana asked, catching me staring.

"How lucky I am," I said honestly.

"We're all lucky," Mari corrected. "That's how this works."

The noon temp check confirmed Hana's calculations. The chicken skin was developing perfectly—crisp exterior, moist interior, the Korean brine working its magic without waterlogging the skin.

"This is it," Piper said, examining the test piece. "This is what we serve in two weeks."

"Agreed," Mari said. "Add it to the competition protocol."

We ate the test batch for lunch, sitting in our Adirondack chairs under the awning, watching the Gulf waves roll steadily against the shore. The chicken was perfect. The day was perfect. The quiet contentment of four people who'd survived a crisis and come out stronger was perfect.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. Competition prep. Business logistics. The ongoing navigation of a relationship structure that didn't come with an instruction manual. Maybe, someday, we’d continue the family planning conversation we'd opened but not resolved.

But today? Today we had smoke and fire and each other.

That was enough.

More than enough.

It was everything.


CHAPTER 13
THE SINISTER FAMILIA


Monday morning arrived with the smell of hickory smoke and the sound of waves through open windows. We'd settled into our routine—Hana measuring coffee grounds for her pour-overs, Mari updating the practice schedule, Piper sketching logo variations at the dinette. I tended the offset smoker outside, building the fire for our Korean brine chicken test.

The practice cook had become our sanctuary. After the pregnancy scare, the clinic visit, the heavy conversations about permanence and family planning—we needed this: smoke and fire, and the patient art of making something beautiful from raw ingredients.

"Temp's holding at 250º,” I called through the open door.

"Chicken goes on in twenty minutes," Mari confirmed, checking her phone. "Hana, how’s the brine looking?”

"Ready." Hana emerged from the RV carrying the prep tray, six thighs glistening with her Korean brine treatment. Two weeks of testing had perfected the formula—salt concentration, timing, the delicate balance that created crispy skin without waterlogging it, and still keeping the chicken meat tender and moist.

Piper joined me at the smoker, her hand finding the small of my back. Casual intimacy that had become second nature. "How are you feeling, daddy?"

"Good, babygirl." I kissed her temple. "Really good."

And I was. Our quartet had found its rhythm. The rotation worked. The business was formalized. We'd survived the challenge of an unplanned pregnancy scare and come out stronger. It felt like we'd built something stable and lasting.

As I loaded Hana’s prepped chicken on the grill grates, the sound of tires on gravel pulled my attention from the smoker.

A crimson Ford F-350 rolled into Pelican Point's main drive, diesel engine rumbling. I didn't recognize the truck, but I immediately sensed Mari’s energy shift. Her whole body went rigid, phone forgotten in her hand.

"Fuck," she whispered.

The truck parked directly in front of our site—blocking our exit, I noticed. Deliberate. Territorial.

Salvador Torres stepped out, moving with that patriarchal authority I'd seen at competitions. Fifty-something, barrel-chested, silver streaking his dark hair. He wore pressed jeans and a Los Torres Barbecue polo, boots polished despite the beach setting.

His eyes swept our setup with cold assessment. The Winnebago. The custom trailer with Hector's smoker. The way the prep tables were arranged in our established configuration. Then his gaze landed on Mari, and his jaw tightened.

"Marisol," he said, not a greeting. It was a summons.

Mari set her phone down carefully. I saw her hands trembling slightly before she fisted them. "Papá. What are you doing here?"

"We need to talk." His tone left no room for negotiation. "Ahora."

Piper moved closer to Mari, a subtle show of solidarity. Hana set down the empty chicken tray, her posture straightening, and I closed the smoke chamber lids. I stayed by the smoker, but every instinct screamed to step between them.

"I'm busy," Mari said, her voice steadier than her hands. "We're in the middle of a practice cook."

Salvador's eyes finally acknowledged the rest of us. His gaze lingered on me—calculating, dismissive. Then Piper. Then Hana. His lip curled slightly.

"This won't take long." He pulled a stack of folded papers from his back pocket. "I know you went to the clinic last week. Planned Parenthood, ¿en serio? What are you doing with your life, mija?"

Mari froze. "How did you⁠—"

But Salvador was already unfolding another folded paper. For the looks of it, a form for an LLC that hadn’t been publicly posted yet. "And this. Chef's Kiss Barbecue with Seoul Fire Fusion? Twenty-five percent owner?” His dark eyes locked on hers. "You think I wouldn't find out?"

Salvador's eyes narrowed at Mari's silence. "Marisol, this has gone on long enough. You're not going to have a family with this man." He gestured dismissively at me. "You're not staying with this loco company. You're coming back to Los Torres, where you belong. Familia over everything."

Piper scoffed beside me. "She has a family. Right here."

Salvador's gaze flicked to her with barely concealed contempt. "You don't understand our culture, güerita. This is family business."

"You sound like my parents," Hana said quietly, her voice carrying more steel than I'd ever heard. "Control disguised as tradition."

Salvador's jaw tightened, but before he could respond, Mari stepped forward. Her hands had stopped trembling. Something had shifted in her posture—from defensive to dangerous.

"How did you know about the clinic?" she asked, her voice deadly calm. "That's private medical information."

"I have friends everywhere, mija. People who care about you, and let me know when you're making mistakes."

"Your friends." Mari's laugh was bitter, but her eyes narrowed, making a connection. “The same friends that you introduced to Jorge? The ones who got him arrested?"

Salvador's expression flickered—just for a second, but I caught it. So did Mari.

"That's none of your concern," he said.

"You brought him into it, didn't you?" Mari's voice rose. "Your business. Tried to make him part of the family."

The word now had a sinister undertone that made my gut tighten, then twist.

"Familia takes care of familia," Salvador said, his tone hardening. “Jorge was weak. Made mistakes. Couldn't handle the responsibility."

"Responsibility,” Mari repeated the word, as if it tasted foul and she wanted to spit it into the sand. "Is that what you call it? When the Feds came, when Jorge got sentenced to fifteen years, you called that responsibility?"

"He made his choices⁠—"

"And when it went to shit, you brought me back home." Mari's voice cracked, but she didn't back down. "Tried to pass me to the next one. Who was it going to be, Papá? Sergio? One of your socios?"

The silence that followed felt like the moment before a smoker backfires—pressure building, ready to explode from a grease fire. Mari’s eyes widened from shock to fear as she put something together, something sinister.

"You were protected, mija," Salvador said finally, his voice cold as January wind. "Provided for. That's what Familia does."

"I was currency,” Mari shouted, hands fisted at her sides. "A way to bind your deals. A-and Mamá knew."

Salvador's expression went flat—the look of a man who'd revealed too much and knew it. "Your mother understands loyalty. Something you've forgotten."

"Get out," Mari said. "Now."

Salvador studied her for a long moment, then shifted his gaze to me. "You think you can protect her? Keep her safe from what she's running from?"

"She's not running," I said quietly. "She's choosing. There's a difference."

"We'll see." Salvador turned back to Mari. "You want to play at independence? Fine. But when you need family—real family—don't come crying back." He paused at his truck door. "I'll see you at the next competition. Los Torres will show you what a real Familia looks like."

The diesel engine roared to life. We stood in silence as the crimson truck disappeared down the gravel drive.


CHAPTER 14
THE ALERT CONDITION


Before the dust settled, Mari pulled out her phone with shaking hands.

"Mari—" Piper started.

"I need to call her," Mari murmured. "I need to know."

She walked away from us, phone pressed to her ear. Walking into the sand toward the waves of the Gulf. Under the breeze, I heard her voice—tight, controlled, breaking.

"Mamá? Did you know? About Papá's business. About why he wanted me with Jorge.”

Silence. Then Alva's voice, tinny through the speaker. I couldn't make out the words through the distance and the waves, but the tone was careful. Evasive.

"That's not an answer," Mari said—another pause. "I knew... what? What did you know?"

More silence.

"He was using me as currency, Mamá. To secure favor with them. And you let him."

Whatever Alva said next made Mari's shoulders hunch. "It is exactly that simple. I have to go."

She hung up. Stood there for a moment, phone pressed to her chest, staring at the horizon like she couldn't quite believe the conversation had ended. Then she turned back to us, tears streaming down her face.

Piper moved first, wrapping Mari in her arms. Hana appeared with a water bottle from somewhere, her movements efficient even in crisis. I stayed back, giving them space but ready to step in if needed.

"I knew he was controlling," Mari said against Piper's shoulder. "I didn't know he was... this."

"You don't have to deal with him anymore," I said. "We've got you."

"He can't touch you here," Piper murmured. "You're safe."

"And at championships," Hana added, her voice quiet but fierce, "we'll beat him. Prove you made the right choice."

My gut tightened and twisted. Mari wasn’t coming clean with everything that had shocked her. The fear in her eyes was new, sinister.

Mari pulled back from Piper, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. The tears had left tracks through the dust on her face—evidence of the morning's work interrupted by her father's ambush.

"Should we be concerned?" I asked carefully, unsure how to wade into these trouble waters. "What is this actually about?"

Mari's jaw worked for a moment before she answered. "I don't know the details. Jorge was involved with Los Hermanos Del Mar. The Gulf Cartel—that's what got him fifteen years in federal prison for money laundering and trafficking charges. I think my father might be, or may have always been, too. But..." She shook her head. "I might just be going crazy. I don't know enough to be sure."

"You're not crazy," Hana said quietly. "Your father tacitly admitted he tried to 'make' your ex-husband. That's not normal family business."

The sound of footsteps on gravel made us all turn. Chuck approached from his RV pad beside ours, but the easygoing beach bum demeanor I'd grown used to had vanished. His posture was different—focused, assessing. The way he scanned our setup and the road Salvador had taken reminded me of security consultants I'd hired for the startup.

"Why was Salvador Torres here? What did he want?” he asked, and even his voice had changed. Flatter. More controlled.

“He’s Mari's father," Piper said. "He's... complicated."

"Complicated how?" Chuck's eyes swept our defensive formation around Mari, the tension still crackling in the air. "That didn't look like a family reunion."

Mari took a shaky breath. "He wants me back on his competition team. Los Torres Barbecue. When I said no, things got ugly."

"How ugly?" The question came sharp and professional.

"Ugly enough that he knows about private medical appointments and LLC filings before they're public record," I said carefully. "Ugly enough that he implied connections to criminal organizations."

Chuck was quiet for a long moment, his gaze tracking back toward where Salvador's crimson truck had disappeared. When he spoke again, his coastal drawl evaporated completely.

"You don't get a competition rig like Los Torres on taco truck margins," he said, almost to himself. His eyebrows raised like an lightbulb had gone off. "Custom smoker, top-tier equipment, full-time crew. Somebody's bankrolling that operation." His eyes cut back to Mari. "And in my experience, that somebody usually wants something in return."

Something cold settled in my gut. This wasn't the retired Coast Guard beach burnout making connections. This was something else entirely.

"Chuck—" Mari started.

"I wasn't kidding when I said I know a guy," he interrupted, his tone leaving no room for doubt. "Let me make some calls, get some confirmations. I've got resources you don't know about."

Mari looked between us, clearly processing options and risks. Then her gaze shifted to the smokers still running behind us, the practice cook we'd abandoned when Salvador arrived.

"Hill Country is next week," she said, and I heard her anger dissolving into something rawer. Fear. "We have seven days to perfect four proteins, and I can't... W-we don't have time for this."

"We make time," Piper said firmly. "Chuck handles whatever this is. We handle barbecue. That's how teams work."

"Should we be concerned?" I asked Chuck directly. "What are we actually dealing with here?"

Chuck studied Mari for a moment before answering. “Has your father ever mentioned the Los Hermanos Del Mar? Does he know Sergio Esteban?”

Mari's face hardened. “Jorge—my ex-husband—he was involved with them. Sergio… cold eyes… esto es una locura. I’m going crazy.”

"You're not crazy," Chuck said quietly. He pulled out his phone, flipped through things, and showed Mari the screen. "This Jorge?”

Mari's sharp intake of breath was answer enough.

“Fuck. Okay, thought so." Chuck pocketed the phone. "Let me make those calls. You focus on Hill Country. Competitions have witnesses, cameras, and judges. They won’t do anything with a crowd around."

“They?”

“Del Mar.”

My blood turned to ice. “And after the competition season?" I asked.

"Cross that bridge when you get there." Chuck's expression softened slightly. "For now, you've got a week to get ready for Fredericksburg. To show Salvador what you've built is better than anything he could offer."

"I have a contact at DEA," I said, as the pieces started falling into place. "Government contacts from my startup days. Should I reach out?"

Chuck's eyes sharpened with interest. "Yeah. Do that. Run Salvador Torres through him. See what flags. Don’t mention me or my name. Ryan—this is top secret.”

The way he said it—like he already knew what would come back—made the hair on my neck stand up.

"Who are you really, Chuck?" The question came out before I could stop it.

He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Right now? I'm your neighbor who's good at asking the right questions in the right places. That enough?"

It wasn't. But Mari's hand found mine, squeezing once. Later. We'd figure it out later.

"Thank you, Chuck,” Mari said quietly.

Chuck nodded once and headed back to his site, looking around with alert eyes at the trailers nearest to us. I watched him go, processing the shift in dynamics. Our easygoing neighbor had just revealed layers of competence and connections that went way beyond being a retired Coast Guard officer.

And the way he'd recognized Jorge’s photo without hesitation? That wasn't casual knowledge.

"Babe?" Mari's voice pulled me back. "You okay?"

"Yeah," I lied. "Just processing."

"Process later," Hana said firmly. "Chicken's at 157º. Thirty minutes to pull."

"Ribs need another hour," Piper added. "Bark's developing nicely.”

I checked the brisket probe. "195º. Probably another hour in the wrap."

Mari pulled up her practice schedule, fingers moving with mechanical precision. Processing through action. Controlling the controllable. I ran my fingers through my hair, letting go of the panic, and embracing the denial I needed until we had confirmation of … what?

"We run this same cook tomorrow," she said, interrupting my thoughts. "And then twice more. We'll have it dialed in perfectly."

"And then?” Piper asked.

“Then, we rest, pack, and drive to Hill Country. To Fredericksburg.” Mari's dark eyes met mine. “There we’ll show Salvador exactly what we've built."

We didn’t forget what happened with Salvador or Chuck; we just let it linger in the back of our minds as the week that followed became a blur of smoke and precision. Competition prep filled all of our focus.

Over the next few days, we ran the same simulated competition run three more times. Korean brine chicken with Hana's adjusted timing. Ribs with Piper's Jalapeño Girl glaze. Pork shoulder with our competition rub. And brisket with the bark and smoke ring that had taken me months to master. Hector’s offset smoker worked 24-7, holding temp as we fed it wood and flowed smoke over our four different proteins.

With each cook, we shaved minutes off our time. Found efficiencies in our choreography. Hana's knife work got faster. Piper's sauce application was more consistent. Mari's turn-in box arrangements approached perfection. My fire management became instinctive—reading the smoker's mood through sound and smell rather than constant temperature checks.

Two days later, my DEA contact called back. I stepped away from the outdoor kitchen to take it, watching the sunset paint the Gulf in oranges and purples.

"Salvador Torres," Agent Carlos Martinez said without preamble. “I can confirm his name is in our system. He’s a person of interest in relation to Los Hermanos Del Mar, the brothers of the sea, aka the Gulf Cartel. Suspected involvement in money laundering operations, but nothing actionable. He's careful. Keeps his hands clean."

"Is he dangerous?"

"To your girlfriend? Probably not directly. But he runs with people who are. Del Mar has been known to be ruthless.” A pause. "Wait—where are you calling from? You're not in Austin anymore, are you?"

"Corpus Christi area," I said. "Been here since I cashed out last year."

The silence that followed was longer than comfortable.

"When exactly did you move there?" Martinez asked, his tone shifting.

"September. Why?"

"Because Los Hermanos Del Mar operates out of Corpus Christi, Ryan. That's their territory. Port access, access to the intercostal waterway, the bay, and marina traffic. They run cash businesses up and down the coast, which we suspect is part of their money laundering operations run by Salvador Torres.” Another pause. "If you're in his backyard dating his daughter, you need to be very fucking careful."

My stomach dropped, icy tendrils of fear. "I didn't know⁠—"

"Of course you didn't. That's why I'm telling you now." Martinez's hushed voice carried the weight of experience. "Stay alert. Don’t make any sudden changes? But you need to have a plan."

"What kind of plan?"

"The kind where you're not living in an RV park with minimal security in the middle of his operational zone." A beat. "You said Corpus area—where specifically?"

"Pelican Point. Mustang Island."

"Jesus Christ, Ryan." Martinez actually laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You're parked on a primary surveillance point for the Port Aransas corridor. That's a major smuggling route."

"How was I supposed to know that?"

"You weren't. But now you do. Get security cameras. Don’t vary your routines; they are probably watching you, and a change might tip them off. And seriously consider relocating after competition season ends. Salvador might tolerate his daughter's defection, but he won't tolerate her broadcasting his business to federal contacts."

A long pause. "Ryan."

"Yeah?"

"Right now, you're looking like a federal undercover contact. You see that now?"

"Right. Got it."

I thanked him and hung up, my hands shaking slightly. Mari was watching me from the prep table, her expression carefully neutral.

"Person of interest," I said quietly. "Nothing actionable, but he's connected." I hesitated. "Martinez says we're in Salvador's operational territory. Pelican Point overlooks a smuggling corridor."

Mari's face went pale as she made the connections. “That’s how he knew. Eddie’s. The marina… ” She couldn’t name the rest, but I could tell by her eyes she was making connections.

"I didn't know⁠—"

"I know you didn't." Mari’s jaw tightened with frustration. "But my father did. He knows exactly where we are. Has probably known since the day you parked here. The night I met you and Piper.” She nodded once, processing as her eyes shifted. “Fredericksburg will have 150 teams and judges from three states. Doesn't get more public than that." She looked at me. “We’ll be safe there. Away from here.”

"Exactly." But the knowledge of what we had stepped into the middle of made my chest tight. I had to protect my family, but from whom? From what?

Later, Chuck stopped by with his own report. Catching Mari and me sitting in the Adirondack chairs watching the color of the sky as sun dipped toward the horizon behind us. His usual beach casual attire had been replaced by something sharper—cargo pants with too many pockets, a tactical watch I hadn't noticed before.

"Salvador Torres moves money for the Gulf Cartel," he said without preamble. "Stays three steps removed from actual operations. Smart. Careful. Dangerous if cornered, but unlikely to risk exposure over a daughter's defection."

"How do you know that?" Mari asked.

Chuck's smile was thin. "I told you. I know a guy."

"How long have you been here?" I asked. "At Pelican Point."

"Eighteen months. Arrived six months before you did."

"And you just happened to be right next to where we parked?"

"I didn't arrange your spot assignment, if that's what you're asking. But when Salvador Torres's daughter moved into my surveillance zone?" Chuck shrugged. "I started paying closer attention."

He turned to Mari. "Watch your back at Fredericksburg. And maybe invest in some security cameras for the RV."

"Already ordered them, on Ryan’s friend’s advice,” Mari said. "Arrive tomorrow morning.”

"Good." Chuck's expression shifted slightly, something almost protective crossing his features. He tapped on his pockets, then reached in and pulled out an old flip phone and tossed it at me. “Burner. Has my number. Don’t call it, I’ll call or text you. Keep it on you at all times. I’ll be at Hill Country watching. You won't know where, but I've got your back. We’ve heard some chatter; something might be going down.”

“We?” I asked. “Who’s we?”

Chuck’s eyes lifted and locked onto mine. “Ryan. We never had this conversation.” He turned and walked back to his motorhome, shutting the door.

After he left, I scanned his RV, looking at it closer than I ever had. The satellite dish on the roof was larger than standard. The solar panel array was more extensive than needed to meet a retiree’s power needs. And now that I was paying attention, I noticed the way he positioned his lawn chair—always with sight lines to the main road, the marina, and our site.

"He's not retired Coast Guard," I said to Mari quietly.

"No," she agreed. "He's not."

"Does it matter?"

She considered that. "Not if he's on our side."

"Is he?"

"I think so. But I also think we're going to find out in Fredericksburg.”

The next day, we rested. Watched movies on the pull-out bed, all four of us tangled together in a way that had become natural over the past weeks. Nobody mentioned Salvador, cartels, or Chuck's mysterious resources. We just existed together, recharging.

The following morning, Mari called her mother from the mid-cabin bathroom. I heard the conversation through the thin walls—brief, stilted, painful.

"I'm competing at Hill Country," Mari said. "I wanted you to know."

Alva's response was too quiet to make out.

"I'm not asking you to choose between us," Mari continued. "But I am choosing myself. For the first time in my life."

When she emerged from the bedroom, her eyes were red, but her shoulders were straight.

"She's not…” she said, unable to complete her thought. "She said it would upset Papá if she took sides.”

Piper wrapped her in a hug. Hana squeezed her hand. I just pulled her close, letting her process in silence.

Mari and I finally came clean and told Piper and Hana the sketchy details of what we knew. They asked questions, but we didn’t know the answers. We could only control what we could, and that remained competing as planned, just with more awareness of what might be happening around us.

We packed the Winnebago's undercarriage storage with our equipment. Hector's custom smoker was locked down in the trailer with our prep tables, turn-in boxes, Piper's sauce arsenal, Hana's knife kit, and Mari's organizational systems—everything we'd built over three months of learning to work together. Then I installed security cameras around the RV, giving me full coverage with motion sensors.

When we hit the road. Mari drove the first shift, Piper riding shotgun with navigation pulled up on the console display. Hana and I settled on the sofa in the main cabin, her head on my shoulder, both of us watching the Gulf Coast landscape roll past.

"You nervous?" she asked quietly.

"Terrified," I admitted. "Not about the barbecue. About Salvador. Del Mar.”

"He can't touch us there. Too many witnesses." Hana repeated what we’d told her, what Carlos and Chuck had told me.

"I know. But after..." There was a time limit, but it was also uncertain. I couldn’t let my imagination go wild.

"After? We figure it out." She tilted her head to look at me. "Together. Like we always do."

Through the windshield’s reflection, I saw Mari's hands tighten on the steering wheel. Piper's hand rested on her thigh—grounding, reassuring. In the rearview mirror, Mari's eyes met mine—a slight nod. We were ready.

The Hill Country BBQ Championship competitors sprawled across the Fredericksburg fairgrounds, 150 teams from across Texas and beyond. We pulled into our assigned spot after an almost four-hour drive. I immediately spotted the crimson Los Torres rig one row over. We were practically neighbors.

Salvador stood beside his smoker, arms crossed, watching us park. But he wasn't alone. Two men in suits, pressed jeans, sunglasses, and expensive boots flanked him—the kind of guys who looked like they'd never touched a smoker in their lives but knew exactly how to make problems disappear.

Mari shifted the RV into park, ready to disconnect the trailer. She took a slow breath, turning to face us from the the cab. "Let's show him what we've built.”


HANA’S TEXAS BRISKET BIBIMBAP



Ingredients

Yesterday’s brisket, sliced thinly

Rice, steamed white

Egg, fried, sunny side up

Vegetables, steamed or sauteed: mushrooms, spinach, carrots, bean sprouts, etc

Gochujang Sauce (Hana recommends O’Food from HEB)

Instructions

Heat or cook steamed white rice

Slice brisket in thin slices

Sautè your preferred vegetable with garlic and sesame oil to taste

Whisk together gochujang paste, sesame oil, garlic, soy sauce, sugar, and rice vinegar

Assemble in a bowl with rice on the bottom, arrange vegetables and sliced brisket, top with a fried egg, and drizzle generously with the sauce.

Stir everything together and enjoy this fusion of Texas and Korean cuisines


RADIANT HEAT
A SMOKY SLICE OF LIFE MEN’S ROMANCE



ABOUT RADIANT HEAT

Winning has never been this dangerous.

Ryan Mitchell's polyamorous family has fought their way to the Austin Invitational Barbecue Championship—the most prestigious competition in the state. After months of perfecting their craft, Chef's Kiss Barbecue is finally ready to prove they belong among the elite.

But Mari's past won't stay buried.

Her father, Salvador Torres, dominates the competition circuit with his legendary brisket and iron-fisted reputation. What the barbecue world doesn't know is what Mari's only beginning to suspect: the smoky haze around Los Torres hides something far more sinister than burnt ends.

When federal agents close in and the competition grounds become a crime scene, the quartet must finish their cook while their world implodes around them. Their championship-level barbecue might earn them a trophy, but proximity to Salvador's secrets could cost them everything.

Some fires can't be controlled. Some smoke signals danger.

In the explosive conclusion to Chef's Kiss Barbecue's first season, Ryan and his lovers discover that the heat rising from their smokers is nothing compared to the pressure of protecting the family they've built—no matter the cost.

Book 4 in the Chef's Kiss series. Polyamorous harem romance (MFFF) with suspenseful thriller elements, explicit content, and competition BBQ details. HFN ending.


To those who’ve gone through trials and tribulations and found home.


A house is not a home unless it contains food and fire for the mind as well as the body.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


RADIANT HEAT


CHAPTER 1
THE FREDERICKSBURG SETUP


At Pelican Point, our Winnebago and trailer setup seemed large. However, at the Hill Country Championships in Fredericksburg, Texas, it was only medium-sized compared to the other rigs and setups around us. One hundred fifty competitors from six states were in attendance, ranging from families and amateurs to corporate-sponsored pros. The competition grounds were arranged in a series of arcs, with thirty-foot lanes between adjacent bends. We set up in a forty-foot by twenty-foot rectangular lot in the third row. Los Torres, because of its size, was assigned an even larger lot in the front row.

There was one row between us, but we had a direct line of sight into Los Torres’s setup, meaning both camps could watch the other. Mari stared out at her father, standing on the top of their crimson goose-neck trailer and surveying his team as they set up their gear.

“Are we just gonna stare at ‘em?” Piper asked, nudging Mari. “Come on, Mar, we do our talking with Ryan’s meat.”

I snorted, and Mari’s hard stare finally broke as she slapped Piper’s shoulder. Hana laughed into her fingers as she got out and headed to unhook the trailer.

“You’re right,” Mari said, turning toward the trailer with a grim expression. “Let’s focus on what we can control, kicking ass.”

After making a circuit and parking along the side of our lot, I joined the girls, keeping my head on a swivel. It was good to take things lightly, but I was hyperaware of the people around us. Los Torres might be the target of a federal money laundering probe, but that was so abstract as to be absurd.

A growing number of suit-wearing Hispanic men seemed ever-present around the Los Torres’s site, sunglasses hiding their eyes as they surveyed the crowd. Had they always been there in the other events, and I’d just been blind to it? I shook my head.

“Concentrate on what you can control, Mitchell.” I scolded myself.

The girls had already raised the rear door and extended the ramp by the time I caught up. So I grabbed the end of Hector’s smoker. “Winch on?”

“Yeah. Ready?” Piper called.

“Let it out,” I replied and pulled on the end of the smoker. Hector’s four-wheeled rig rode smoothly down the ramp and onto the infield grass, held in check by the tension in the wire rope hooked to the winch.

“Okay, hold,” I called when all four wheels were on level ground. I disconnected the cable and called back. “Clear! Reel it in.”

We knew the process, and by now it was muscle memory. The three girls climbed off the kitchen trailer and helped me push and rotate it across the front of our lot at a right angle to the RV, then we locked the wheels. The extended awnings from the top of the trailer and the Winnebago provided a large shaded space between the RV and the kitchen.

While the girls climbed back up the steps to the raised kitchen platform, I manhandled the smoker into place across from the RV. The motorhome and trailer formed an L-shape in one corner of our lot, with the smoker running along the border of our lot parallel to the Winnebago, and far enough away from the end of the mobile kitchen to stack wood near the firebox of Hector’s custom rig. I raised the smoker to cooking height, and opened the doors to pull out the gear we’d stowed inside on the grates: firewood, kindling, bags of charcoal, and my chimney starter.

Then I set up the four camp chairs under the awning along the side of the kitchen trailer near the smoker and climbed up to join the rest of my girls. Hana and Piper were pulling out supplies and lining them up on the stainless steel prep table facing the interior of our lot, while Mari had her back to me. She had stopped moving, her box only half empty, as she stared two rows down at the silhouette of her father’s back. I stepped behind and placed my hand on her shoulder.

“You okay?” I asked, and she shook her head like she was clearing cobwebs and nodded.

“Focus on what I can control,” she murmured as she got back to work.

The phrase had become our mantra since Chuck dropped the bomb on us. It wasn’t a real bomb, more like psychological warfare that none of us were prepared for. Mari had denied her father’s involvement with the shady Los Hermanos del Mar cartel over the years she worked for him. She focused on learning and then mastering the Torres Family Tacos business in Corpus Christi.

I could understand her avoidance, given the trauma of watching her husband be taken from her house in cuffs by the feds. Her life was upended by events out of her control. I wasn’t a psychiatrist, but she had to have some PTSD from the trauma she’d buried and hadn’t worked through all of the complicated emotions that entailed. I had friends back in Austin who had seen things they still couldn’t talk about from their time in combat.

“Maybe you should move your station to the other table.” I offered, hoping that putting the crimson trailer out of sight would be out of mind.

“Nah, the girls already have their stations ready,” Mari said, shaking her head. “I need to get over myself.” She went on in Spanish, probably cursing her father and the whole situation. We worked together and emptied the storage bin. Through our practices, we all had a good idea of what happened at each station.

She finished and turned toward the girls, hands on her hips. “Okay, all set?”

“Yep,” Piper chimed, turning toward the center of our outdoor kitchen.

“Yes, chef,” Hana called out, all business.

“Okay, we can’t start prepping food until 5, when the event officially starts. I have to attend the reading of the rules by the competition organizers. Keep the meat in the coolers until it’s time. It’s hot out, and we don’t want to be trimming and rubbing for long. You can work on your sauces, if you want.” She turned to me as the girls got back to work. “Come with me to the pow wow?”

“I was thinking I would, if you don’t mind the company.” I didn’t think anything would happen in the bustling crowd of barbecue teams, but after Chuck’s warning, we’d decided to always be in pairs when outside our encampment.

“I always love your company, babe.” Mari grinned and reached for my hand.

“Good, because the feelings are mutual, lover.”

We walked along the RV, then around the back to an aisle between the adjacent lots. The RV’s window shades were pulled down, the Chef’s Kiss logo printed on the outside. The only entrance to the RV was on the passenger side, facing the interior of our space, so we walked along a solid boundary between our setup and our neighbors RV.

For this trip, I’d locked all the undercarriage spaces. It was a little inconvenient, but with all the wild suspicions my worst-case way of thinking had spun, I thought it was better to be secure.

As we walked to the center of the grounds, where the organizer’s tent stood beside the judging areas, I felt the flip phone in my pocket buzz. I pulled it out and flipped it open.

Chuck:


Lemonade stand after the meeting.




It’ll be Mari and me.




Just say, you’re both thirsty.




I showed the messages to Mari, and she nodded before forcing a smile. My stomach had been in either a knot or rumbling with turmoil for the past few days. I hated feeling like we were in the middle of a spy movie, or being hunted by that coin-flipping psychopath in No Country for Old Men.

“I’m thirsty,” Mari said, echoing his text as she squeezed my hand and pointed to a booth in the fair food court. “Let’s get some lemonade from that stand after the meeting. The girls need to stay hydrated, too.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said, impressed by Mari already scouting out the target. Of course, we had plenty of drinks in the RV, and even more in the storage compartments of both our vehicles. But to anyone who might overhear our conversation, our detour for lemonade would make sense. The unrest of being watched buzzed in the base of my skull.

The rules meeting was unremarkable. Reps from each team filed into the room, with everyone was a little rumpled and sweaty from setup, but there was a cheerful hum around us. Given that it was a competition, most teams saw the invitational as a friendly contest among like-minded people. And then there was Salvador Torres.

He strode into the tent, flanked by a familiar face—Cold Eyes—Sergio. The guy who Mari went out with on Salvador’s request. We’d seen them together at Eddie’s and that spooked Mari. Both of them stood confidently in the back row, arms crossed over their chests. Mari glanced once, then moved so I was between her and the pair. I glanced over, Salvador gave me a head nod, and murmured something to his companion. Sergio slid his sunglasses down his nose and peered over at me, then pushed them back up and spoke to Salvador, who laughed at whatever he said.

With some difficulty, I managed to rid my thoughts of them. I needed to focus on the rules. With both of us distracted, we needed to listen and catch anything one of us might miss. Mari’s fingers interlaced with mine as she glanced up to ensure I was paying attention. I was, but there were too many distractions.

Come on, Mitchell. It’s game time—focus. The rules weren’t anything new, so it was easy for my mind to drift and think about the things Chuck warned us about. But Mari squeezed my hand when she noticed and pulled me back to the present.

We grabbed one of the neatly stapled rules packages as we left the meeting—no sign of Salvador and his shadow. Which wasn’t surprising. Salvador always had this air that the rules were meant for other people. As we exited into the mid-day sun, Mari tugged me in the direction of the lemonade stand. She remembered our task as my mind was a whirlwind of worst-case scenarios, ripped straight from thrillers.

We got in line, and after a few minutes, Chuck appeared and lined up behind us. We didn’t say anything as we waited in the long line with other team leaders, hankering for lemonade, sweet tea, or an Arnold Palmer.

Chuck moved close and whispered behind Mari and me, close to where our shoulders touched. “Stay alert, keep your eyes open.”

“Are we in danger?” I asked, a cold spike wedged in my gut.

“No,” Chuck said with quick confidence. “We’ve just seen a rise in chatter, messages, and emails that point to a higher presence here. It is probably a meeting or something to plan the next meeting.”

“Del Mar has micromanagers, too?” I asked with a dry chuckle.

“You need to spend more time with my family, babe,” Mari said. “My Mama’s family makes your admin structures seem like a teenager’s room.”

“I’m here, along with others,” Chuck murmured. “You’re safe. Just stick to your plan and kick ass in the competition. I’ll find you after the awards ceremony.”

We waited for a few beats, then Chuck threw his hands up. “This line is crazy, there’s got to be something else.” He wandered down the length of the food tents, complaining about the heat and the crowd. Mari and I waited, got four large lemonades, and then returned to our team.

When we passed them out, Piper grabbed her cup and sucked deeply from the straw, her cheeks hallowing. When she blinked and looked at me, pulling her lips slowly from the straw with a smirk. “Good call, I was parched.”

“We have a ton of drinks in the cooler,” Hana said, taking hers and a small sip.

“Special treat,” Mari said, and then it was back to business.

We had roasts to trim and season, the chicken and ribs to prep, and sauces to finish. The four of us flowed back into familiar routines of the first night of a competition. The teams around us were all working; no more sightseeing, and everyone was busy. My senses tingled, but I ignored them. I had to trust Chuck on this; otherwise, my worst-case bias would have me seeing ghosts.

I grabbed my charcoal chimney and bags of charcoal, and got to work lighting the fires in the smokers. The plan was for Hector’s offset rig to handle the pork and brisket while the Academy Sports stick burner would handle the ribs. I’d start the Traeger early in the morning for the chicken halves. Routine took over as we all got to work.


CHAPTER 2
THE QUARTET RHYTHM


After getting the roasts under the smoke at ten, Mari and Hana walked inside the RV to rest, while Piper and I sat in the camping chair near the smokers. We’d take the first watch, then swap around two in the morning. The buddy system we’d established kept both people occupied and reduced the chance that one person alone would fall asleep at the controls.

Not that we needed controls; the smokers were holding steady at temperature, and I had electronic thermometers hooked to an app on my phone that would alert me to any out-of-range readings. Each smoker had wood stacked near the firebox, and the Traeger’s pellet hopper was topped off and ready to start during the morning shift. It was Mari and my idea to keep a watch around the clock whenever we were smoking, strange things could happen without warning.

We’d even trained for some worst-case scenarios. Mari or I would walk up during a practice session and call out a drill. “Grease fire in the offset!” Then we’d step back observe as Piper or Hana simulated the steps. We had fire extinguishers on hand, heavy fire blankets to smother a fire quickly. Drilled on immediate actions in a fire helped to keep the locations front of mind. We also practiced handling the meat to continue the cook in case of an emergency.

That type of operational thinking was second nature to me from rollouts and updates. Mari and Hana had similar training in keeping their food trucks’ daily operations going. Piper had been away from culinary school and kitchen work for a few years, but she picked right back up after a few drills.

Piper got up from her chair and slid into my lap around midnight. We often took time to cuddle during the long monitoring-temperature shifts. The weight of her on my thigh was a comfort to my whirling thoughts now that we weren’t as busy.

“Mari told me what Chuck said,” she whispered as she rested her head on my shoulder. “What do you think is going on?”

“I don’t know,” I said, squeezing her. “I don’t want to know, I just want to do well in this event, and continue to make you three my top priority.”

“You’re ours too, daddy.” She kissed under my ear. “We’re a team, don’t isolate from us because you’re worried.”

I nodded, and we shared a tender kiss, then quieted and watched the flames flicker behind the slats in the vents of the firebox. Comfortable silence wasn’t really comfortable. The moment I started to relax, my mind would ping with a new worry. It was exhausting. I needed a distraction.

“You changed my life,” I told Piper as she shifted in my lap to be more comfortable. Her blue eyes widened as she looked at me, but didn’t reply, just waited and listened. “I was asleep, you woke me up.” I went on, squeezing her waist. “I’d escaped the rat race, but I knew that I was fooling myself thinking I’d be happy just roaming the Gulf Coast. I needed a mission, a quest.”

“And I was a quest?” She asked, with a half grin.

“Well, yes, but no.” I sighed. “God, you were a smoke show the moment I first saw you at Sunrise Tacos. So beautiful. But serene, comfortable in your own skin. I was a trainwreck.”

“No,” Piper said, caressing my jaw. “You were alone, and you hadn’t figured out how to be alone. I had, but there was always a …” She went silent and faced the flickering orange light of the smokers. “You showed up, and I just kept feeling this pull—like gravity. It was something new. I never would have slid into a stranger’s seat and started a conversation. But …” She smiled, and we shared a kiss. “You were irresistible.”

I ran the backs of my fingers along her cheek. “So were you. I didn’t know how to… My social graces are more aligned with keeping people at a distance; running a company didn’t require relationships. With you, I felt like a teenager, trying to figure out what to text you when you gave me your number.”

“Someone had to take the first step,” she said with a soft smile. “I love our story, and how it continued with Mari, and later Hana. It feels right.”

“Same for me,” I said, then glanced in the direction of Los Torres, their crimson trailer just visible between the other sites. “That’s why I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us safe.”

“We’ll do whatever it takes as a team,” Piper said. “You’re not alone anymore, daddy. You never will be again.”

“That’s the plan, babygirl.”

We kissed, and I felt that draw we were talking about, the gravity that had pulled us into each other’s orbits. It felt like fate, but random chance was tricky in how patterns could appear from static. When we swapped places with Mari and Hana, and walked hand in hand into the RV. We didn’t have to talk, as we got ready for bed, stripping away everything but us.

We made love, in the midst of our exhaustion, our bodies coming together in an even rhythm until our desire pulled us to the heavens. Kissing deeply to cut off our screams and yells of passion. We stayed tangled as we caught our breath.

“Love you, babygirl.”

“Love you, daddy.”
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When my alarm went off at 6, we were still tangled. Sleep warm and content, we enjoyed the moment. Then kissed, slid out of bed, dressed, and slipped out of the bedroom. Hana’s pour-over flask was full of hot coffee, and I prepared our cups while Piper cut up a cantaloupe for a quick breakfast. We joined the other two outside, carrying our cups and a bowl of melon to share.

“All’s steady,” Hana reported. “Brisket is at 165º, but I think it needs to go to 170º before the wrap; the bark could use more smoke time.”

“The butt can be wrapped now,” Mari said, taking a bite of the orange fruit. “It feels like the stall is going to be a long one, maybe punch up the heat to 275º for a couple hours. Recheck at 9.”

We finished our coffee and fell back into our familiar shorthand of status updates, and Mari directed our playbook toward the turn-in times. Briskets and butts were all wrapped, sweating through the butcher paper. The Traeger was pumping out clean smoke from pecan pellets. We spatchcocked five chickens, then Hana cleaved through the breastbone so we could cook ten halves to deliver six to the judges. Hana’s Korean brine had done its job; the skin was tight and ready for the smoke early.

I was putting on the first of eight racks of ribs when I noticed Mari’s double-take from her spot in the kitchen trailer. She came down the steps as I was loading the last rack onto the stick burner, which was rolling 250º smoke for the ribs for the first three hours under the blanket.

“Ryan,” she said, hurrying up to me.

I pulled her into my arms because she looked like she’d seen a ghost. “What is it? What did you see?”

“Another guy that Salvador set me up with after Jorge went to prison. A guy like Cold Eyes.” She panned around our setup, acting as if we were about to be attacked. I pulled her with me as I sat in a camp chair and settled her in my lap.

“He doesn’t belong here, Ryan,” she said, holding my eyes. “Neither does Sergio. They’re here because my father is here. I see it now, I should have seen it years ago.”

“Seen what?” I asked. I was halfway in the dark. Chuck and my friend Agent Martinez confirmed that the feds were watching Salvador. Money laundering and other things I knew little about. It was frustrating not to know the details.

“The signs,” Mari said, with panic in her eyes as they shifted between mine. “They’re all in the cartel. Del Mar, Los Hermanos, the Gulf Cartel. I can feel it. I’ve ignored the feeling for too long.”

“What can we control?” I asked, trying to calm her down. “If we look spooked, these guys will be spooked.” I reminded her in a quiet whisper. “Chuck’s here and he’s not alone. If these guys suspect something’s off, whatever is going on is shut down, and whatever the feds are looking for evaporates. We need to keep our wits and just do what we can control, babe. Win this barbecue contest.”

She stared at me, twisted in my lap, resting her hands on my chest. She took a slow inhale, and I mirrored her. Together, we worked through some slow breathing until her eyes drooped, and she slumped.

“You’re right. We can only do what we came here to do. Kick ass.”

“I love you, Mar,” I said, studying her eyes.

“I love you, too.”

We took a beat, then rose and got back to work.

Chicken turn-in first: six golden chicken halves with golden, crispy skin from the brine, and kicking the Traeger’s temp to high for the last fifteen minutes. Hana sorted pairs of breasts into styrofoam clamshells, placing them atop trimmed bunches of parsley and closing the lids. Piper walked the boxes to the judging tent.

I felt a tremor in my gut as she walked past Los Torres.

“Maybe we should have two runners,” I said.

“Don’t be paranoid,” Mari said.

But when six pork ribs glistening with Piper’s signature Jalapeño Girl sauce were packed in their box as an offering to the judges. Piper and Hana walked together to the tent.

A half hour later, the money muscle of the pork shoulder was sliced into even pieces, with a juicy pile of pulled pork gleaming from Hana’s Korean twist of traditional KC sauce. It was a risk, but we felt that our pork offerings needed something extra.

The last offering was brisket, its bark was deep mahogany, nearly ebony as the roast jiggled on the cutting board. The standard thick slices wept tallow as the Tex-Mex glaze shimmered on the bark. The smoke ring was nearly crimson, and the meat pulled apart with the perfect snap. When Mari closed the lid, I carried it with her beside me to the judges’ tent.

When we got back, Piper and Hana were already cleaning up. We were all wasted, but relaxing would mean extra time to dwell on things we had no control over. I started shutting down the smokers and clearing out the ashes in the firebox. As the coals cooled in a tin bucket, I removed the racks, brushed off the charred residue with a wire brush, and then carried them into the kitchen to wash them in the sink.

We finished cleaning up together before the awards ceremony. Then it was time to walk to the arena, and past Los Torres’ gleaming crimson gooseneck, to the tent set up for the awards. Salvador’s team had already broken everything down, loaded their trailer, tied everything down, and were ready to move as soon as the results were announced.

We’d be right behind them. I was ready to leave Fredericksburg and drive back to Pelican Point. It was time to turn the page and start preparing for the next competition.


CHAPTER 3
THE PODIUM CALL


The announcer's voice crackled through the PA system, drawing the crowd toward the pavilion. My stomach twisted as we joined the flow of competitors, families, and BBQ enthusiasts converging on the awards area. Mari's hand found mine, her grip tight enough to hurt.

"Breathe," I whispered, though I wasn't sure if I was talking to her or myself. It was more than just nerves over the placings; it was the swirling paranoia I’d been fighting since learning about Salvador’s connection to Del Mar.

"I am breathing," she said, but her chest rose and fell in shallow bursts. “Do you see them, who I’m seeing?”

I nodded, “The suits?”

“Yeah,” Mari breathed.

“It’s hard to tell who’s who.” I squeezed her hand. “You saw old connections, but only recognized two. Some of the suits may be other agencies, undercover, watching. We don’t know enough, and I can feel my paranoia spiking.”

“Same. It’s exhausting. At least we had something to focus on during the cook.” Mari inhaled, then let out a sigh. “Too many people. It’s just too many people, and we’re both paranoid.”

Piper appeared on my other side, threading her fingers through mine. Hana completed our quartet, standing just behind us with her hands resting on Mari's and my shoulders. I looked back and saw the composed mask she wore firmly in place. Only the slight tension in her shoulders betrayed her nerves.

The pair were locked in on the results. Maybe what Mari and I were experiencing was only paranoia. I needed to focus on what was in front of me, and not keep seeing goddamn ghosts.

Around us were one hundred fifty other teams, the largest field we'd ever competed against. And somewhere in this crowd, Salvador Torres stood with his crew, waiting to hear if his name would be called same as the other teams. We were safe in a crowd this large. I clung to that fact and settled in to listen to the results.

The announcer—a barrel-chested man in a Fredericksburg BBQ polo—stepped up to the microphone. "Alright, folks, let's get started with our category awards!"

The crowd settled into an expectant silence.

"First up, chicken!"

My pulse hammered against my ribs. Chicken had been our struggle protein all season. Hana's Korean brine had helped, but consistency remained elusive.

"Third place, from Austin, Texas... Smoke & Mirrors BBQ!"

Applause rippled through the crowd. Not us.

"Second place, from San Antonio... Alamo Pitmasters!"

Mari's grip tightened.

"And first place in chicken... from Dallas, Texas... Big D BBQ!"

I exhaled slowly. No podium call for chicken. Disappointing, but not unexpected or devastating. We had three more categories. The buzz of paranoia had quieted, replaced by the familiar anticipation of the announcements.

"Next up, ribs!"

This was our strength. Piper's fusion glazes had placed us consistently all season.

"Third place, from Houston... Gulf Coast Smokers!"

The announcer paused for dramatic effect. I wanted to throttle him.

"Second place, from Corpus Christi... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

The roar from our small section was disproportionate to our numbers. Piper shrieked, so loud it echoed, and Hana's rare smile broke through her composed exterior as she squeezed my shoulder, and Mari turned and buried her face against the opposite side.

"We did it," she whispered. "Second place. In this field."

We made our way forward through the crowd to collect our ribbon—a substantial red rosette with "2nd Place - Ribs" printed in gold. The announcer shook our hands, and I caught a glimpse of Salvador three rows back. His expression hadn't changed.

Back in our spot, Piper clutched the ribbon as if it might evaporate. "This is real, right? I'm not hallucinating from smoke inhalation?"

"It's real, babygirl," I said, kissing her temple.

"Moving on to pork!"

My heart rate hadn't settled from the ribs announcement. Two more categories. Two more chances.

"Third place, from Corpus Christi... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

Another podium call. The crowd's applause felt louder this time, or maybe I was just more aware of it. We collected our white ribbon, and I noticed other teams watching us now. Recognition. Respect.

Or maybe calculation. We were now the competition to beat.

"Alright, folks, last category of the day—brisket!"

The big one. The category that defines Texas barbecue. The category Salvador owned.

"Third place, from Fredericksburg... Hill Country Smoke!"

“Please,” I thought.

"Second place, from Austin... Capital City BBQ!"

One spot left.

"And first place in brisket... from Corpus Christi... Los Torres Barbecue!"

Of course. Salvador's specialty. His signature. I watched him walk forward to collect his blue ribbon, that same stone-faced authority he'd shown at every competition. But when he scanned the crowd on his way back, looking for Mari, I saw something flicker in his eyes.

We'd been called in two categories. He'd won one.

"Now for overall standings!"

Mari's hand was shaking in mine. Or maybe it was mine that was shaking in hers. Hard to tell.

The announcer worked through the lower placements—tenth through sixth. Each name brought relief that it wasn't us, followed immediately by anxiety about what came next.

"In fifth place, from San Antonio... Lone Star Pitmasters!"

Four spots left. Top four. We could still⁠—

"In fourth place, from Corpus Christi... Los Torres Barbecue!"

I glanced over and noticed Salvador's jaw tighten fractionally. Fourth place. Beaten by teams he'd competed against for years. Beaten by⁠—

"In third place, from Austin... Capital City BBQ!"

Oh god. Oh god. We were in the top two. Had to be. The math⁠—

"In second place, also from Corpus Christi... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

The roar from the crowd was deafening.

Second place. Silver medal. Podium finish. In the largest competition we'd ever entered.

I froze, my mind spinning so fast I couldn't process what I was supposed to do. Piper was crying, Mari was laughing, and Hana had grabbed both of them in a rare display of physical affection. Someone pushed me forward, and I stumbled toward the stage with my partners.

The trophy was substantial—a bronze plaque mounted on walnut, with "2nd Place Overall - Fredericksburg BBQ Championship" engraved across the front. Heavy. Real. Ours.

The announcer continued with the ceremony, but I barely heard him until one phrase cut through the noise: "Top fifty teams from today's competition qualify for the Texas State Championship Invitational in Austin, four weeks from today."

Austin. The biggest stage in Texas, and we'd just earned our invitation.

As we made our way back through the crowd, trophy in hand, I searched for Salvador. Found him standing near the Los Torres crew, fourth-place ribbon in his hand, watching us with that same unreadable expression. Only now, there were no men in sunglasses and suits with him. Maybe I’d imagined it all.

Our eyes met across the distance.

He gave a single, barely perceptible nod.

Not approval. Not congratulations. Just acknowledgment.

We'd beaten him overall. And he knew it.

Back at our setup, we placed the trophy on the prep table in the trailer. The late afternoon sun caught the bronze, making it gleam.

"Second place," Piper said, touching the plaque like she still couldn't believe it was real. "Out of one hundred fifty teams."

"Largest field we've ever competed against," Mari added, her voice thick with emotion. "And we beat Los Torres."

Hana stood slightly apart, observing our celebration with that slight smile she got when she was processing something significant. "Your father," she said to Mari. "He nodded at you."

"I saw," Mari said quietly.

"What does that mean?" I asked.

Mari shook her head slowly. “Who knows. With him, I never know. But..." She looked at the trophy, then at each of us. "I don't care. This isn't about him anymore. It's about us. What we’ve built together."

"Damn right," Piper said.

Chuck appeared at the edge of our setup, his usual beach-casual demeanor subdued. "Congratulations," he said. "Hell of a finish."

"Thanks," I said. "Stick around. We're probably going to crack open some beers."

"Can't," Chuck said, and something in his tone made me look at him more carefully. "But I wanted to say... Austin's going to be intense. Smaller field, but everyone there earned their spot. Top tier."

"We know," Mari said.

"Do you?" Chuck's eyes swept the fairgrounds, lingering on Los Torres's setup where Salvador's crew was pulling out. The sun glinted off the red bull logo on the side of a black truck hauling the intimidating gooseneck toward the exit. "Just... keep your eyes open. Stay alert."

Before I could ask what he meant, he'd turned and walked away, hands in his pockets, disappearing into the crowd of departing competitors.

"That was weird," Piper said.

"Chuck's always a little weird," I replied, but unease prickled at the base of my skull.

Hana was watching the Los Torres rig roll away as well. "They're leaving quickly."

She was right. Salvador's team moved quickly, and it hit me that it had always been the pattern with them: first to arrive and first to leave.

"Come on," I said, shaking off the strange mood. "Let's break down and head back to Pelican Point. We've got a trophy to show off and four weeks to get ready for Austin."

"Four weeks," Mari echoed, running her finger along the edge of the bronze plaque. "To do it again."

"To do it better," Piper finished, her blue eyes bright with determination.

We worked together to break down our setup, the process now familiar and efficient. Smoker cooled and loaded into the trailer, prep tables wiped down and stowed, garbage collected and disposed of. The fairgrounds emptied around us as teams headed home, some celebrating, most processing their placements and planning for the next competition.

By the time we had everything packed, the sun was setting, painting the Hill Country in shades of orange and pink. I secured the trailer hitch while Mari did a final walk-through of our spot, making sure we hadn't left anything behind. Piper and Hana sat at the Winnebago's dinette, looking at the plaque between them on the table.

"Ready?" I called out to Mari.

She stood at the edge of our empty lot, looking out toward where Los Torres had been parked. Whatever she was thinking, she kept it to herself. When she turned back to me, her expression was resolved.

"Ready," she said.

The drive back to Pelican Point took three and a half hours. We didn't talk much, each of us processing the day in our own way. The trophy sat on the dinette table where we could all see it, catching the last rays of daylight through the windows.

My phone buzzed as we pulled into our spot at the RV park.

Chuck:


Proud of you. Talk tomorrow.




I showed it to Mari, who frowned. "What does he want to talk about?"

"No idea," I said, though that prickle of unease returned. Chuck's warning at the fairgrounds had felt different from his usual laid-back observations. He exhibited a heightened sense of urgency coupled with genuine concern.

But that was a problem for tomorrow.

Tonight, we had a second-place trophy to celebrate.

When we pulled into the park around midnight, Liz appeared at our door within minutes of us parking, Garrett in tow. "Heard you placed!" she said, her eyes widening when she saw the trophy. "Second overall? Out of how many?"

"One hundred fifty," Piper said proudly.

"Holy shit," Garrett breathed. "That's incredible."

Word spread quickly through the park, despite the late hour. Dale and Barb brought over a bottle of champagne. Chuck's absence was notable but not surprising given his cryptic text. Other neighbors stopped by to congratulate us, and before long, we had an impromptu celebration happening around our outdoor kitchen.

We enjoyed a champagne toast with our friends and neighbors; the plastic flutes didn’t have the same vibe as my old IPO celebrations, but it was more satisfying. As it was late, and after the toast and a round of cheers, our neighbors drifted back to their own sites. The four of us settled into our Adirondack chairs in the sand, watching the Gulf waves crash in the darkness.

"Austin," Hana said quietly. "Four weeks."

"Fifty teams instead of one hundred fifty," Mari added. "All of them qualified by placing high in other competitions."

"Smaller field doesn't mean easier," I said. "It means tougher."

"Good," Piper said, surprising us all. "I want to compete against the best. I want to know if we're really as good as we think we are."

Mari reached over and squeezed her hand. "We're good enough. Today proved that."

"Today proved we can execute," Hana corrected gently. "Austin will prove we can do it consistently under pressure."

She was right. Fredericksburg had been our first major test. Austin would be our proving ground.

"Four weeks to prep,” I said. "Same as our original timeline for our first competition in Port Aransas. Except this time, we're not rookies. We're defending our position."

"Second place," Mari corrected. "We're defending second place."

"No," Piper said with conviction. "We're going for first."

The confidence in her voice was absolute. No hesitation. No doubt.

"First place," I repeated, letting the goal settle over us like a challenge. "Against the best teams in Texas."

"With a cartel operation watching our every move," Mari added quietly, the first time any of us had acknowledged that reality aloud since Chuck's warning.

The mood shifted. The feeling of celebration evaporated, replaced by the weight of what we were actually facing.

"We don't know that for sure," I said, but the words felt hollow.

"Chuck knows something," Hana said. "His behavior today was different."

"Tomorrow," Mari decided. "We'll talk to Chuck tomorrow and find out what he knows. Tonight, we celebrate what we earned."

She stood up, extending her hands to Piper and Hana. "Come on. Let's go inside and remind ourselves why we're doing this."

I watched my three partners walk toward the RV, silhouetted against the warm light spilling from the windows. Second place. Austin invitation. Four weeks to prepare.

And somewhere out there, Salvador Torres was planning his own strategy.

I followed them inside, closing the door behind us, shutting out the Gulf breeze and the growing sense that we were walking into something far more dangerous than a barbecue competition.

But that was tomorrow's problem.

Tonight, we earned the right to celebrate.


CHAPTER 4
THE RATTLESNAKE NEST


Monday morning arrived with the kind of perfection that makes you forget danger exists. The comforting aroma of Hana's pour-over coffee, the sound of waves crashing against the shore, and sunlight streaming through the windows, painting everything in shades of gold. Mari was already up, humming something in Spanish as she scrambled eggs in the galley. Piper emerged from the bathroom with wet hair, stealing a kiss from Mari before claiming her coffee mug.

We'd fallen back into our routine as if the previous day's paranoia had never happened. The bronze trophy sat on the dinette table where we'd left it, catching the morning light. Second place. Podium finish. Austin invitation.

Everything felt normal again.

We carried our breakfast outside to the Adirondack chairs, settling into the sand with our plates balanced on our laps. The Gulf stretched endless and blue before us, fishing boats dotting the horizon. Chuck's RV sat in the spots next door, but his lawn chair was empty.

"Four weeks until Austin," Piper said, forking her last bite of eggs into her mouth. "That's not much time to—" She stopped mid-sentence.

Chuck was walking toward us across the sand, but not with his usual beach-casual stroll. His posture was different—focused, purposeful. His friendly neighbor persona had vanished, replaced by something impenetrable.

"Morning," he said when he reached us, but there was no warmth in it.

Mari set down her coffee. "Chuck? Everything okay?"

He looked at each of us in turn, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded as if making a decision. "Come on—all of you. I need to show you something.

The walk to Chuck's RV felt longer than the hundred feet it actually was. None of us spoke. The only sounds were our footsteps in the sand and the distant cry of gulls overhead.

Chuck's setup was similar to mine—a late-model Winnebago with solar panels and a satellite antenna. I'd never been inside before. Our friendship had existed entirely in the space between our sites, over beers and barbecue samples.

He unlocked the door and gestured for us to come inside.

The interior was sparse. Functional. Not the lived-in comfort of a retiree's home, but the efficient organization of someone who worked here. A laptop sat closed on the dinette table. A police scanner sat silent on the galley counter. And beside the door, where most people would have family photos or coastal artwork, hung a large whiteboard covered in photographs and red string.

My stomach dropped.

"Sit down," Chuck said. Mari and I sat together on the small loveseat while Piper perched on the arm beside me. Hana sat in the captian’s chair, turned toward Chuck, but tense and on edge like she might need to run.

Chuck pulled back a curtain I hadn't noticed, revealing more of the board. The web of connections expanded, filling the entire wall.

"This is the rattlesnake nest you stepped into when you landed here,” he said.

The photos made it real in a way words never could.

Salvador at the center, his face captured in a dozen different surveillance shots. Red lines of yarn connected him to other faces—some I recognized, most I didn't. Miguel from behind the Sunrise Tacos counter, red line leading to a cluster labeled "Informant Network." Sergio's cold eyes stared from an 8x10, connected to Salvador with the word "Enforcer" in Chuck's neat handwriting.

Photos of Los Torres's crimson trailer from six different competition sites. Routes mapped in red ink across a Texas map, zigzagging from Corpus Christi to Houston to San Antonio to Fredericksburg.

"How long have you been watching?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Eighteen months." Chuck's tone was matter-of-fact. "Arrived six months before you did, Mitchell. Pelican Point overlooks one of the primary smuggling corridors between Port Aransas and Corpus Christi. Perfect surveillance position."

My eyes caught a photo in the lower corner. My Winnebago, taken from the marina. A date stamp along the bottom read ‘September’, the week I'd arrived.

"You've been watching me since day one."

"Had to." Chuck pulled out a small notebook and flipped it open. "September 15th. Late-model Class-A motorhome pulls into Pelican Point. Satellite antenna, solar array, self-contained systems. Occupant: single male, early forties, tech background, no visible means of employment. Parks in a known surveillance zone and immediately starts asking questions about the local food scene."

He turned to me, tilting his head as if he were explaining something obvious. “From the moment you arrived, you looked like a federal plant.”

Piper's hand found mine, squeezing hard.

"When you started dating Mari—" Chuck gestured at the board, at Salvador's photo, "—the daughter of a person of interest in an active money laundering investigation, my superiors wanted to know who you really were."

"I'm nobody," I said. "I just wanted to smoke brisket and⁠—"

"I know that now." Chuck's expression softened slightly. "Took me three months to confirm you were exactly what you appeared to be: a burned-out tech guy running from his old life. But by then, you were already a person of interest.”

Mari had gone pale, staring at the board. Her finger traced a line from Salvador to a cluster of photos I couldn't quite see from my angle.

"These men," she said quietly. "I know them."

Chuck nodded. "I know you do."

Chuck stepped closer to the board, his finger tracing the connections radiating from Salvador's photo.

"Marisol Torres," he said, using her full name with deliberate formality. "How many men did your father introduce you to between your divorce and the day you moved in with Ryan?"

Mari's face had gone ashen. "I... five? Six? I didn't keep count."

"Seven." Chuck tapped seven photos arranged in a semicircle around Salvador's image. "Carlos Mendoza. Antonio Ruiz. Diego Vargas. Luis Hernandez. Marco Silva. Rafael Santos. And Sergio Esteban.”

With each name, Mari flinched—recognition flickering across her face.

"Cold Eyes," she whispered, pointing at Sergio's photo. "I dated him twice. Papá said he was a business associate who needed to get to know the family business better."

"Enforcer and money handler for Los Hermanos del Mar," Chuck reported. "The Del Mar cartel. Gulf Coast operations, primarily money laundering through cash businesses." He moved to the next photo. "Carlos—the one who took you to that steakhouse in Corpus?"

"How do you know that?"

“We were observing him, which made you an incidental observer.” Chuck’s expression wavered—a hint of apology. "I'm sorry you had to learn it this way." His expression shifted back to neutral, but something in his eyes suggested he didn't enjoy this part. "Carlos runs a chain of taco trucks from Brownsville to Houston. Legitimate business on paper. Actually moves product and cash up the I-37 corridor."

He continued down the line, each photo another piece of Mari's past recontextualized into something sinister.

"Your father wasn't setting you up on dates," Chuck said quietly. "He was introducing you to his associates. Showing them you were available. Demonstrating trust by offering access to his daughter."

"I was merchandise," Mari said, her voice hollow. "Currency to secure deals."

"Yes."

The single word confirmation hit harder than any lengthy explanation could have. Piper's arm went around Mari's shoulders. Hana moved closer, a rare display of physical comfort. I stayed frozen on the couch beside her, processing the implications.

"Jorge," I said. "Her ex-husband. Was he⁠—"

"Del Mar associate," Chuck confirmed, nodding. "Lower level. Salvador was trying to 'make' him—bring him into the organization properly. But Jorge was sloppy. Started skimming. Made mistakes that drew federal attention."

"The charges," Mari whispered. "Money laundering, conspiracy to distribute... I thought it was just bad choices. Stupid friends."

“Jorge was part of a deliberate criminal enterprise. When he went down, Salvador needed to distance himself from the mess and come up with a new strategy." Chuck's finger moved to another cluster of photos. "That's when he started your dating rotation. Checking if there was an associate you'd form a romantic connection with. Who could be trusted and brought into the family business by his daughter?”

My stomach churned. "She was bait."

"She was leverage," Chuck corrected. "Marry an associate, bind him to the family through personal connection. Give Salvador insurance against betrayal—who's going to testify against their father-in-law when it means destroying their wife's family?"

Mari stood abruptly, stumbling toward the small bathroom, retching. Piper started to follow, but Hana held her back.

"Give her a minute," Hana said quietly. "She needs to process."

After a few moments, we heard the sink running while she washed her hands and face.

Meanwhile, I stared at the board, my eyes tracking the red lines connecting Salvador to various businesses. Sunrise Tacos, Torres Family Tacos. Three other food trucks I didn't recognize. A used car lot in Corpus. A check-cashing place near the port. Eddie's Seafood and Shrimp.

"Eddie's?" The word came out sharper than I intended. "That's our place. We eat there every week."

"Eddie's not involved," Chuck said quickly. "But Salvador uses the patio for meetings. Public location, lots of ambient noise, tourist traffic provides cover. He meets his associates there two or three times a month. Cash exchanges disguised as business lunches."

"Miguel," Piper said, her voice small. "At Sunrise Tacos. He's on the board."

"Informant," Chuck confirmed. "Not by choice. Del Mar has leverage on him—probably family back in Mexico, maybe debt. He reports on who comes and goes, who's asking questions, and any unusual activity around the marina."

“What did he know about us?” I asked.

"He’s aware that you’re regulars, that you’re dating Mari, and that you’ve formed a competition team. " Chuck's expression was grim. "And he reports all of it to Salvador."

Mari emerged from the bathroom, her face pale but composed. She'd splashed water on her cheeks, pulled her hair back. When she spoke, her voice was steady.

"Show us the rest."

Chuck gestured to the Texas map dominating the right side of the board. Red lines connected competition sites like a spider's web—Port Aransas, Houston, Corpus Christi, San Antonio, Galveston, Beaumont, and now Fredericksburg. Austin had a large red circle around it.

"The BBQ circuit," he said. "Perfect cover for a money laundering operation. Cash-intensive business, teams traveling across state lines with equipment, and competitions every weekend during the season. Easy to move money without attracting attention."

"Los Torres isn't the only team involved?" Hana asked, her analytical mind already processing the logistics.

"No." Chuck tapped three other photos—competition rigs I vaguely recognized from various events. "We've identified five other teams operating as part of the network. Los Torres is the flagship—Salvador's the coordinator. The others are smaller operations, moving cash and product along specific routes."

My eyes followed the red lines. "These routes aren't random."

"No, they're not." Chuck's finger traced the pattern. "Port Aransas to Corpus—that's the smuggling corridor from the Gulf. Corpus to Houston—I-37 corridor, connects to major distribution networks. San Antonio, Austin—inland hubs. Every competition site corresponds to a strategic location in Del Mar's operational map."

"The trailer," Mari said, staring at photos of Los Torres's crimson gooseneck. "It's not just for barbecue equipment."

"Custom build," Chuck confirmed. "Legitimate smoker setup in the main compartment. Hidden storage in the chassis, false panels in the walls. We estimate it can move half a million in cash per trip, more if they're transporting product."

Half a million. The number hung in the air like smoke.

"How long has this been going on?" I asked.

"Salvador's been competing for eight years. We suspect he's been laundering for at least six of those." Chuck pulled out another photo—Salvador shaking hands with a judge at some past competition. "The circuit gives him legitimacy. Local business owner, respected pitmaster, family man. Nobody questions why he's driving a $200,000 custom rig to competitions across Texas."

"And the other teams?" Piper asked.

"Recruited gradually. Some are knowingly involved, some are just moving packages without asking questions. Del Mar's smart—they keep operations compartmentalized. Most people in the network only know their specific role."

Hana stepped closer to the board, studying the web of connections with the same focus she brought to butchering a brisket. "The familiar faces Mari keeps seeing at competitions. They're not a coincidence."

"No." Chuck moved to a cluster of photos on the left side—men in casual clothes at various competition sites, often near Los Torres's setup. "These are associates. They attend competitions under the guise of being BBQ enthusiasts or potential judges. Actually, they're coordinating drops, verifying deliveries, maintaining security."

"Security against what?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

"Rival operations. Federal surveillance. Internal theft." Chuck's expression was grim. "Del Mar doesn't tolerate mistakes. Jorge learned that when he started skimming. They let him get arrested rather than risk exposure trying to protect him."

Mari's hand found mine, squeezing hard enough to hurt.

"The suits at Fredericksburg," I said. "The ones who weren't judges or organizers. They were⁠—"

Chuck nodded in confirmation. “Associates, or higher-level operators. Fredericksburg had at least three of them, possibly more that we missed. Large competitions offer cover for bigger meetings—more people, more chaos, and it’s easier to blend in.”

"That's why you warned us," Mari said quietly. "Something was happening there. Something bigger than barbecue."

"Yes." Chuck's jaw tightened. "And it's going to happen again in Austin."

The words settled over us like a cold blanket.

"Austin," Piper whispered. "The championship."

"Top fifty teams, four weeks from now." Chuck looked at each of us in turn. "The most important competition in Texas. And the perfect cover for Del Mar's largest operation of the season. Five of Del Mar’s teams made the finals in addition to Los Torres."

I felt the room tilt. Six teams. Six cartel operations were converging on Austin under the cover of a barbecue championship.

"We're going to be in the middle of it," I said.

"You already are." Chuck pulled out his phone, swiped through photos. "You've been in the middle of it since Port Aransas. Every competition you've attended, Del Mar's been there. Watching. Recording. Making sure their operations run smoothly."

He showed us a photo—our setup at Houston, taken from a distance. Another at Corpus Christi. Galveston. Beaumont. In each one, our Winnebago and trailer were clearly visible, often with one or more of us in the frame.

"They know who you are," Chuck said. "They know Mari’s Salvador's daughter. They know ahe left his operation to start her own team. And they're trying to figure out if you're a threat."

"A threat? How?" Mari asked.

"Information. Leverage. Testimony." Chuck's expression was serious. "You worked at Torres Family Tacos for years. You know the business, the patterns, the people. If federal investigators came knocking, you could connect dots Salvador doesn't want connected."

"I don't know anything," Mari protested. "I served tacos. I took orders. I⁠—"

"You know Miguel reports to your father. You've met half the associates on this board. You've been to Eddie's when Salvador conducted business." Chuck's tone was gentle but firm. "You know more than you think you do. And Del Mar knows it."

The implications crashed over me. "That's why Salvador wanted her back. Not for family. For control."

"Partially." Chuck sat on the edge of his dinette table. "Salvador's complicated. He's a father who genuinely cares about his daughter. He's also a cartel money launderer who can't afford loose ends. Those two things don't cancel each other out—they coexist. Makes him more dangerous, not less."

Piper had gone pale. "The pregnancy scare. When we went to Planned Parenthood, Salvador knew about it before Mari told anyone."

"He has someone at the clinic," Chuck confirmed. "Probably administrative staff. Del Mar has people in hospitals, clinics, county offices—anywhere they need eyes and ears."

"Jesus Christ," I breathed.

"Which brings us to you, Mitchell." Chuck's attention shifted to me. "Tech entrepreneur, cashed out for millions, living in a luxury motorhome in a known surveillance zone. Began cohabitating with a cartel associate's daughter within months of arriving. Built a competition BBQ team that travels the same circuit as Del Mar operations."

"I didn't know⁠—"

"I know you didn't. That's the problem." Chuck's expression was almost sympathetic. “From Del Mar's perspective, you're either the world's most oblivious civilian or an undercover federal agent. And in their world, sometimes they don't wait to find out which."

My mouth went dry. "And if they decide I'm federal?"

"Then you become a problem that needs solving." Chuck let that hang in the air. "But here's the thing—you're not alone. You've got Piper, a visible social media presence, a culinary school background, legitimate van life history. You've got Hana, an established food truck operator, a Cornell education, and a respected family in Houston. You've got Mari, who they know isn't law enforcement."

"So we're cover for each other," Hana said quietly.

"Unintentionally, yes. Your relationship looks real because it is real. Your competition team looks legitimate because it is legitimate. That's probably the only reason you're still safe." Chuck stood and moved back to the board. "But Austin changes the equation."

"How?" I asked.

"Because it's not just a competition. It's the culmination of a year's worth of cartel operations." Chuck tapped the Austin marker on the map. "Six teams, dozens of associates, millions in cash, and product moving through the event. And federal agencies from three states will be watching."

The room went silent except for the hum of Chuck's refrigerator.

"You're not just surveillance," Mari said slowly. "You're part of something bigger."

Chuck nodded, and pulled out a badge. "FinCEN. Financial Crimes Enforcement Network. I've been tracking Salvador's money-laundering operation for 18 months. Austin's where it all comes together."

"A sting operation," I said.

"Yes."

The word hung between us like a loaded gun.

"You're going to arrest him," Mari said. Not a question. A statement.

"Not me personally. But yes, Salvador Torres and approximately fifteen associates will be taken into custody during the Austin championship." Chuck's voice remained level, professional. "Along with seizure of assets, vehicles, and evidence."

"During the competition?" Piper's voice rose. "With hundreds of people there? Families, kids⁠—"

"It's the only time we can catch them all together," Chuck said. "Del Mar's network is compartmentalized. Salvador meets with his Houston contacts at one event, his San Antonio people at another. Austin's the convergence point—everyone in one place, conducting the largest cash movement of the season."

"When?" I asked. "What day?"

"Can't tell you that." Chuck's expression was apologetic but firm. "Operational security. The fewer people who know the timeline, the better."

Mari stood abruptly, pacing the small space. "So we're just going to show up and cook brisket while federal agents arrest my father?"

"You're going to compete like you earned the right to be there," Chuck said. "Which you did. Second place at Fredericksburg, the largest field you've ever faced. That wasn't luck or charity—that was skill."

"But we'll be there when it happens," Hana said quietly. "When the arrests go down."

"Yes." Chuck didn't sugarcoat it. "You'll be witnesses. Probably questioned afterward. Your equipment might be searched to rule out involvement."

"Jesus," I muttered.

"There's another option," Chuck said carefully. "You don't have to compete. You could skip Austin. Stay here and let this play out without you."

The suggestion landed like a physical blow.

"No," Mari growled. "Absolutely not."

"Mari—" I started.

"No, Ryan." She turned to face me, her dark eyes fierce. "We earned that invitation. We've worked for months to get here. I'm not letting my father's criminal bullshit take that away from us."

"It's not about him taking it away," I said gently. "It's about keeping you safe."

"Safe from what?" Mari's voice cracked. "He already knows where we live. He already knows we're competing. Hiding won't change that. But showing up, cooking our asses off, and placing high while his world burns down around him?" She looked at Chuck. "That's how we win."

Piper moved to Mari's side, taking her hand. "She's right. We don't run."

Hana nodded slowly. "We finish what we started."

I looked at each of them—my partners, my family, my team. Saw the determination in their faces, the refusal to be intimidated. Part of me wanted to throw them all in the Winnebago and drive as far from Texas as 80 gallons of gasoline would take us.

But the larger part knew they were right.

"Okay," I said. "We compete."

Chuck studied us for a long moment, then nodded. "Alright. Then here's how this works. You maintain your normal routine. Practice, cook, prep, whatever you'd normally do before a major competition. You don't change your behavior, don't tip anyone off that you know what's coming. They’re watching you.”

"How do we act normal when we know—" Piper gestured at the board, "—all of this?"

“Compartmentalize. Focus on what you can control," Chuck said. "Your cook times, your recipes, your turn-ins. Let me worry about the rest. That's my job."

"What about Salvador?" Mari asked. "He's going to be there. Watching us. Cooking next to us."

"You treat him exactly like you would any other competitor," Chuck said. "Professional distance. No confrontations, no conversations beyond basic courtesy. He can't know you're aware of the operation."

"And if he approaches us?" I asked.

"You smile, you nod, you keep walking." Chuck's tone was firm. "You do not engage. You do not give him any reason to think you're a threat."

"We're not a threat," Hana said with a slight shrug. "We're just cooking barbecue."

Chuck's expression softened slightly. "That's exactly the attitude you need to maintain."

We filed out of Chuck's RV in silence, the morning sun suddenly too bright after the dim interior. The Gulf stretched before us, unchanged, indifferent to the fact that our world had just tilted on its axis.

Mari walked ahead, arms wrapped around herself despite the warmth. Piper and Hana flanked her, a protective formation we'd fallen into without discussion. I brought up the rear, my mind racing through implications and scenarios.

When we reached our RV, Mari stopped at the door but didn't go inside. She turned to face the three of us, her expression unreadable.

"I need to say something," she said quietly. "You didn't sign up for this. Any of you. You signed up for a barbecue team, not a cartel investigation."

"Mari—" Piper started.

"Let me finish." Mari's voice was steady, but her hands shook. "If you want out, I understand. We can dissolve the partnership. You can walk away clean. I'll handle whatever happens in Austin on my own."

The suggestion was so absurd I almost laughed.

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Piper said, her blue eyes flashing. "You think we're going to abandon you because your father's a criminal?"

"We're a team," Hana added, her quiet voice carrying absolute certainty. "That doesn't change because the stakes got higher."

I stepped forward, pulling Mari into my arms. She resisted for a moment, then collapsed against my chest.

"We're not going anywhere," I said into her hair. "You're stuck with us. All of us."

Mari's shoulders shook, but she didn't cry. Just held on, processing everything Chuck had shown us.

When she finally pulled back, her eyes were dry but red-rimmed. "Okay," she said. "Then we do this together. But we do it smart. We follow Chuck's rules. We stay safe."

"Agreed," Hana said.

"Absolutely," Piper added.

"One more thing," Mari said, looking at each of us in turn. "We don't just survive Austin. We win it. We show everyone—my father, Del Mar, the federal agents watching—that we're legitimate. That we earned our place there."

"Second place at Fredericksburg," I said. "First place in Austin."

"First place in Austin," Mari repeated, the words a promise and a challenge.

We stood there in the sand, the four of us forming a circle, the bronze trophy visible through the RV window behind us. Tomorrow, we’d start preparing. Tomorrow, we'd figure out how to compete in a barbecue championship while federal agents planned a takedown around us.

But today. Tonight. We just needed to hold each other and remember why we were doing this.

Not for Salvador. Not for vindication or revenge.

For us. For the family we'd built. For the dream we'd created together.

Everything else was smoke. And we knew how to use smoke to transform the mundane into the extraordinary.


CHAPTER 5
THE OPERATIONAL BRIEF


The decision to accept the situation and continue competing allowed us to dismiss the paranoia that had plagued us in Fredericksburg. We had full knowledge, and with that came power. Or so the saying goes. The truth was, we were scared, and the only thing we could do was overcome it by continuing to do what we did best—barbecue and solidify our unconventional family.

The solidarity pulled us together; we had a goal and a focus, and if things beyond our control happened, we’d face it together, like with everything else. The cartel was a clear and present danger, but given Chuck’s debrief, we were more a curiosity than a threat. And Salvador might be an asshole, but none of us thought he didn’t love his daughter; he wouldn’t put her in danger.

Things in Pelican Point reverted to normal, kind of. We didn’t see boogey men behind every live oak, but we became more vigilant and aware. We visited Sunrise Tacos and chatted with Miguel. We continued our Friday afternoons at Eddie’s with Hana, relaxing with us. She was melding into our family as if she’d always belonged, and maybe she had. Perhaps she’d felt the same gravity Piper told me about, and that’s what pulled all of us together into our tight orbit.

The rotation continued, and after Piper’s second test came back negative, we tossed the remaining condoms. Mari still used the rhythm birth control method she’d learned from her mother. That knowledge explained some things, like her daily ritual of taking her temperature. Hana became bolder, initiating the quickie protocol instead of patiently waiting for her turn. I was able to keep up with the four of them, with an occasional break for a night of cuddling. No one complained. No one kept score. No one got jealous.

Aside from living in the footprint of a federal drug trafficking and money laundering investigation with a rattlesnake’s nest of cartel operations happening around us, things were good. Really good.

We went back to the drawing board, or in our case, black Sharpie on the back of some butcher paper, and sketched out a practice plan. We’d give each protein focus for three days, then run a mock competition. Piper and Hana brought up changing things up. They’d grown confident with their fusion processes and had solid winners down to a science. Now was the time to innovate and run A/B tests on new sauces and rubs.

I wanted to try different woods and do test burns in the stick burner. Hector’s rig was great, and during downtime, he modified it into a "reverse flow offset” smoker in two days.

Quickly, the basic idea of an offset like my Academy Sports stick burner is that the firebox generates the heat. The smoke flows from the firebox across the grates and then out the chimney on the far side. That works great, but it creates a hot spot near the firebox, making it a little more challenging to maintain even temperature. Like my tests with a large amount of meat had demonstrated.

A reverse-flow offset turns the interior of the smoker into a horizontal U-shape by a baffle plates under the grates, forcing the heat to flow under the plates, then rise and reverse at the far end to flow back over the meat before exiting the chimney near the firebox. The result is a more even temperature, better smoke distribution, and much less adjusting of the fire.

The Traeger operated similarly, with a baffle plate over the pellet firebox, fed automatically by a computer chip that measures the smoker's temperature and adjusts the pellet flow rate accordingly. The stick burner was an old-school offset with a straight-through smoke path. Having all three gave me more options, and the reverse flow also reduced the smoke time.

Okay, enough advanced smoke physics, back to the story.

As we started executing the back of the butcher paper plan, Chuck came over to talk to us all again. So we filed over to his camper and sat on his couch for another debrief.

“I just wanted to review some simple safety protocols so you’ll be aware.” Chuck began, passing out burner phones to each of us. “I have my number programmed into each of these. I’ll communicate in a group chat with all of you.”

“Is this necessary?” Hana said, “We’re with each other all the time.”

“That’s a good point.” Chuck allowed, “Think of it as redundancy. Being together is good, and I recommend a buddy system; no one is left alone. Always move around in Austin in pairs.”

“We’ve adopted a two-person turn-in system,” I answered, “We’ll keep that up. Two people are always a good idea.”

“I can’t give you operational details,” Chuck went on, pacing the room. “Security on this is tight. But I wanted to tell you there are a lot of boots on the ground on this op. The bad guys and good guys both have headcounts in play. Ignore it as much as possible and focus on the competition. Don’t try to decipher what’s going on in plain sight.”

“So in this case, it’s better if we look clueless,” Piper said, raising her hand. “Like we’ve been since the beginning.”

We all chuckled as Chuck nodded. “Keep doing what you’ve always done.” He nodded. “A change in your routine could be interpreted as a sign that you’re a danger, an informant, or working with one.”

“Like, by carrying a burner phone on us?” I drawled, flipping the little black brick in my hand.

“It’s redundancy, Ryan.”

“It’s a sign that we’re not the same as we’ve always been,” I replied. “How about we start a group chat on our phones. We can use a secure app or anything else. But I’m saying all four of us with one of these in our pockets will look off.”

“A fair point,” Chuck said, and collected the burners. “I’ll talk to my team and find the best app to use for security. I’ll have it ready before you leave for Austin. One last thing. Unless something changes in the next three weeks, Austin is where it will happen.”

“What will happen?” I asked, and Chuck shrugged.

“We never had this conversation.”

I knew Chuck was in a tight spot, and he was putting the op at risk by even talking to us. I was grateful he gave us the full rundown. At least we didn’t have to imagine the worst-case scenarios; we just had to keep on keeping on, making the best barbecue in Texas.

We filed back out to our site and started prepping for a new evening cook of chicken halves. Mari thought the Austin committee would use the same judging criteria as in Fredericksburg. It was a simple breakdown of the bird, and the presentation allowed for more creativity than a row of identical chicken thighs.

We cut up three birds, and Piper, Hana, and Mari prepped them with their rubs and injections while I fired up the Traeger. This would be an easy cook for me, not much to do but set it and forget it. I was trying to do the same with everything Chuck had told us.

I thought of Rudy and his disdain for the pellet grill. After nearly six months of regular smoking, I had come to the same conclusion. It was a crutch, and didn’t teach me about fire, heat, and smoke. The only magic could be done with spices, rubs, and Hana’s knack for umami flavors. For chicken, and maybe ribs, that was enough. For the briskets and the pork butts, give me the old stick burner I’d bought from Academy Sports.

Once the Traeger was humming along at temp, flowing fruit-wood blend pellets into the fire, the girls filed out of our kitchen trailer, each with a sheet pan and their half birds. I got them rolling under the blanket of smoke, and we all relaxed in our chairs looking out at the Gulf and enjoying a cold Shiner.

I tried to forget or at least not dwell on the red lines and photographs of Chuck’s whiteboard. But looking out at the ships and fishing boats bobbing on the water, I had to wonder which ones were moving goods around under our noses. I couldn’t completely force the feeling of danger out of my head. I hated that my little slice of nirvana had transformed into something sinister.

Was there any place where we could go that we’d feel the same innocent comfort we’d lived in before Fredericksburg? I sipped my beer while Hana rested on my lap, head against my chest. I glanced at Piper and Mari, who were talking animatedly about a new spice blend. Slowly, I let my thoughts drift as I snuggled with Hana. It was her night tonight, and I was curious what new position she’d want to try.


CHAPTER 6
THE HEDONISTIC DEEPENING


The first week of practice started exactly as we'd planned. Monday morning, I fired up both smokers before sunrise, loading the Traeger with pecan pellets and building a clean post oak fire in Hector's offset. Five whole chickens, spatchcocked and brined overnight in Hana's Korean marinade, waited in the chill box. Mari organize her prep station with rubs, injections, turn-in boxes arranged in the order we'd need them. Piper was testing glaze variations, four different sauces lined up for comparison.

We'd done this dozens of times. The routine felt grounding, familiar. Safe.

"Temperature's holding at 275º,” I called out, checking the Traeger's controller.

"Offset's at 250º,” Mari confirmed from her station. "Ready for the first three birds."

Hana emerged from the RV with fresh coffee, her pour-over setup yielding that perfect dark flavor I'd never managed with my espresso machine. She handed me a cup, her fingers brushing mine—a brief touch that lingered longer than necessary.

"You sleep okay?" she asked quietly.

"Fine," I lied.

Her dark eyes held mine for a moment. She knew. We all did. But we didn't talk about it in the daylight. Instead, we focused on what we could control. We all knew how to compartmentalize; if we let the fear out, anxiety would take over. Better to keep it in a box.

The chickens went on the smoke at seven. By nine, we'd rotated them, checked temperatures, adjusted dampers. The familiar dance of competition prep. Mari called out the times. Piper refined her glazes. Hana prepped the next batch. I managed the fires.

Everything seemed normal and under control.

But I caught the signs. The firewalls of our minds were getting undermined, the containment wasn’t holding. Mari's hand trembled slightly when she checked her notebook—barely noticeable, but there. Piper's usual stream of banter had gone quiet, replaced by focused silence. Hana's knife work remained flawless, but her shoulders carried tension that hadn't been there a week ago.

We were holding it together. Barely. And it was eroding in slow drips.

Chuck stopped by around eleven, back to his usual beach-casual demeanor. To anyone watching, he was just the friendly neighbor checking out the smoke. But when he leaned close to inspect the offset, his voice dropped.

"Anything unusual?"

"No," I said. "Quiet."

"Good. Keep it that way." He straightened, raising his voice to normal volume. "Smells incredible, Mitchell. What's the target temp on these?"

"165º internal, crispy skin," I replied, matching his casual tone.

"Can't wait to try it." He wandered back to his RV, hands in his pockets, just another retiree killing time on a Monday morning. His presence helped to refocus, distract us with our primary goal. Win in Austin, it helped shore up our denial.

The chickens came off perfect at one in the afternoon. Golden skin, smoke ring visible when we cut into the test bird, meat pulling away from the bone with just the right resistance. We plated samples, photographed them, made notes. Piper's citrus-jalapeño glaze won the blind taste test, though her Tex-Mex came close.

By three, we'd cleaned the smokers, stored the leftover chicken, updated our competition binders. A successful practice cook. Everything by the numbers.

The sun started its descent toward the Gulf, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. We carried beers out to the Adirondack chairs, settling into our spots with the easy comfort of routine.

"Good cook today," Mari said, but her voice was tight.

"Glaze needs less heat next time," Piper added, without her usual levity. "Separated a bit during the last interval.”

"Timing was perfect, though," Hana noted. "We'd make turn-in with twenty minutes to spare."

Professional. Focused. Controlled.

But as darkness fell and we moved inside for dinner, I felt the shift. The anxiety we'd kept at bay all day started creeping back in. Mari's laugh came too loud at one of Piper's jokes. Hana's hand shook slightly as she poured wine. My own chest felt tight, thoughts spinning toward Austin and Salvador. Plagued with intense dreams of black SUVs, federal agents, and everything else outside our control.

We ate in silence.

Cleaned up together.

Managed.

The rotation schedule said it was Mari's night. She'd been quiet through dinner, pushing food around her plate, drinking more wine than usual.

When we retired to the bedroom together, she stayed quiet as she undressed and slid under the covers. I followed suit, curling my body around hers in a cozy spoon to show her I had her, I’d protect her. But that wasn’t what she needed. It wasn’t what I needed either; I just didn’t know it yet.

After a stretch of silence, she tossed off the sheet and rose to her knees, and her dark eyes met mine with an intensity that made my breath catch.

"I need rough tonight," she said, her voice louder than our usual hushed whispers as a courtesy to our lovers in the other room. "Not gentle. Not sweet." Her voice dropped to a rough tone. "I need you to make me forget everything. I need you to ruin me, Papi. Make me mindless."

The thought made me rock hard. Our dynamic had already shifted into dominant-submissive roles—something I increasingly enjoyed. As Mari knelt beside me, the door slid open. I looked up as Piper and Hana stood side by side, wearing nothing but ponytails.

“Ruin us all, Daddy,” Piper said with brash boldness.

“I need to stop thinking Oppa,” Hana echoed, in a shy voice without being timid, as they crawled into bed and took their positions, kneeling in a row beside Mari.

My mind blanked as blood rushed south to my cock, straining and jutting out from my groin as I shifted to my knees. They all looked up at me as I stared them down. Then glanced at my stiffness.

“It’s not going to suck itself.”

My tone was deep, dark, and rougher than my normal voice. I felt possessed and dangerous from the dark thrill of surging dominance. They took my taunt like a starting gun as they lowered and hungrily took turns sucking me down.

They were ravenous, Mari pushing herself down deep, as Hana slid on her back between my thighs and sucked on my heavy balls. Piper leaned close, then took over when Mari came up for air. My hand shifted to their ponytails, gripping and guiding them as they debased themselves with wicked delight. I saw their eyes go glassy when they stared at me, pupils blown dark. Lust flooded the room as they worshipped my cock.

I took over, or rather, something dark within me rose and took control. Shoving Piper on her back, then dragging Mari by her hair between her spread thighs. I shifted behind my Mexican lover and drove into her slick channel without any resistance. Her scream of passion was muffled by Piper’s pussy. Hana rose behind me, her head rubbing against my shoulder.

“Fuck them, Oppa. Then fuck me.” Her voice, usually serene and calm, had an edge. She watched as I destroyed them, and by the end, she was eager for me to destroy her.

Piper stared at me, wide eyes with thin blue rings around blown pupils, and an expression of awe as I assumed control. Her head tossed back as she gripped her breasts. I pushed Mari’s head down, holding her against Piper’s sex as I rutted into her from behind. My weight held them both down, trapping them, forcing them into the heady depravity filling the small space. My lizard brain took over, fucking Mari with ruinous thrusts until I felt her walls tighten and flutter.

She screamed, and I pulled her away, shoving her to the side to get to Piper. I grabbed her ankle and hauled her forward, hooking her ankles on my shoulders as I drove my rock-hard shaft deep inside her. I fucked her hard and fast, a primal urgency possessing my every thought.

My thoughts were dark, blank, everything was instinct and intoxicating lust. When I glanced to the side, I found Mari was on her back, legs splayed wide and kissing Hana while grabbing her ass, grinding their pussies together. Both of their hips cycled urgently, moaning and urging each other with unabated urgency.

Piper stared at me like I was a god, as I held her legs against my chest with one arm around her thighs and drove her to her peak. Her head thrashed as she fought to remain on the edge with glassy eyes as I fucked every worry from her mind. My other hand swatted at her wildly swaying breast.

“Yes, daddy. Fuck your babygirl.” She moaned as she gripped my hips, pulling me into her. “God, yes. Make me yours.”

“You are mine,” I growled, as my hips smacked against her thighs. My hand slapping her flanks with stinging blows, which echoed in the room. “I don’t have to make you anything. You already are.”

That harsh truth tipped her over the edge, and her body shook as she bathed my cock with her release. I shifted to the pair beside me. Hana had spun around, now inverted with her head between Mari’s thighs. I moved behind her as Mari licked Hana’s pussy while on her back. Her lust-glazed eyes met mine as she looked up, grabbed my cock, and slotted me into Hana’s glistening tightness. When I drove inside, Mari began sucking and licking my balls. Hana’s walls were already clenching in waves as I plowed into her, fingers digging into her hips, hauling her petite body back to meet my thrusts.

It went on after Hana shattered, screaming in bliss. Mari twisted and sucked my cock, needing more. Piper rose at my side, one hand on my chest, the other squeezing my ass. Hana twisted on her back, then rose. Her eyes were black as she returned to the fuck pile. I lost track as the girls swapped and took turns sucking, stroking, and licking. Three heads vying for a taste of my dick with lust-driven need. When I roared and released my load, I pulled back and shot ropes of cum across all of their faces. Marking them with my hot cream.

I collapsed onto my back, breathing hard, but the girls weren’t quite finished. They gave me a show, kissing and licking my cream from each other’s faces, grinning at me as they performed every man’s fantasy. Then Mari hitched her thigh over my waist and sank onto my still stiff shaft.

“I said ruin me, Papi.” She growled as she rode me hard. “We’re not done.”

Hana rose, and I pulled her thighs over my head, and devoured her pussy like a starving man. Piper pushed her body against me, her breasts flattening against my arm as she ground her hips into my side. It was feverish, and I lost track of who was who as my lovers shifted and moved, taking turns riding, coming, and then breathlessly rejoining the ball of hot flesh, slick sweat, and sticky juices.

When I emptied my balls into Piper, pumping into her on her side from behind, my mind was blessedly clear, or addled with bliss—same thing. I collapsed and spread my arms, pulling the three of them close to me. All four of us blacked out into sleep in my king-sized bed, a tangled pile of satisfied flesh devoid of worry or thoughts.
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When morning came, each of them detached, moving to the shower one by one. Hana first, so she could resume her morning coffee ritual, dressing as if it were any other day. Then Piper kissed me lightly with her impish, knowing grin, slid off, and took her turn under the spray. As Piper swiftly passed us to get ready and grab a coffee, Mari pulled me into the shower, her face illuminated by a dark, desperate expression. Amazingly, I rose to the occasion, fucking her hard, and pushing her to another peak of bliss before I followed her, releasing deep inside her.

When we joined the other two for coffee and breakfast, everything fell back into our usual routine. We discussed practice ideas, plans, and thoughts, all shared with lazy smiles, smooth foreheads, and loose bodies. I felt more alive than ever.

As the days went on, a pattern emerged. Days of strict discipline, practicing our craft, adjusting recipes, modifying, and improving our barbecue with focus. Compartmentalizing our fear and anxiety through pure focus on our craft. But relentlessly, thoughts of the competition, of Austin, of rising dread, and unknown threats slowly swirled in our minds, and the tension returned. Undermining our focused distraction.

So we continued the lust-filled, ruinous nights with extended sessions of dark, rough hedonism with four bodies sharing every inch of the bed in the back. Some days, we didn’t wait for the sun to go down or to make it into the bedroom and made use of the various horizontal surfaces throughout the RV.

The result was the same: blissed-out minds, exhausted bodies, and empty thoughts. Deep sleep, untroubled by restlessness, gave way to showers, coffee, and our practiced routine the next morning. Over time, our passionate coping mechanism overcame the seeping fear and extended our focus. But there was something else that arose in the absence of fear and dread.

Piper walked around, her confidence regained, my smoke-show lover owning her space like she had when we first met, cracking jokes and keeping things light. Mari focused on perfecting our processes and drove us with the fierce determination I’d observed at Torres Family Tacos during the day, but was happy to submit to my dominance in the heated nights. Hana returned to being the stoic culinary genius during the day and transformed into a wildcat at night. She began teasing and flirting with me as the days went on, with a cuteness I found endearing. She was confident and playful in bed and began to develop a flirtatious persona that kept things light during the day, even as the sex intensified.

I never thought I’d enjoy the protective dominance I felt and acted on during our passionate nights. It wasn’t what I’d learned the male role should be, but it became a second skin, slowly overtaking my everyday demeanor. According to Piper, my dad vibes were still present as I exercised the intoxicating dominance rising inside. It had a darker edge, like the intensity turned up to eleven. We bound together tighter through our daily practice sessions in the kitchen and our breathless erotic nights. All our boundaries slipped as limits evaporated while we fell into a hedonistic routine of lingering smoke during the day and passionate fire at night. I felt invincible, and my lovers thrived alongside me.

It was Piper’s idea to brand us all. Not literally, but not invisibly. We loaded into her Sprinter, and she drove to a tattoo shop in Port Aransas. The type of neon, leather, smoke, and satin that drew the spring breakers to collect trophies of ink on their bodies. The three girls got matching chef hat line art tattoos, with a script of their pet name for me across their wrists. I got a line of three kissing lips along my forearm.

It wasn’t a Ryan thing to do, but it was right in line with my emerging Daddy/Papi/Oppa’s vibes of ownership and possession of my treasured lovers. Seeing the ink etched into my skin reminded me of my three lovers. The growing sense of pride I felt in the bond we formed was beyond my dreams. We were all surprised by how satisfying it felt to have visible marks of our commitments embedded in our flesh.

In the midst of confusion and fear, steeped in the anxiety of the shadowy cartel, Chuck’s warning, and other worries spinning around us, we drew closer. We could have developed resentment, given in to arguments, and become bitter from the fear and anxiety. Instead, we leaned into who we were, four souls bound by love and passion, and that strengthened everything. Love overcame fear until, as the weeks counted down to days, we found ourselves grinning more than frowning.

Bring it on, we could overcome anything together.


CHAPTER 7
THE FINAL COUNTDOWN


Friday morning arrived with the kind of clarity that comes after a storm. We were ready, satiated, and rested after getting rid of the rotation and instituting a nightly foursome that emptied our minds enough to sleep deeply and start again.

We sat in the dinette to soak in the cool air conditioning before the sun climbed high enough to turn the Gulf Coast into a sweat bath. Across from me, Mari had her competition binder open beside her coffee mug, color-coded tabs marking each section. Piper nursed her coffee with both hands wrapped around the mug. Hana stood and collected the breakfast dishes, then rejoined us, sitting next to me.

As they settled into their spots with the easy familiarity we'd developed over weeks of practice. Fresh ink on our forearms shielded under protective film, reflected the light slanting through the windows. We'd marked ourselves the day before—chef hats and pet names, kissing lips along my forearm. Our focused routine of practice and passion over the past few weeks has cemented our polyamorous dynamic mind, body, and soul.

“Thirteen days,” Mari said, not looking up from her binder. "Austin's less than two weeks out. We leave Friday after next for the drive to Austin and check in on day one. That gives us time for three competition runs.”

"So we're running full simulations?” Piper asked.

“That’s right,” Mari confirmed, her features relaxed as she scanned the table. "We don't need to reinvent anything at this point. We need consistency and timing practice.”

Hana set down her coffee cup with deliberate care. "How many proteins per simulation?"

"All four. Chicken, ribs, pork, brisket. Same turn-in windows as competition." Mari glanced at me. "Can your smokers handle that load?"

"They can," I said. "Hector's modifications to the offset give me better airflow. The temperature is even across all the grates now. No hotspot at the firebox.”

"Good." Mari made a note. "Because we're not cooking one protein at a time anymore. In Austin, everything runs simultaneously. We need to know we can execute under that pressure."

I pushed up and stood next to the table. "What do you need from me?"

The question hung in the air for a beat. Three sets of eyes met mine, then dropped to my groin at the question before slowly rising again. Piper snorted a laugh while Hana giggled. Mari's eyes met mine with a blush and a smirk, but something shifted in her expression—acknowledgment, maybe, of how far we'd come from that first awkward meeting together right at this table.

"Fire management," she said, regaining her focus and pulling Hana and Piper back into the present. "You've got that dialed in. Just don't second-guess yourself when things get tight."

"And if something goes wrong?" I asked.

"Then we adapt." Mari's voice was firm. "You've been doing this for months, Ryan. Trust your instincts."

Piper leaned forward. "What about sauces? I've got the four primaries locked, but should I bring backup options?"

"Bring everything," Hana said before Mari could answer. "Better to have choices than scramble if something separates or burns."

"Agreed." Mari flipped to another tab. "Piper, you're in charge of sauce arsenal and presentation. Hana, you handle all protein prep and knife work. Ryan manages fire and timing. I’ll coordinate turn-ins and keep us on schedule."

"Same as Fredericksburg," I said.

"Same as Fredericksburg," Mari confirmed with a nod. "Because it worked. We placed second in the largest field we've ever faced. Now we do it again, but better."

The morning sun broke above the dunes behind us, rising from the Gulf and washing everything in gold. I heard the distinctive screech as Chuck's RV door opened and closed—our neighbor keeping watch as he'd done since before I stepped in the rattlesnake nest.

We had three weeks to perfect what we'd already proven we could do. And then we'd drive straight into whatever was waiting for us in Austin. We no longer cared, we were driven to crush the competition and claim our prize.

After spending the rest of Friday restocking the chill box and kitchen with meat and supplies, I started the smokers as Hana trimmed the roasts. Then at ten, they went under the smoke, and all of us went to bed. A quick round of our now habitual tryst wiped away our worries and sleep came fast.

Saturday morning, we started before sunrise. The alarm went off at four, and all of us rolled out of bed without complaint. We'd discussed the timeline the night before—same routine we’d perfected at Fredericksburg. Twelve hours of coordinated cooking, everything running simultaneously.

I checked the fires while the girls prepped inside the trailer kitchen parked behind me. Through the open doors, I could hear their quiet conversation, the efficient rhythm of knives on cutting boards, the occasional question answered with a single word. They'd developed their own language over the past weeks, communication compressed to its essential elements.

By five-thirty, both smokers were holding temperature. The offset ran at 250°F, filled with the pork shoulders and briskets. The Traeger hummed along at 275°F, hot and ready for the chicken and ribs. I'd loaded the hopper, stacked wood near the fireboxes, checked and rechecked my thermometers.

"Ready," I called at 7 AM toward the trailer.

All three of them carried sheet pans with three racks of ribs each, and I lined them up in the stick burner. Two hours later, they filed out with trays of chicken halves that went into the Traeger; the steady, computer-controlled temperature required little supervision.

We loaded the smokers without speaking. Mari positioned the chickens on the Traeger's top rack. Hana checked the feel of the ribs on the offset. Piper and I did the same for the brisket and pork butt on Hector’s reverse-flow. Mari and Hana returned to the trailer, and while Piper and I sorted the briskets and butts for their butcher paper wraps, stacking them back on the rollout grates then pushed them through their stalls. .

"Time check,” Mari said, checking her watch. “It’s nine forty-seven. Chickens off at eleven seventeen, and ribs at noon thirty. Glaze and back in for thirty minutes, then pull and plate”

The reminder wasn’t necessary, but it confirmed we were on track. The day spooled on in familiar patterns. I managed the fires, adjusting dampers and adding wood as needed. The girls rotated through the trailer kitchen, prepping turn-in boxes, testing sauces, and organizing their stations with under Mari’s steady leadership.

Chuck appeared around eight, coffee in hand. He didn't say anything, just settled into one of our Adirondack chairs and watched us work.

"Looking good," Chuck called out. "Temperature's holding steady?”

I nodded, wiping sweat from my forehead. “The reverse flow is as steady as the Traeger, just have to feed it wood and monitor the smoke.” The mid-summer morning had warmed quickly, humidity making everything feel heavier. Which mean sweltering at dawn to scorching by midday, and the breeze off the bay did little to keep us cool. Mari kept pushing water, and we took turns resting in the RV's cool air. A heatstroke prevention protocol Chuck recommended is from his Coast Guard training.

By eleven, the pressure mounted. Chicken coming off in forty minutes. Ribs an hour after that. Pork and brisket would be later after they rose out of the stall. Everything had to be monitored, adjusted, and kept on track.

Mari appeared at my elbow. "How's the chicken looking?"

"Good. Skin's crisping. Internal should hit 165º right on time." 

"I'll get the boxes ready." She disappeared back into the trailer.

The half-chicken pieces came out perfect—golden skin, a visible smoke ring when I cut into the test piece, meat pulled away from the bone with just the right resistance. We plated six halves in the turn-in box, garnished them with parsley, and Mari photographed them before setting them aside.

Ribs followed an hour later. Piper's Jalapeño Girl glaze glistened under the late-morning sun, the bark beneath a deep mahogany. I'd nailed the bite—tender but not falling off the bone.

"Time check," Mari called. "Pork shoulders off now, to rest. Briskets in an hour."

We skipped lunch, knowing we’d be testing the results with Chuck and some volunteers from our neighborhood.  We never left the smokers unattended, working with a buddy system to keep the line rolling.

The early afternoon continued. The pork shoulder money-muscle was sliced like warm butter by Hana’s razor-sharp knife, while Mari pulled the rest of the meat with double-gloved hands, her fingers spearing into the muscle and the marbled fat with slight resistance.

Brisket was the final test. I'd been monitoring it obsessively since noon, watching the flat and point cook at slightly different rates. I pulled it off at 203°F internal, the probe sliding in cleanly after poking through the grease-soaked paper.

After a short half-hour rest, Hana carved the flat while I watched. Each piece had a perfect quarter-inch thick, crimson smoke ring inside the mahogany bark, glistening with rendered fat as Piper arranged them on fresh butcher paper. Mari selected the six best and plated them in a styrofoam clamshell, with parsley arranged at the bottom.

We arranged everything in turn-in boxes as if we were at an actual competition. But, instead of delivering to the judges, we handed them off to Chuck for his non-precise judgment. Four proteins, each presented with the care we'd practiced for months. He always gave us tens.

We didn’t need to hear the score; the judges were the wild card. We knew we were hitting our standard. Perfection. We sliced and plated the rest, reserving boxes for our lunch, and then passed the cartons out to our neighbors. 

We gathered back at the kitchen, holding our boxes and tasting the fruits of our labor, and waited for Mari’s debrief.

“Good overall,” Mari announced. “Timing could tighten up around the wraps and starting the chicken and ribs. The chicken is a little tight, let’s adjust to start them earlier, for a longer rest.”

“We didn’t run a night shift,” I reported, the smoker temp dropped to 215º between 10 PM and 5 AM.”

We scanned each other’s faces, then a collective nod. A night shift took priority, so the nightly hedonism needed to adjust. We’d figure it out.

“Okay, tight curfew. Everyone is in bed at ten, with smokers rolling and roasts under the smoke. Two-person shifts start at midnight to monitor temps and fire—swap at three. Sleep is non-negotiable; if not on watch, sleep.” Mari said, then looked at me. “You okay with that?”

“I’ll adapt.” I shrugged. Three sets of eyes found mine as my dad-vibe confidence hit them squarely. The simmering undercurrent of arousal would push us through the break and the prep. I’d be ready when we hit the sheets at ten. My stamina had surprised me, and my refractory time had shortened. A slight drop in intensity would probably be fine. My lovers nodded, accepting the change with calm grace. We’d adapt.

“Okay, clean up the racks, we reset and start again tomorrow, simulated arrive time in Austin,” Mari said, heading back up the steps to the mobile kitchen. “Get as much cool air as you can, rest, and don’t forget to hydrate.”

We'd spent Saturday afternoon recovering, cleaning equipment, and restocking supplies. The second simulation would test our adjustments—earlier chicken start, tighter coordination around the wraps, and the new overnight shift rotation. We crashed earlier to acclimate and adjust to the change in bedtime.

Sunday morning flowed with checking the setup, then starting the prep in the afternoon. I fired up both smokers at 10 PM, loading the briskets and pork shoulders while the girls prepped inside. The night air felt cooler than Saturday's scorching afternoon, a relief that wouldn't last once the sun climbed.

"First shift at midnight," Mari reminded us as we headed inside after shutting the lids. "Ryan and Hana. Piper and I take over at three."

As I got ready for bed, I realized that our competition protocol had shifted along with our passionate nights. I carried myself with confidence as I impulsively expressed my affection with abrupt, passionate pauses that left them blushing even as they continued to work. The marks I left on them were just a taste of the harder edge to my dad vibe. I’d grip the back of Hana’s neck until she slumped and released her tension. A tug of Piper’s ponytail made her gasp and close her eyes with a spacey smile. Even my sharp smacks to Mari’s ass brought her head down as she pushed back seeking more.

All of that only fueled our simmering desire, which earned me looks that could melt steel from all three of them. The bedroom felt different with the enforced curfew. We'd fallen into a pattern over the past weeks—exhaustive passion until we collapsed into sleep. Tonight required discipline.

Hana curled against my side, her hand resting on my chest. "Oppa," she whispered. "We have two hours."

It didn’t take two hours; the simmering heat of my dominance foreplay throughout the day had all of us ready as soon as our clothes hit the floor. Hard and fast, we went at each other until they all peaked, then individually slumped, sprawling across the mattress. One final climax for me, stroking while they watched me with eagerness, anticipating my release. When I shot ropes of my sticky seed over their chests and faces, they shared my seed between them. We made quick work of the cleanup before our eyes closed, bodies sapped and pliant, sharing lingering kisses before sleep took us.

Hana drifted off with her head on my chest. Across the bed, Piper and Mari tangled together, their breathing evening out within minutes. I lay awake, processing the shift to brevity with no decrease in intensity. Our passionate nights had become a ritual, a pressure valve for the mounting anxiety about Austin. Letting that thought linger as I fell into restorative slumber.
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The alarm buzzed at eleven-thirty. Hana stirred first, rolling out of bed quietly. I followed, both of us dressing in the dark before slipping outside. Careful not to disrupt our sleeping partners.

The smokers glowed in the darkness, their steady heat a comfort. I checked temperatures—offset at 245°, but would climb after adding wood and opening a vent. The meat’s internal temps were on track. Hana settled into one of the Adirondack chairs with her coffee, watching me work.

"You're in your element," she observed. "Fire, smoke, and patience. And of course your dad-vibe.” Her cheeks blushed as she stared at me with wide eyes.

"I never thought this would be my life." I adjusted a damper and added wood to the firebox. "Six months ago, I was running from everything. Now I'm running toward something I can't quite name. With my lovers beside me.”

"Family," Hana said quietly. "You're running toward family."

The word settled over me with unexpected comfort. Family. Not the blood-relation kind I'd grown up with—distant parents, obligatory holiday calls. This was chosen family, built through smoke and sauce and shared passion.

At two-thirty, after checking the temp and feel, I wrapped the briskets in butcher paper, the familiar motion grounding me in the present. Hana appeared at my elbow with a fresh cup of coffee, her presence steady and calm.

“Time for Piper and Mari to get up,” she said. "We should wake them."

It wasn’t required. Inside, the girls emerged from the bedroom, sleep-warm and slightly disoriented. Mari checked her notebook, confirmed timing, and nodded approval. Piper kissed my cheek before heading to the kitchen trailer to prep sauce components.

Hana and I returned to bed, sliding under the sheets still warm from our partners' bodies. She curled her back against my chest as I held her. Sleep came quickly this time, exhaustion overriding everything else.

The alarm at six felt cruel. But we rose anyway, rejoining the rotation. Ribs went on at seven, Chicken at eight-thirty. The day unfolded with tighter precision than Saturday—every turn-in hitting its window, every adjustment made without hesitation.

Chuck appeared mid-morning, watching our choreography with quiet approval. When we handed him the turn-in boxes that afternoon, his expression shifted from friendly neighbor to semi-serious judge, with his usual over-the-top praise. 

“Tens across the board. You’re in championship form.”

I realized that these practices served a dual purpose—fine-tuning our cooks and providing evidence to anyone watching that nothing had changed. Chef’s Kiss Barbecue was preparing for the next match, no longer timid or anxious about the unknown chaos we might face in Austin.

We gathered again to review the plan. I’d lost track of which day it was since we started continuous rounds. It felt like daily doubles in high school, preparing for football in the summer heat—tired body, empty mind, building stamina and resilience for the hard season ahead. We had one more game.

"One more simulation," Mari instructed. “Make it good, then we can clean and pack up tomorrow, and hit the highway early Friday morning, need to get through San Antonio traffic before rush hour.”

We had it dialed in. Now we just needed to prove we could do it one more time.

That night after we’d cleaned and prepped for one more round, we gathered in the bed while the roasts started their climb under their blanket of smoke. Together, we ran through a breathing exercise that Piper had learned while researching tantric practices. Slow breathing, then added touches. In the tranquil silence of our trailer, we became one. I lost track of their bodies as we explored, my body slowly tensing under the smoldering buildup.

When I hit my peak, body jerking through my release deep inside Piper, with Mari and Hana staring at me with loving eyes and sated bodies. I had no idea what time it was when sleep took me.

But the midnight alarm brought me back, this time with Piper on watch with me. It felt different, knowing it was the final simulation. Last chance to prove we were ready before Austin.

Piper and I handled the overnight shift, her hand finding mine in the darkness between temperature checks. The intimacy of shared silence, watching embers glow through the firebox vents, had become its own kind of meditation. When Mari and Hana emerged at three to take over, we'd kissed them both before climbing into bed together.

Six came too quickly. But we rose anyway, muscle memory carrying us through the routine. Coffee. Protein checks. Fire adjustments. The choreography we'd perfected over three simulations.

By noon, everything was clicking. Chicken came off with crispy skin and perfect smoke rings. Ribs bent just right—tender but with bite. The pork shoulder tenderloin sliced like warm butter under Hana's knife. And the brisket... the brisket was the best I'd ever produced. Each slice uniform, bark a deep mahogany, fat rendered to buttery perfection.

We wordlessly plated the turn-in boxes, arranging each to achieve the best appearance. Mari photographed each one, her expression unreadable. Then she looked up, met my eyes, and smiled.

"That's championship-level barbecue," she said quietly.

Chuck appeared right on schedule, settling into his judging chair with exaggerated ceremony. He worked through each box methodically, tasting, considering, and making notes we'd never see. When he finished, he set down his fork and looked at the three of us.

"Y'all are going to make some noise in Austin," he said. "That brisket would place top five at any competition in Texas."

The validation landed differently this time. Not relief or excitement—just quiet certainty. We were ready.

By two in the afternoon, we'd cleaned the smokers, stored the leftover meat, and started breaking down our compound. The trailer kitchen got organized for travel—everything secured, nothing loose to shift during the drive.

Our Pelican Point neighbors dropped by to wish us luck. Liz appeared first, with Garret trailing behind, carrying a container of homemade cookies. "For the road," she said, pressing them into Piper's hands. "And for good luck. We'll be watching the livestream Saturday."

"Didn't know they streamed competitions," I said.

"Oh yeah," Garret confirmed. "For their top 50, Texas Monthly has cameras on the turn-in tent, streaming live. We'll be cheering you on from here."

Dale and Barb arrived next, bringing a card signed by half the park residents. Inside, someone had written "Bring back that trophy—Pelican Point's counting on you."

The weight of community expectation settled over me. We weren't just representing ourselves anymore. We were carrying our neighbors' hopes with us to Austin.

Chuck was the last to stop by, waiting until the other visitors had left. He stood at the edge of our site, hands in his pockets, watching us secure the last of our equipment.

"Got a minute?" he asked.

We gathered around him—Mari, Piper, Hana, and me forming a half circle.

"I wanted to say..." Chuck paused, choosing his words carefully. "Y'all have worked your asses off these past weeks. Whatever happens in Austin, you've already proven something important. You've built something real here."

His eyes lingered on each of us in turn, and I caught something in his expression I couldn't quite read. Concern, maybe. Or warning.

"Just remember," he continued, "competitions can get chaotic—lots of people and distractions. Stay focused on your cook. Don't let anything pull you off your game."

"We won't," Mari said firmly.

Chuck nodded slowly. "Good. And if you need anything—anything at all—you've got my number."

He walked back to his RV without another word, leaving the four of us standing in the sand.

"That was weird," Piper said quietly.

"He's just being protective," I offered, though Chuck's tone had carried more weight than simple neighborly concern. I didn’t want to dwell on the unknowns and allow fresh anxiety and fears into my mind.

We spent the rest of the afternoon packing. Mari’s meat delivery arrived on schedule from a grass-fed cattle farm east of Corpus. She contracted them to butcher and deliver our roasts, ribs, and chicken to her competition specs. All of it went into the cold box—five chickens, six racks of ribs, two pork shoulders, two whole packer briskets. Everything we'd need for Saturday's cook would be kept at the proper temperature until we were ready to prep.

Piper organized her sauce arsenal, labeling each container with color-coded tape. Mari triple-checked her turn-in box supplies, counting styrofoam clamshells and garnish parsley. Hana sharpened her knives one final time, testing each blade against her thumbnail.

I loaded the undercarriage storage with backup equipment—extra thermometers, fire starters, charcoal, and wood chunks. The systematic preparation calmed my racing thoughts, giving my process brain something concrete to manage.

As sunset approached, we carried beers out to the Adirondack chairs one last time. The Gulf stretched before us, waves rolling in with rhythmic consistency. Tomorrow, we'd leave this sanctuary behind and drive straight into whatever awaited us in Austin.

"Thirteen days ago, we got these," Piper said, holding up her wrist to show the chef hat tattoo with my nickname branded into her skin. Gone was the plastic wrapping. The ink lines were stark on her inner wrist—a permanent part of her. "Feels like a lifetime."

"Feels like yesterday," Hana countered.

Mari raised her beer. “Forever.”

I raised my bottle, panning across the three faces that formed my new idea of forever. "To tomorrow. And to whatever comes after."

Three pairs of eyes found mine—blue, brown, and green—each reflecting the same mixture of determination and uncertainty I felt. We clinked bottles, the sound sharp in the evening air. Somewhere down the beach, a family was packing up from a day of fishing. Normal people doing everyday things, unaware that a federal sting operation was about to unfold at a barbecue championship in the state capitol.

"Are we really doing this?" I asked, the question escaping before I could stop it.

"Yes," Mari said simply. "We earned our place there. We're going to compete, cook our asses off, and show everyone what Chef's Kiss Barbecue can do."

"And if things get... complicated?" Piper asked the question like a litany.

"Then we handle it together," Hana finished. "Like a family.”

The sun slipped below the western horizon of the bay behind us, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple as we faced the darkening eastern horizon over the Gulf. This was our last Pelican Point sunset before Austin. I tried to memorize the moment—the warmth of the sand beneath my feet, the salt-tinged breeze, the weight of my partners' presence beside me.

Tomorrow we'd pack the Winnebago, hook up the trailer, and point ourselves toward whatever waited four hours north. Tonight, we had each other and the certainty that we'd built something worth fighting for.

"Bed?" Mari suggested as darkness settled over the beach.

We rose together, carrying our empty bottles inside. There was no need for any discussion about what came next. Our final night at Pelican Point before the proving grounds of Austin, and the muddled chaos that only Chuck knew fully.

The bedroom felt sacred in the dim light, four bodies moving with practiced familiarity. We came together with quiet intensity—not the desperate hedonism of previous weeks, but something more profound. Claiming each other one more time before facing the unknown.

When sleep finally took us, we lay tangled in the king bed, heartbeats syncing in the darkness. Tomorrow, we weren’t leaving home behind; we were taking it with us.

Ready for whatever came next.


CHAPTER 8
THE AUSTIN CONVERGENCE


The sun was below the horizon when we rolled out of Pelican Point. We parked our other vehicles parked in the assigned spaces, and our neighbors promised to keep an eye out. They tended to look at us with knowing smiles after we adopted of our unconventional method of mind-emptying. But none of us felt embarrassment or regret over our loudly passionate nights.

We all enjoyed the ongoing benefits of sex hormones’ influence on brain chemistry, keeping our anxiousness below the surface. It wasn’t absent, just muted. We focused on what we could control: fire, smoke, taste, and texture. Our practice drills had another effect. The rigorous schedule of the final three consecutive trial runs had exercised our muscle memory, sapping extra anxiety through pure exhaustion.

The only thing left on Friday morning was to crawl out of bed, bring in the Winnebago’s three expandable wings, and settle in for the four-hour drive. I took the driver’s seat even though all of us had the skills and experience to drive the rig and trailer down the highway. It was my job to keep them safe, and I was becoming increasingly hands-on.

I’d learned my protectiveness in our dominant-submissive dynamics we’d developed over the past weeks was a safe place for them. The harsh, rough sex, the control, the hair pulling, and forceful passion all pinged their natural submissiveness with notes of ownership and possession. The wild thing about the shift was how much I wanted to show each of them that growing part of me. To prove to them that I’d protect what I owned.

I’d first noticed it when I saw a bruise on Piper’s neck, a bite mark I’d left the night before. She was staring into the mirror, absently running her fingers over it as I lay in bed, watching her smile as she caressed the harsh mark. Then, when I’d grab Mari’s ponytail, pull her back against my chest until her eyes met mine in the trailer kitchen. Her surrender, the look of belonging in her slack features as I held her in my grip, calmed us both. Even Hana’s serene stare as her mouth pressed against my root as I held her there, watching her delicious agony as her oxygen burned away. She was unworried, knowing her Oppa would let her breathe again.

It was like a constant drip of dopamine as I assumed control over them. Their submission pulsing in the space between us, feeding a heady stream of testosterone-fueled adrenaline, which I recycled back to them with my dominance—endless cycle. It was real, it was addictive, and it was who we were; there was no going back.

We stopped at Sunrise Tacos on the way out of town, pulling into the cracked concrete of the empty lot at the marina. Miguel opened early because Mari had called ahead to place a to-go order.

It didn’t matter that he was a funnel to Salvador and the Del Mar cartel. He was a person we cared about. But, in a way, we used him to convey a message to his keepers. Everything is normal. They stopped for their breakfast tacos on the way out of town. A blip on the radar screen that would be marked, acknowledged, and then ignored. A simple transaction that would keep the bastards blind to the noose the Feds were closing around them.

At least that’s how I rationalized it. I knew Miguel was in danger as much as we were. He knew too much—names and faces, dates and times. He’d be taken out quickly if Del Mar ever got wind of Chuck’s surveillance and the DEA’s connections. I hoped Miguel would survive whatever was in play this weekend.

The first stretch of road from Corpus Christi to San Antonio was an empty interstate with light traffic. We cruised smoothly in the dawn, the sunrise behind us, as the sky shifted from deep purple through all the oranges and reds into the brightness of a new day. No clouds, just azure blue sky and that glowing orb climbing in our wake. 

As we traversed San Antonio, a shift in perspective occurred. Beyond that sprawling nexus, which connected the remote population of southeast Texas to the Austin corridor, the return to the Silicon Prairie became evident. The cycle was almost poetic: I had fled the tech sector, seeking something elusive, and a year later, I was returning with everything. Everything I hadn’t realized I desired was now either resting beside me or cuddled together behind me.

The three of them stirred at the subtle shift in our direction, the blaring morning sun angling in from the east as we rolled north through the sprawl toward the Capitol and our barbecue reckoning. 

“Where are we, Papi?” Mari asked, as she stretched. I took a moment to enjoy the way her breasts moved under the frilly blouse. I no longer felt guilty about enjoying what was mine.

“San Antonio, just turning onto I-35,” I answered, noticing the glow in her eyes as she registered my appreciative glance, only cementing that our entire dynamic had shifted. Becoming more stable in the crucible of the unknown and unseen danger we were driving toward.

She undid her seatbelt, then leaned across the console to hug me, arching slightly to push her breasts into my arm, and I kissed her lightly, acknowledging her appreciation. “Gonna get some coffee, need a refill?”

I gave her the look that said she didn’t need to ask. She giggled, then made sure to rock her ass as she walked back to the kitchen for my visual benefit. As she turned into the kitchen, Piper rose on the sofa behind me. In the rearview mirror, her cropped tank top rose, exposing her toned tummy as she stretched her back. Catching my reflected gaze, she arched more, until the fringe of the top lifted, revealing the curve of her underboob. 

I grinned as she stood, and moved toward me, giving me a show with her body—my possession—until she wrapped her arms around me and pressed those warm mounds into my neck and shoulders.

“Mmm, babygirl. Did you sleep well?”

“I did, Daddy,” she smirked into the rearview. “I always sleep soundly around you. It’s safe.”

I tapped her arm to get her attention. “Slide behind me, I need to use the…” I shifted up to the edge of the seat as she slid her trim body between me and the seat back.

“Gotta pee, daddy?” She asked, nibbling my ear as she exhaled a hot breath. “You need to empty yourself?” 

I rested, enjoying the closeness and the husky innuendo in her tone. Then she reached for the wheel with one hand, and I shifted to the side so she could grab it with both hands. “I got it, Daddy. Make sure you wake up Han. It’s time to get moving.” She read the road sign. “Eighty miles to Austin.”

I weaved my way back, stopping to hug Mari as she poured the hot water through Hana’s pour over. She leaned back into the contact, and I took the opportunity to grope her full breasts. She put the kettle down, then turned and pulled me into a deep, probing kiss—these slight moments of intimacy had grown over the past three weeks as we took purposeful moments between tasks to show affection.  

She pulled from the kiss and smiled at me, extending the moment before I turned and walked to the mid-cabin bathroom. After I emptied myself, as Piper explained, I opened the door, spying Hana curled into herself against the sofa behind Piper. She was sound asleep, and I regretted having to wake her. I sat down beside her and lightly shook her until her green eyes fluttered open.

She stretched her arms up as she slowly focused on me, her pink T-shirt rising to flash the slight rise of her small breasts. She held the pose, grinning and twisting to show me what was mine. Her deliciously petite body that I’d discovered was as limber as she was strong. She crawled over and slipped into my lap.

“Oppa, I had the strangest dream.” Her eyes grew big as she leaned and whispered a dirty fantasy into my ear, her bottom shifting to grind into my erection.

“Sounds like fun, honey,” I growled as I wrapped her into a snug hug. “We’ll have to add that to your list.”

“Already is,” she grinned and tapped her temple. “All up here, in your jagiya’s mind.” She said, using the Korean word for honey.

I held her in my lap until she noticed the fresh coffee, hopped to her feet, poured two cups, returned to hand me one, and settled back into her place, holding hers in both hands. 

“I see you,” Piper said from the driver’s seat. “I thought it was a quick change so you could piss. Not take over the rest of the way.” She laughed, enjoying the tease.

I slid Hana aside, where she sat with only a slight pout, and carried my mug up and set it in a cup holder. Then Piper and I did the same dance in reverse, as I settled into the chair behind her. She stayed in my lap, leaning back into my shoulder for about a mile, taking her share of my affection. Then slid out and into the passenger seat when Mari shifted to sit next to Hana on the couch behind me.

“I’ll co-pilot,” Piper said, pulling her phone out of the back pocket of her cutoff jeans. “Mari sent me the directions. I’ll guide you into position.”

I laughed because she had a delightful way of working euphemisms into every sentence she could. Her phone synced with the console display and showed the upcoming turns with a marker at our destination. The RV settled into another comfortable silence as I rolled into Austin and followed Piper’s verbal directions to the park where the invitational was held.

Like Fredericksburg, the competition was arranged in concentric rings, each arc separated by a 30-foot alley. It was still early, so we waited in line, checked in, and then rolled up into our spot. Los Torres was already there, of course, their bright red gooseneck sitting in the extra-large spaces of the front row. We parked in our assigned spot by pulling through the empty spot behind us, detaching the trailer at the front of our lot, then circling to pull in alongside it.

There were only a few trailers here, as it was still before noon, but Salvador stood on the top of his trailer, arms crossed and watching his crew set up. A few other trailers were parked in spots in the row near us. As we started setting up, I watched as members of different teams walked up to talk to Salvador. He’d turn and smile, greeting them with firm handshakes before they returned to their teams. It took three of these short meetings for Salvador to notice our RV parked two rows behind him. He stopped, and turned, and our eyes met. Then he turned his back and resumed supervising his team’s setup.

We’d gotten the kitchen trailer pulled into place across the front, the RV to the side, and our smokers set up in the infield of our lot. The girls were setting up the kitchen as I organized the firewood and smokers, getting them set to start later in the afternoon, when Chuck strolled up behind our space. He stood back, along the back of our RV, shielding himself from Salvador’s line of sight, and I walked over and opened one of the undercarriage bins to pull out our camp chairs.

“I’m here,” Chuck said without looking at me. He was scanning the lots behind mine, mostly empty. “Some of the other teams here are suspected Del Mar crews. We have them all on watch. Just keep your head down and let us do our jobs. You focus on winning.”

“That’s the plan,” I said, standing and wiping my brow for a beat.

“We’re watching. I’ll contact you if I need to. But if do, something went south. If everything goes as planned, I’ll talk to you after the awards.”

“Chuck,” I said as he turned to go. “Plans have a way of not, you know?”

‘Yeah, they do. Stay sharp.” Chuck walked away behind the row of arriving trucks and rigs.

After the morning drive with notes of teasing flirtation, seductive posing, and pet names, we got back to business. Mari resumed her role as event coordinator while Piper and Hana worked side by side at their prep stations. It was too early to start the fire. But the rules stated that meat preparation could begin as soon as the team was in their slot after the event opened.

While they worked, I assisted by retrieving items from storage and pulling meat from the chill box. Our routine of checking temps kept the beef and pork in the safe zone, as Hana trimmed the brisket and butt. Piper applied her selected rubs while Mari and I stood behind them and watched.

After Fredericksburg, we were now a known quantity, and teams we’d gotten to know casually stopped by to greet us. We discussed the drive and the challenge, but the details of our prep were closely guarded secrets. We were competitors, some friendly, others not. We focused on the pleasant; the not-so-pleasant tended to greet Salvador instead of us.

“Hey, congrats on second place in Fredericksburg.” Big Jim from Big D BBQ out of Dallas said, shaking my hand. “I tried some of your samples. That was some serious Tex-Mex, man.”

“Thank you. I just got them to temp; the flavors are all my team’s fault. This is Mari, Piper, and Hana.”

“Howdy, gals. Big Jim. If y’all ever get up to Dallas, look me up, A full spread on the house. Anyone who can push Los Torres off the over-all podium is welcome.”

“We’re just trying to cook the best barbecue we can,” I said. Which was true, I didn’t see Salvador as a target. A rival, maybe, or even a danger. But my eyes were on the number one trophy. We’d already earned our legitimacy in our first year. I wanted to lock that down. But it was like playing baseball—you can only play the game on the schedule, and hope you get lucky enough to win the last game of the season.

The roasts were dusted with dark pepper and spices chilling in the cold box next to the pork butt, glistening with a sheen from the moisture the salty rub drew to the surface. The girls were lined up, setting up the ribs and chicken; it was time for me to get the fires going.

I gathered up a few sheets of butcher paper and tapped my pocket to feel the weight of my lighter. When I stepped down into the pit area, I scanned for my coal chimney. It wasn’t where I left it, and a chill went up my back. I shook it off; this was a weak intimidation. Stealing gear is reckless, an instant disqualification from tampering if caught.

I wasn't going to waste time reporting the theft. Whoever took it wanted disruption, not my gear. I wouldn't give them the satisfaction. I just unlocked an undercarriage compartment, opened the hatch, and pulled out my backup. The charcoal was smoldering on time, without any disruption that a complaint would’ve prompted. Having backups of your backups has its advantages.

I climbed into the kitchen and walked behind the prep tables. Mari looked over her shoulder at me.

“You looked like you lost something.” She said, lifting an eyebrow.

“Someone nicked my coal chimney,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “I pulled out a backup.”

“Well, if it happens again,” Mari leaned under the counter and pulled out another chimney. “You’re not the only one that came prepared, Boy Scout.”

“Of course,” I said, stepping behind her and nuzzling her neck. “That’s why we work; we always know to be prepared.”

“No main event tonight,” Mari said with a smirk, looking around. “Maybe time for some one-on-one between shifts?”

Her eyes glowed, reflecting the flames in the chimney as she grinned. I adjusted the sudden tightness in my shorts, and her smirk shifted into a smile.

“I’m always ready, babe.”

“I know you are, Papi.”

Night shift was going to be fun.

We decided to forgo our group session after the roasts went on and run shifts from 10 PM to 2 AM. I had the first shift with Piper while Mari and Hana slept, and then they took the next shift. We’d all be up at six for the wraps and the final sprint to the finish. It was the smart call, even if our change to a nightly orgy turned out to be one of the smarter decisions we’d made.

I wondered how long my expected celibacy streak would last.

Turned out to be about half an hour. After we got the roasts on, Mari and Hana climbed into the Winnebago for their rest shift. Piper and I sat in our camp chairs watching the fire. About fifteen minutes later, the motorhome started to rock against the jacks. The sounds of sweet feminine moans slipped through the walls. I guess the constant thrum of our nightly mind wipes was addictive, and Piper and I shared a grin as we listened to our lovers take care of each other.

When Piper noticed the growing tent in my pants, she smirked and rose to stand, walked over to me, and sat on my lap, her back to me.

“Think we can get away with it?” She asked, rocking her ass as she leaned her head back to rest on my shoulder and twisting to look at me.

I scanned around the park. Our infield was bordered by the side of a motorhome at the back, all of its shades drawn. Another motor home extended along the side behind our row of smokers, windows drawn and blackout shades down.

“As long as you don’t scream.”

“You may have to muzzle me, Daddy.”

She continued to grind her hips, rubbing her ass along my cock. There was no way I was turning down the opportunity, not with my exhibitionist kink pinging madly. Piper stood as I rose and pushed my shorts down to my ankles. When I sat back down, stroking myself, her shorts were in a pile between my legs. She reached behind her to slot me into her slick opening and slid down my stiffness.

Our low moans joined the chorus slipping through the walls of our RV. Piper rode me slowly, up and down, twisting to and fro as her back leaned into my chest. I slid my hands under her cropped tank top, gripping and squeezing her breasts, pulling and pinching her nipples until she yipped.

“This is so filthy,” she sighed, leaning back and kissing my neck as her hips kept working her pussy up and down my rock-hard cock. “Fucking your babygirl in the middle of all these barbecue nerds.”

“Says a barbecue nerd.”

“Takes one to… mmnh… know one.”

“Two peas, babygirl. Now, fuck me until you come like a good girl.”

The command took her from the languid grinding to reaching back to grip the arms of the chair as she pressed herself up and dropped back down. I arched back, thrusting my hips as she started to whine, a tell that she was about to come. I covered her mouth with my hand, my other gripping around her throat, holding her to my chest as I rocked into her.

She screamed into my palm, body shaking as she rode her bliss. I gritted my teeth and set my jaw, swallowing my roar as I emptied myself inside her. We sat like that after, quiet with my arms around her waist, in no hurry to separate.

“Good night, Papi,” I heard Mari through the thin wall of the RV, followed by Hana’s giggle.

“Busted,” I growled, nipping Piper’s neck.

“Just as I planned." She grinned. "They needed to know we're not slowing down."

She twisted onto her knees and pulled my cock into her mouth, cleaning up the mess we’d made with hungry but satisfied slurps. She pulled her mouth off with a pop when she felt me rising to the call, then grabbed her shorts and stood.

“Can’t get too carried away, Daddy.” She smiled as she stepped back into her cutoffs. I shook my head and chuckled as I stood and pulled my camp shorts up and tucked myself back in.

“Love you, babygirl,” I said as I sat down and pulled her back into my lap.

“I love you, Ryan. So damn much.”


CHAPTER 9
THE CULMINATION TRIAL


After burning off our anxiety with a semi-public quickie, Piper and I settled into our watch. The days had gone smoothly for the past few weeks, but our bodies and minds had grown used to the pattern. It’s difficult to break a habit that has served us so well, pulling us closer and serving as a distraction. With satisfaction softening our bodies, we moved our camp chairs closer and held hands, staring into the flickering glows emitting from the firebox.

“What happens after this?” Piper asked softly. “After whatever happens. Where are we going?”

“Back home,” I said, interlacing our fingers.

“Where’s that?”

“Wherever we are.”

“I’m serious, Ryan,” Piper said, her voice even but firm. “We need to think about our safety.”

“I don’t know what will happen. We’re still in the dark. We know about the things happening around Pelican Point, and it’s scary that it’s so close. But it’s also been a quiet refuge. Liz says it’s just a lazy little RV park, no drama, that’s why she likes it.”

“But the…” She shook her head with frustration, and I tugged on her wrist. She rose and slid into my lap. I wrapped my arm around her and nuzzled behind her neck.

“Okay, so we have Plan A: Go back to Pelican Point, figure it out from there,” I said quietly as I held her. “Or Plan B: Load up the RV and then go in the opposite direction, abandon what’s left behind, and start over somewhere new.” I kissed her shoulder as I held her. “Too many variables to plan beyond that.”

“Would we be on the run?” She asked in a hushed voice. “Constantly looking over our shoulders as we try to find a new normal? Will we keep with competition, we’re well known now. Hell, we may be on the cover of Texas Monthly next issue.”

“Baby,” I said softly, stroking my hand down her tummy, trying to ease her worry. And quell her rising anxiety. “What can we control?”

“Fire. Smoke. Taste. Texture.” She recited another list we’d found that helped us to focus.

“We are a family. A team.” I continued. “We work so well. Our strengths fit together like puzzle pieces. We’ll find our way after today. I promise.”

“Can you?” Piper asked, turning to stare into my eyes. “You can try, you can protect, but you can’t promise. That’s beyond what you can control.”

“I can promise you I’ll fight for us,” I said, not shifting my gaze from hers. “Don’t get lost in the what ifs and buts, babygirl. We do what we can, and we keep moving.”

She bowed her head, her fingers running along the buttons of my camp shirt. “I know, I’m just afraid. I don’t like being scared. It’s why I escaped into van life. Fewer things to worry about.”

“I’m scared too, but I’m not running. I’m done with running. I’ve found my place with you. All of you.”

She turned and curled into my lap, her knees lifting to her chest as she rested against me. We sat like that for half an hour before our routine kicked in. Check temps, add wood, adjust vents, then sit and stare at the dim stars together.

It didn’t quiet the coil of fear rising as the new day approached with all its uncertainties, but it was all we could do. And if we really thought about it, it was enough.

At two, we made another round of checks, lifting the doors to feel the meat, pressing our thumbs into the bark to feel the pushback, and checking the color. Mari and Hana appeared shortly after that, and the four of us took a moment to enjoy a group hug. The anxiety was rising, but we’d done all we could; all that was left was to execute our plan.

With kisses, hugs, and professions of love that came naturally between us, we swapped places. Piper and I climbed into the camper and fell into bed. Lying on our backs, side by side, and staring at the ceiling until Piper squeezed my hand.

“One more, please. Ryan, I want one more time with you.”

I didn’t think a man alive could turn down the bright blue eyes of my first true love. I rolled over as she spread her legs, and we kissed and held each other, hands roaming as arousal returned. When I was ready, she reached down and slid me into her opening.

It was slow and intense. Staring into each other’s eyes, our bodies joined on autopilot as our minds focused on each other. A fierce love welled inside me as a tear slid from Piper’s eyes while we moved and based in the bliss of our bodies becoming one.

“I mean it, Ryan,” Piper said as her breath started to catch. “I love you so damn much. I never thought I could, until I met you.”

“You brought me to life, Piper,” I gritted out, as my climax began to peak. “You taught me how to breathe again, babygirl.”

We echoed the declaration until our bodies trembled in an overwhelming rush, kissing deeply, as we slowed and quieted. Then sleep came with her in my arms.

My alarm went off at five, but I was already awake. Piper was, too, stroking my chest.

“The only thing left is to kick some ass, Daddy.”

“Then let’s get to it, babygirl.”

We dressed, pulling on Chef’s Kiss T-shirts, and joined Mari and Hana outside.

“Wrapped them both about 2:30,” Mari reported. They’re in the stall, and the paper is tight. Temps holding at 170º.”

“I’m on it,” I said, taking the pit. “Let’s get rocking.”

The three of them climbed up into the kitchen, while I inspected the Traeger, checking the pellet hopper. Then I started it going, and in five minutes, wisps of smoke drifted up from the firebox. I shut the lid and set the temp to 275º.

Mari and Hana had started the stick burner as a backup. But Hector’s modified reverse flow offset holding temp was the best place for the ribs. We had the room on the grates. It was our cautious routine to have a fall back plan.

The ribs went on at six for their six-hour tour of smoke and foil wraps, slotting them into the reverse-flow offset beside the pork butts. I turned to check on the Traeger, and my eyes widened when no smoke was drifting from the lid. A glance at the readout made my heart stop: 72º, ambient temperature.

“Traeger is down, no smoke, troubleshooting,” I called out, and Mari gasped.

Hana was at my side before I lifted the pellet hopper lid. It was full to the top.

“Any pellets in the firebox?” she asked, and I shrugged.

I opened the smoker, and the grates were stone cold. “I saw the smoke start, I swear,” I muttered as I tore up the grates, then reached in to lift the baffle plate. Hana aimed the flashlight beam of her phone into dim insides. The firebox was empty, just a bit of ash. I looked, then pushed my finger carefully into the feeder tube until I touched the tip of the auger. Nothing.

“What the fuck?”

“Sometimes there are air pockets?” Hana theorized.

“What is that clicking?” Mari asked as she stepped closer.

We stopped and listened, there it was, coming from under the pellet hopper.

*click whir click whir*

“It’s never done that before.” I looked under the console, trying to find the source.

“I’m calling it, chicken is going on the stick burner. Traeger is out, troubleshoot later if there is time.” Mari marched back to the kitchen.

Hana scrolled through an app on her phone. “Might be damp pellets that swelled up and blocked the feeder.”

I looked over her shoulder and read the Reddit post that matched our symptoms. “So, it wiped a gear in the feeder mechanism?”

If that was the case, the Traeger was down hard, and I closed the lid and focused on the stick-burner, checking the firebox, and the internal temp. It was rolling steady. The simple things never let you down.

Hana walked back to the kitchen as I scratched my head. I dumped the pellets into a bucket I kept in the undercarriage storage. The feeder emptied, and at the bottom I saw the trouble. Moisture had gotten in, alright. A blob of pellets had expanded and then hardened into a cement-like hardness, blocking the feeder tube.

I kicked the side of the smoker.

“Did it rain?” I asked aloud. Mari and Hana looked at each other and shook their heads.

Piper looked confused. “It’s been clear and hot as fuck.”

It was a mystery, but something in the back of my mind pinged. This could have been sabotage. Someone, while we weren’t looking, had dumped a cup of liquid into the hopper, causing the pellets at the bottom and in the feeder tube to swell and cause a blockage. I kicked the side of the smoker again and stalked up into the kitchen.

“Someone poured water in it. Have you guys seen anyone? At any time?” I scanned their faces. “It could have been…”

I questioned my initial panic as I realized I hadn’t run the Traeger since the middle of our last cook. I filled the hopper after it shut down. Then secured the lid with a bungee cord and set it aside to load for transport. Water may have seeped in during transit, or condensation may have expanded. I should’ve filled the hopper on site.

“When? We’ve all been here together since we parked,” Mari said, looking at all of us. “Right?”

“I don’t know. It could have been back at Pelican Point,” I admitted. “Or moisture got inside on the road. Doesn’t take much fluid to swell the pellets. I shook my head. “Okay, forget it, we’re not going to solve anything trying to figure it out. We have the backup running, and even if that failed, I can run the chicken in Hector’s reverse flow.”

We refocused and got the chicken prepped. I checked the butts and briskets, the digital probes, my InstaRead thermometer, and squeezed the wrapped roasts. Everything synced, the technology matched the touch test, confirming we were still on track.

At 8 AM, we pulled the ribs out and went through our foil wrap exchange. They looked perfect, color, feel, the meat barely pulled from the bone. We wrapped all the racks in foil boats with butter, spices, and honey, then returned them to the smoker.

The chicken halves went on the stick burner under the sweet smoke of cherry wood. The scent was like a toasted marshmallow, and the temperature was right in range for the start of a poultry run. After the confusion with the Traeger, things clicked back into place. And we executed the plan step by step.

Ribs came off, foil peeled back, and were painted with a coat of Piper’s glaze, then back under the fire for an hour. The brisket hit pull temp, with the butts right behind. They’d have a long rest, but that was better than running hot right to the end. I wrapped the butcher paper bundles in towels and set them in the warmer.

The chicken came off, skin crisp and golden. The halves glistening with the glaze as they came off the grates. Up to the kitchen for plating. While I scanned the pit.

I took a moment to lift my head and scan around us at the other teams. Los Torres worked like a machine, heads down, never looking our way. Salvador was on the ground, talking with another guy. I didn’t have time to worry.

The other teams were also working and focusing on their craft. The missing chimney and the soaked pellets didn’t add up to sabotage, and I pushed it out of my mind. It was a game day glitch. Weird things happened with plans, which is why we had backups, and ours just finished a set of pristine chicken halves.

I climbed up into the kitchen, and Mari held out a slice of chicken she’d cut from one of the breasts, and was blowing on it. “Taste this.”

I opened my mouth, and she plopped it on my tongue. I bit into it, moist and succulent, a sweet flavor, the meat pink from the cherry smoke. The sauce hit, the heat spreading over my tongue.

“Goddamn.” I grinned. “Maybe it was luck that the Traeger blew up.”

“Right?” Mari said, then turned back to the business of plating the chicken halves.

Chicken was boxed, and Hana and I walked it over—Two-person protocol in effect. On the walk, I looked around, and everything seemed normal. More men wore suits than usual, but there were several explanations. The championship’s media attention drew news crews.

“Stay focused.” Chuck’s voice.

I whipped around, catching the back of his balding head as he merged with the crowd.

Mari and Piper had pulled the ribs, carving the racks into individual ribs and lining them up to score them visually. Eight were selected, and Piper and Hana teamed up to apply the Jalapeño Girl glaze, then plated it on a bed of parsley. Lid shut.

“Go,” Mari said as I picked it up. “I’ll be right behind you.” She turned to give the girls instructions, and they nodded. Nothing was a surprise.

Mari and I paced side by side, while I held our styrofoam treasure box in my hands, like a fullback carrying the football over the goal line. Turned in with time to spare. We grabbed hands and double-timed it back to our setup.

“Butt’s off, money muscle looks good,” Piper reported as Hana sharpened her knife. I gloved my hands in cotton first for insulation, then in black nitrile gloves, and pushed my fingers into the tender muscle. As I pulled the roast into strings, Hana sliced the tenderloin into equal slices. Mari prepped the box while Piper stirred the glace. Plated, glazed, and lid closed. Handed off to Hana and Piper to carry to the judges.

Mari and I swung around to clear the prep table for the main event—the brisket. I pulled the butcher paper open like it was a precious gift under the tree. The dark ebony bark shimmered perfectly as I lifted it from the paper and transferred it to the cutting board.

I pulled out my knife and cleanly separated the point from the flat, then found the grain and cut 3/8th inch slices from the middle of the flat. I pulled one from the line of slices; it was marginally thinner, not worthy of the box. The slice bent over my finger like it was fine linen, but the meat snapped when I pulled. The first taste was a masterpiece—fat rendered like butter with a beefy, smoky flavor over Piper’s trademark heat. I stepped back and let the girls do the plating.

It was done; this was the best we could do. As they handed me the box, Piper joined me as we strode toward the judging tent. No time pressure, we were right on time. We turned it in, then walked out. When we were outside the tent, I pulled her into my arms and spun her as I lifted her.

“We did it,” I said, and kissed her.

“We really did.” She said, her eyes blazing as she smiled brightly.

We walked back hand in hand to the setup. Mari and Hana were cleaning up the prep tables. The frantic energy of the last two-hour sprint to turn in had ebbed, and all that was left was cleanup and waiting. We had two hours to kill before the awards ceremony.

After shutting down the smoker, shoveling the embers into a tin bucket. I left the lids open, donned heatproof gloves to handle the grates, and listened to the steel tick as it cooled the afternoon heat. Wire-brushed the hot stainless steel mesh, brushing away the charred meat until the metal shone bright. Then stowed them back in the rails and shut the lids.

Back in the kitchen, the girls had finished and were leaning back against the counter, relaxed after the chaos of the final turn-in. You couldn’t tell by looking that, half an hour ago, the kitchen had been a mess. It looked as clean and bright as when we pulled in yesterday morning.

We sat there, leaning against the tables, looking out the front as other teams around us completed their ritual. Across the way, Los Torres was packed up. Nothing left out, the trailer stuffed with gear, and ready to depart as soon as the awards were finished. To them, it might have been like any other tournament. For us, it was the end of the season.

Wordlessly, we made our way down the steps, across the infield, and back up into the chilled air of the RV. Exhaustion warred with adrenaline as we stripped bare, not for a cuddle pile, but to take turns showering. But who were we kidding? The four of us enjoyed each other in pairs, taking turns in the shower.

Mari and Piper went first while Hana and I waited, making out in the tiny bathroom as our partners washed the sweat and grime off each other. Then, under the spray, I lifted Hana into my arms, and she wrapped one arm around my neck and reached down, looking at me.

“Remember my dream, Oppa?” She blushed as she aligned my cock with her tight sheath.

“The best dream,” I growled, recalling her whisper in my ear yesterday. She slid down my length, moaning as I held her in my strong arms. She bounced, her arms firmly gripping my shoulders. It wasn’t deep, it wasn’t forceful. It was just the perfect way to wrap up the day. I watched her unravel as I emptied myself inside my jagiya’s depths. Then we quieted and washed each other, then stepped from the shower.

The four of us dressed in matching polos with our new Chef’s Kiss Barbecue with Asian Fusion logo on the pocket. Clean jeans, damp hair pulled back into ponytails and threaded through the opening in the back of their logoed ball caps. We were a team. We were lovers. We were a family.

And we had no idea what was about to happen.


CHAPTER 10
THE FEDERAL STING


The walk to the pavilion began like walking to a party, but with each step I began to recall Chuck’s warning—Salvador Torres and his associates would be arrested. He never made it seem like a could be, or maybe. Every time, he confirmed it was happening. It hadn’t, did that mean it wouldn’t, or it would? That’s when the celebration parade turned into a funeral procession.

We joined the stream of competitors flowing toward the massive white tent at the far end of the fairgrounds, our footsteps crunching on gravel still. Around us, teams laughed and joked, their nervous energy rising as people were about to learn whether eighteen hours of work had paid off.

Mari's hand found mine, her grip tight enough to make my fingers ache. On her other side, Piper walked with her usual confident stride, but I caught the way her eyes kept scanning the crowd. Hana brought up the rear, silent and watchful.

"Almost over," I said quietly, though I wasn't sure if I meant the competition or everything else.

Mari didn't answer. Just squeezed my hand harder.

My phone buzzed. Chuck's final text,

Stay visible. Almost over.




When I showed it to Mari, she nodded silently. We'd made it this far, within the we'd know our placement. Regardless of the result, we would go home to Pelican Point and figure out what normal looked like after everything we'd learned.

The pavilion loomed ahead, its white canvas bright against the cloudless Texas sky. Hundreds of people converged from all directions—competitors, families, volunteers. The energy should have been celebratory. Instead, it felt compressed, like the air before a thunderstorm.

Black SUVs sat parked along the perimeter road. I'd noticed them earlier when we did our turn-ins, but dismissed them as event security or media vehicles. Now, watching the way they were positioned—blocking exits, facing inward—my stomach tightened, and I stutter-stepped.

"Ryan?" Piper's voice held a question.

"Probably nothing," I said, but I didn't believe it.

We were fifty yards from the pavilion entrance when the sirens started.

The sound was wrong—not the whoop-whoop of ambulances or the steady wail of fire trucks. This was tactical—urgent staccato blasts and sharp electronic bursts from federal law-enforcement vehicles, converging fast.

The black SUVs erupted into motion simultaneously. Engines roared. Tires kicked up gravel. Six vehicles peeled away from their positions and raced toward the competition area, sirens screaming, light bars flashing red and blue.

The crowd stopped walking. Confused murmurs rippled through the competitors around us.

"What's happening?" Someone asked.

"Is this part of the competition?"

"Maybe an emergency⁠—"

The SUVs screeched to a halt right in front of us in a coordinated pattern I recognized from crime shows but had never seen in person. They formed a perimeter around Los Torres's crimson gooseneck trailer, sealing off every exit.

My blood turned to ice.

"Mari," I said, but she'd already seen it.

Doors flew open. Federal agents poured out wearing tactical gear and windbreakers with three initials on the back, weapons drawn but pointed down, but not shooting—just an overwhelming show of force designed to prevent resistance.

"FEDERAL AGENTS! HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM!"

The voice boomed through a megaphone, cutting across the fairgrounds with clusters of huddled spectators and families.

Salvador Torres emerged from his trailer, hands already rising, not a flicker of surprise on his face. No fear. Just the same stone-faced authority he'd shown at every competition, now directed at the agents surrounding him.

"DOWN ON THE GROUND! NOW!"

He and his two associates complied without resistance, kneeling first before lying face-down on the gravel. Two agents moved in immediately, pressing their knees into their backs while securing their hands with zip-tie cuffs.

The entire sequence took less than a minute.

Mari made a sound I'd never heard before—somewhere between a gasp and a sob.

Around us, the crowd had gone silent. Hundreds of people frozen in shock, watching Salvador Torres—respected pitmaster, local business owner, eight-year competition veteran—being arrested by federal agents.

"Oh my God," Piper whispered. "It's happening. It's actually happening."

More agents swarmed the Los Torres site. They moved with practiced efficiency, searching the trailer, pulling open side panels, photographing equipment, and sealing evidence in clear plastic bags. The massive crimson gooseneck that had dominated every competition we'd attended was now a crime scene.

Salvador was hauled to his feet, hands cuffed behind his back. An agent gripped his elbow, guiding him toward one of the SUVs. As they passed our position, his eyes swept across the crowd.

And found Mari.

For three seconds, maybe four, father and daughter stared at each other across fifty feet of gravel and a lifetime of lies.

Salvador's expression didn't change. No apology. No regret. Just a blank acknowledgment.

Then he was gone, loaded into the back of an SUV with tinted windows.

Mari's knees buckled. I caught her and held her upright while Piper and Hana pressed close on either side.

"I've got you," I said into her hair. "I've got you."

But I didn't. None of us did. We were witnesses to something we'd known was coming but hadn't truly believed would happen.

Movement caught my eye. Three more SUVs peeled away from their positions, racing toward other sections of the fairgrounds. Sirens echoed from multiple directions now.

"The other teams," Hana said quietly. "They're raiding the other Del Mar teams."

She was right. Across the fairgrounds, I could see tactical operations unfolding at five different sites—black-clad agents. Competitors detained. Equipment searched.

Six teams. Six cartel operations had all converged on Austin for the championship. And we'd been cooking brisket right in the middle of it.

Movement caught my eye. Two tactical agents escorted a man from Los Torres's rig, his hands cuffed behind his back. Even fifty feet away, I recognized him from Chuck's tracking board—Sergio Esteban. Cold Eyes.

He walked with the same measured calm I'd seen in the surveillance photos, no resistance, no emotion. Just professional acceptance that the game was over.

As they passed our position, his gaze swept across the crowd and landed on Mari. Something flickered in those cold eyes—acknowledgment, maybe. Or warning.

Then he was gone, loaded into a black SUV with tinted windows.

Mari's hand found mine, squeezing hard enough to hurt.

The crowd around us had fractured. Some people pressed closer, trying to see what was happening. Others backed away, instinctively distancing themselves from whatever federal crime was being prosecuted in real-time.

A woman nearby pulled out her phone and began filming. Within seconds, dozens of others did the same. The arrest of Salvador Torres was being livestreamed to the world.

"EVERYONE BACK!" A uniformed Austin police officer pushed through the crowd, establishing a perimeter. "THIS IS AN ACTIVE FEDERAL OPERATION. RETURN TO YOUR VEHICLES AND REMAIN AVAILABLE FOR QUESTIONING."

The crowd didn't move. Hundreds of people stood frozen, watching the most dramatic thing that had ever happened at a Texas barbecue championship.

More police arrived—Austin PD, Travis County Sheriff, even Texas Rangers in their distinctive hats and badges. They formed a human barrier between the crowd and the arrest sites, gently but firmly pushing people back.

"Come on," another officer said, gesturing toward the parking area. "Let's give the agents room to work."

Slowly, reluctantly, the crowd began to disperse. Families retreated to their RVs. Competitors muttered to each other, confusion giving way to speculation.

But we couldn't move. Couldn't look away.

At Los Torres's site, agents continued their methodical search. The crimson trailer's panels were being photographed from every angle. Equipment, bundles wrapped in plastic, and other items were being cataloged, tagged, and sealed in evidence bags.

From near the first raid of Los Torres, we spun in place, watching identical operations unfolding at five other sites across the fairgrounds. Team leaders pushed face down into the gravel, hands zip-tied, associates were questioned, separated, and detained. Massive competition rigs transformed into mobile crime scenes.

"Chef's Kiss Barbecue?"

I turned. A federal agent in an FBI windbreaker stood behind us. His badge read "Special Agent Morrison."

My stomach dropped.

"Yes," Mari said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hand.

"We need you to come with us. Separately. Just routine questioning—you're witnesses, not suspects." He gestured to three other agents standing nearby. "We'll get you processed and released as quickly as possible."

"Separately?" Piper's voice rose. "Why can't we⁠—"

"Standard procedure, ma'am. Prevents collaboration on statements." His tone was professional but firm. "You'll be reunited within a few hours."

A female agent approached Mari. "Ms. Torres? This way, please."

Another agent gestured to Piper. A third moved toward Hana.

I watched them being led in different directions—Mari toward a mobile command center, Piper toward a cluster of folding tables under a canopy, Hana toward an unmarked sedan.

Agent Morrison touched my elbow. "Mr. Mitchell. Let's get you processed."

The walk felt endless, even though it was maybe a hundred feet. Around us, other competitors were being questioned—some briefly, contact information collected and released. But the teams closest to Los Torres's setup were getting the complete treatment.

We were contaminated by proximity.

Agent Morrison led me to a folding table under a white canopy. A second agent—younger, with a laptop—sat across from where I was told to sit. A digital recorder sat between us, red light already blinking.

"For the record, state your name and relationship to Salvador Torres."

"Ryan Mitchell. No relationship. I'm dating his daughter, Mari. Marisol Torres."

The younger agent typed rapidly. Morrison leaned forward. "How long have you known Ms. Torres?"

"Since November. Eight months."

"And when did you learn about her father's involvement with Los Hermanos del Mar?"

My stomach dropped. "I... we didn't know. Not until recently."

"Define recently."

I thought back to Chuck's tracking board. "Three weeks ago. Maybe four. A friend—Chuck Dawson, who lives at our RV park—he showed us... he had a board. Photos. He said Salvador was involved in money laundering."

Morrison's expression didn't change. "Charles Dawson. FinCEN operative. You were aware of his role?"

"Not until he told us. We thought he was just a neighbor."

The younger agent looked up from his laptop. "You expect us to believe you've been competing on the same circuit as six Del Mar money laundering operations for six months and never noticed?"

I opened my mouth, closed it again. What could I say? That we'd been too busy perfecting smoke rings to notice the cartel pipeline operating around us? That sounded even more absurd than the truth.

"We didn't know," I said finally. "We were just cooking."

Morrison studied me for a long moment. Then he pulled out a photo—our Winnebago, taken from a distance. Date stamp: September—the week I'd arrived at Pelican Point.

"Tell me about your relationship with Charles Dawson."

And the questions continued. The same ones asked slightly differently, it was dizzying as they continued to interrogate me. I wondered how the girls were holding up.

After a while, the door to the canopy area opened, and Chuck stepped through, followed by an older man in a tailored gray suit—no windbreaker, just a federal ID clipped to his belt.

"Agent Morrison," the older man said. "A word."

Morrison stood, excused himself, and the three of them walked a few steps away while I sat alone with the younger agent, who kept typing without looking at me.

The questions had circled back on themselves three times. Where did I meet Mari? How did I know about the competitions? What did I observe at Torres Family Tacos? Had I ever seen Salvador exchange money with anyone? Had Mari ever mentioned her father's business associates?

I'd answered honestly every time. The truth was simultaneously simple and impossible to believe: we'd been oblivious. Too focused on brisket and smoke rings to notice the cartel pipeline operating around us.

Five minutes later, Morrison returned. His demeanor had shifted—less interrogator, more bureaucrat.

"Mr. Mitchell, you're free to go. We have everything we need for now." He slid a business card across the table. "Don't leave Austin without checking in with us. We may have follow-up questions."

"That's it?" I asked. "What about⁠—"

"Your partners are being released as well. You can wait for them near the pavilion."

Chuck appeared in the doorway. "Come on, Mitchell. Let's get you reunited."

I followed him out, my legs unsteady after sitting for so long. The fairgrounds had transformed. Yellow crime scene tape cordoned off six different team sites. Federal agents moved between them, cataloging evidence, photographing equipment. News helicopters circled overhead, their cameras capturing everything.

"What did you tell them?" I asked Chuck quietly.

"The truth. That I've been surveilling you for twelve months, since you parked your rig right next to mine. That you're exactly what you appear to be—four people who fell in love and started a barbecue team." He glanced at me. "No criminal intent, no knowledge of Del Mar operations until I briefed you."

"And they believed you?"

"My testimony carries weight." Chuck stopped near the pavilion. "Wait here. They're bringing the others."

Mari emerged from the mobile command center first, her face pale but composed. Piper appeared from the opposite direction, eyes red-rimmed. Hana walked toward us from the parking area, her stoic mask firmly in place.

We converged, and I pulled all three of them into my arms without thinking, needing to feel them, confirm they were okay.

"What did they ask you?" Mari whispered against my chest.

"Everything. You?"

"Same." Her voice was hollow. "They wanted to know if I helped him. If I knew about the money. If I⁠—"

"You didn't," I said firmly. "None of us did."

"They didn't believe me." Piper's voice cracked. "They kept asking the same questions, as if they asked enough times, I'd suddenly remember being a cartel accomplice."

Hana said nothing, just pressed closer.

Chuck approached, his expression apologetic. "They had to ask—standard procedure. You're clear—all of you. I vouched for you."

"What did you tell them?" Mari asked.

"That you're victims of proximity. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong father." Chuck's jaw tightened. "Helps that Miguel Reyes and Alva Torres corroborated your story."

The name hit Mari like a physical blow. "My mother? She's here?"

Chuck nodded toward the parking area. "Miguel's in protective custody—gave a full statement Friday after DEA picked him up. Your mother called the FBI hotline on Friday morning, Mari. Said her daughter was in danger and she had information about Los Hermanos del Mar."

Mari's knees buckled. I caught her, held her upright while she processed.

"She testified?" Mari's voice was barely a whisper.

"She did. Financial records, meeting locations, and names of associates. Everything she'd kept quiet about for years." Chuck's expression softened. "She chose you over him, Mari. That took courage."

"Where is she?" Mari asked.

"With federal agents. She'll want to see you, but not here. Not now." Chuck glanced around at the lingering competitors, the news helicopters circling overhead. "Too public. They'll arrange a meeting later, somewhere private."

Piper's arm went around Mari's waist. Hana moved to her other side. I stayed behind her, hands on her shoulders—support without smothering.

Movement caught my eye. Three rows of parked vehicles away, an unmarked sedan sat with its engine running. Through the window, I recognized the profile.

Miguel.

He sat in the back seat, flanked by two agents in windbreakers. His face looked older than I remembered from Sunrise Tacos, worn down by months of playing both sides.

When his eyes met Mari's across the distance, he looked away quickly. Shame, maybe. Or relief that it was finally over.

"He was helping them," Mari said quietly. "The whole time."

"Chuck said he didn't have a choice," I reminded her. "Leverage. Family in Mexico."

"I know." Her voice was hollow. "Doesn't make it easier to see him in the back of a police car.”

The PA system crackled to life, feedback screeching before a voice cut through the lingering chaos.

"Ladies and gentlemen, due to the ongoing federal investigation, today's awards ceremony has been postponed until tomorrow at 9 AM. All competitors should return to their sites and remain available for potential follow-up questioning. We apologize for the inconvenience and appreciate your cooperation."

The crowd erupted—frustration, anger, and confusion spreading through the remaining competitors. Families had traveled hundreds of miles. Teams had cooked for eighteen hours straight. And now, because of Salvador Torres and his criminal enterprise, everyone's moment was stolen.

"We cooked our asses off for nothing," Piper said bitterly.

"Not nothing," Mari corrected, her voice stronger than I expected. "We proved we belong here. Federal raid or not, our barbecue speaks for itself."

She was right. But as we walked back toward the RV through a crowd that parted around us as if we carried the plague, I wondered if anyone else would ever see it that way.

Other competitors avoided eye contact. Families whispered behind hands, pointing at Mari. We were contaminated by association—Salvador Torres's daughter and her team, right in the middle of the biggest cartel takedown in Texas barbecue history.

A news crew tried to approach, camera raised, microphone extended. Chuck stepped between them and us with the kind of authority that made the reporter back off immediately.

"Keep walking," he said quietly. "Don't engage. Don't comment. Just get back to your RV and stay there until tomorrow."

We reached the Winnebago without further incident. The fairgrounds around us buzzed with activity—federal agents processing evidence, local police maintaining perimeter, media helicopters circling overhead, capturing every angle.

Inside, the RV felt smaller than I remembered. Or maybe we just carried more weight now—the kind that doesn't fit in undercarriage storage.

Mari collapsed onto the sofa. Piper curled against her left side as Hana claimed her right. I stood in the galley, leaning against the island, feeling useless, wanting to fix something I couldn't control.

Through the window, I watched other competitors pack up their rigs. Some were leaving tonight, forgoing tomorrow's awards after the unexpected police raid.

I didn't blame them.

Mari's phone rang.

She pulled it from her pocket, stared at the screen, and went pale.

"Mamá," she whispered.

Three pairs of eyes found mine. I nodded.

Mari answered, her thumb hovering over the speaker button. She pressed it, and Alva's voice filled the RV—shaky but determined.

"Mija, I need to explain⁠—"

"Later, Mamá." Mari's voice was steady despite the tears sliding down her cheeks. "Tomorrow. After the awards. We'll talk then."

A pause. "You're not angry?"

"I don't know what I am yet." Mari's free hand found Piper's. "But I know you did what you thought was right. That's enough for now."

"I heard him, mija. On the phone Thursday.” Alva's voice cracked. "He was talking about you. Said you were a liability. That after Austin, they would... handle it."

Mari's face paled. It left like an ice-cold dagger in my gut as the room tilted. "He was going to kill me?” she whispered.

"Sí." Alva's voice broke completely. "I called the FBI the moment he left. I wasn't going to let him hurt you. Not anymore."

Silence filled the RV—the significance of what Alva had just revealed pressed down on all of us.

"Te amo, mija," Alva said quietly. "I should have protected you years ago. I'm sorry."

"I know, Mamá." Mari wiped her eyes. "I love you too. We'll talk tomorrow."

The call ended. Mari set the phone down, exhaled slowly, and leaned back into the couch.

"He was going to kill me," she repeated, the words hollow. "My own father."

I moved from the galley, crouched down and facing them, my knees touching theirs.

"He can't hurt you now," I said.

"Can't he?" Mari's voice was small. "Del Mar's bigger than one man. What if⁠—"

"Then we handle it," Piper said fiercely. "Together."

"Together," Hana echoed.

I reached out and took Mari's hand. "Tomorrow, we find out if our barbecue was good enough. Tomorrow we deal with your mother. Tomorrow we figure out what comes next."

"And tonight?" Mari asked.

"Tonight we just hold each other," I said. "And remember, we're still here. Still together."

We moved to the bedroom without discussion. No hedonistic urgency tonight. Just four people who needed to feel safe, needed to feel connected, needed to remember that, despite everything falling apart around us, we still had each other.

Tomorrow would bring answers. Tomorrow would bring the awards ceremony. Tomorrow, we’d face whatever came next together.

But tonight, we just needed to survive.


CHAPTER 11
THE VICTORIOUS AGONY


Sunday morning I woke to pale light filtering through the bedroom curtains, my body heavy with the kind of exhaustion that sleep doesn't fix. Beside me, Mari lay curled against Piper, her face slack in sleep but her brow still furrowed. On my other side, Hana's eyes were already open, staring at the ceiling.

"You sleep at all?" I whispered.

"Some." Her voice was soft, careful not to wake the others. "Kept thinking about yesterday. About Salvador in the back of that SUV."

I nodded. No point pretending I'd slept soundly either. My mind had churned through the interrogation questions, Agent Morrison's skeptical expression, the way the crowd had parted around us like we were guilty.

Hana shifted, propping herself on one elbow. "Do we really have to go today? To the awards?"

"Yes," Mari said without opening her eyes. "We earned it. I'm not letting his bullshit take that from us."

Piper stirred, blinking awake. "What time is it?"

I checked my phone. "Seven-thirty. Ceremony starts at nine."

"Fuck," Piper muttered, but she sat up anyway. "Okay. Coffee first. Then we decide if we're brave or stupid."

"Both," Mari said, finally opening her eyes. "We're definitely both."

We moved through our morning routine in near silence—coffee, shower rotation, breakfast, the familiar choreography of four people sharing roughly 300 square feet of living space. But the ease we'd developed over months felt strained now, like we were all pretending everything was normal.

Mari emerged from the bathroom dressed in her Chef's Kiss polo, hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. War paint, I realized. She was armoring up.

Piper followed suit, then Hana. I was the last to change, pulling on my own team shirt and ball cap. When I looked in the mirror, I barely recognized the man staring back. Four months ago, I'd been a burned-out tech entrepreneur running from his old life. Now I was... what? A competition barbecue pitmaster? A target of federal investigation? A man with three partners and a trophy we might actually win?

"Ready?" Mari asked from the doorway.

I met her eyes in the mirror. Saw the fear she was trying to hide beneath determination.

"No," I said honestly. "But let's go anyway."

The walk from our RV to the pavilion felt longer than yesterday's chaos-shortened journey.

The fairgrounds looked different in morning light. Yellow crime scene tape still cordoned off Los Torres's site, though the federal agents had cleared out overnight. Salvador's crimson gooseneck sat abandoned, its custom smoker cold and dark. A stark reminder that yesterday's raid had been real, not some fever dream brought on by competition stress.

Other teams were already gathering near the pavilion, clusters of competitors and families waiting for the ceremony to begin. As we approached, I watched the shift unfold in real time—conversations stopping mid-sentence, heads turning, eyes tracking our movement.

Then the space opened around us.

Not dramatically. Not obviously. Just a subtle widening of the crowd, people taking half-steps backward, parents pulling children closer and creating distance between themselves and the team that had cooked next to a cartel operation.

Mari's hand found mine, her grip tight enough to hurt.

"Keep walking," she said quietly. "Eyes forward."

We found seats near the back of the pavilion—folding chairs arranged in rows facing a small stage where trophies gleamed under the morning sun. The chairs on either side of us remained empty even as the pavilion filled. Families squeezed together in other rows rather than sit next to Chef's Kiss Barbecue.

"This is bullshit," Piper muttered. "We didn't do anything wrong."

"Doesn't matter," Hana said softly. "Proximity is guilt enough."

I scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces. Big Jim from Big D BBQ sat three rows ahead, but when our eyes met, he looked away quickly. The team from Houston—the ones who'd complimented Hana's gochujang technique in Fredericksburg—sat on the opposite side of the pavilion, carefully not looking in our direction.

We were lepers. Contaminated by association.

Movement caught my eye near the perimeter. Chuck stood near one of the support poles, arms crossed, watching the crowd with the same casual alertness he'd shown for the last four weeks. When he noticed me looking, he nodded once. Still here. Still watching.

The gesture steadied me somehow. We weren't completely alone.

A man in a Texas Monthly polo took the stage, tapping the microphone. Feedback screeched across the pavilion, and the crowd settled into expectant silence.

"Good morning, everyone," he began, his voice carrying forced cheerfulness. "Thank you for your patience with yesterday's... complications. We appreciate your cooperation with federal authorities and your understanding of the postponement."

Complications. That's what we were calling a multi-agency cartel takedown now.

"Before we begin the awards ceremony, I want to acknowledge the extraordinary circumstances of this championship." He paused, choosing words carefully. "The actions of a few individuals should not diminish the achievements of the forty-four teams who competed with integrity, skill, and passion for the craft of barbecue."

Polite applause rippled through the pavilion. I noticed he didn't mention Salvador Torres by name. Didn't need to. Everyone knew. Forty-four teams, the six with cartel associations had been scrubbed, erased. Like they’d not even been here.

"Today, we celebrate the best barbecue in Texas," he continued. The teams that spent eighteen hours perfecting their craft. The teams that brought their A-game despite challenging conditions. Those are the teams that represent everything great about competition barbecue."

His eyes swept across the crowd and landed—briefly—on our isolated corner.

"Let's start with category awards," he said. "First up: chicken."

Mari's hand squeezed mine again. This was it. The moment we'd worked toward for months, now tainted by circumstances beyond our control.

But we were here. And we were staying.

Whatever came next, we'd face it together.

The announcer shuffled his papers, building unnecessary suspense. "In the chicken category, third place goes to... Smokin' Trails BBQ out of San Antonio!"

Applause. A family rose from the middle section, kids bouncing with excitement as their parents accepted a bronze trophy.

"Second place, chicken..." He paused, glanced at his notes. "Chef's Kiss Barbecue, Corpus Christi."

The applause that followed was thin. Polite. Obligatory.

Mari stood, her shoulders squared. Piper rose beside her, then Hana. I followed, and we walked to the stage together—a united front against the judgment radiating from every direction.

The announcer handed Mari the silver trophy with a professional smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Congratulations."

"Thank you," Mari said, her voice steady.

We returned to our seats carrying our first hardware—second place. Hana’s Korean brine technique we’d perfected over weeks of practice. Our precision in temperature management and fire control finally proved consistent. It should have felt triumphant.

Instead, it felt hollow.

"First place, chicken," the announcer continued, "goes to Lone Star Smoke, Austin!"

Genuine applause this time. Cheers from the Lone Star section. A team that hadn't been tainted by proximity to federal crime.

The pattern continued through the ribs category.

"Third place... Big D BBQ, Dallas!"

Big Jim accepted his bronze trophy with a gracious nod, but he still didn't look our direction when he returned to his seat.

"Second place... Smokin’ Chicks from Lockhart!”

An all female team we'd seen in Fredericksburg walked to the stage. Their second-place finish felt deserved—I'd tasted their peach habanero glaze, knew the skill behind it.

"First place, ribs..." The announcer's pause felt longer this time. "Chef's Kiss Barbecue, Corpus Christi."

Silence. Then scattered applause, reluctant and sparse.

Piper's hand trembled as she stood. This was her category—her Jalapeño Girl glaze, the citrus-heat balance she'd perfected over months of iteration. The sauce that had defined our team's identity.

We walked to the stage again. Gold trophy this time, heavier than the silver. The announcer's handshake was brief, professional detachment masking discomfort.

When we sat down, Piper stared at the trophy in her lap. "I should be happy," she whispered. "Why don't I feel happy?"

"Because they're not celebrating with us," Hana said quietly. "They're tolerating us."

Pork shoulder followed the same pattern. Third place to a team from Beaumont, which I didn't recognize. Second place to a veteran crew from Lockhart. Then⁠—

"First place, pork shoulder... Brisket Mafia, Fort Worth!"

Relief rippled through the pavilion. A safe winner. A team nobody questioned.

We'd placed fourth. Respectable, especially given the compressed competition timeline. But after two category wins, the fourth-place finish felt like rejection rather than achievement.

Then came brisket.

"The marquee category," the announcer said, his enthusiasm finally genuine. "The protein that defines Texas barbecue. The ultimate test of fire management, timing, and technique."

My stomach tightened. Brisket was my domain—the protein I'd obsessed over since September, the cook I'd refined through hundreds of pounds of beef. The flat I'd carved yesterday had been perfect. Smoke ring deep and crimson, bark like mahogany, fat rendered to buttery perfection.

But perfection didn't matter if nobody wanted to acknowledge it.

"Third place, brisket... Smokin' Trails BBQ, San Antonio!"

The same family that earned third place in chicken returned to the stage, their kids even more excited now.

"Second place..." The announcer paused, studying his notes. "Lone Star Smoke, Austin!"

The Austin team accepted their silver trophy to the good-natured applause of the crowd. A solid cook, clearly. But I'd seen their brisket during turn-in—good bark, decent smoke ring, slightly uneven slicing. Competition-worthy.

The announcer cleared his throat. "First place, brisket..."

The pavilion went silent.

"Chef's Kiss Barbecue, Corpus Christi."

No applause. Just silence broken by the scrape of our chairs as we stood.

Mari's hand found mine as we walked to the stage for the third time. Piper's jaw was set, her blue eyes blazing with defiant pride. Hana moved with her usual quiet grace, but I caught the tension in her shoulders.

The gold trophy was heavy. Substantial. The announcer's handshake was firmer this time—acknowledgment, maybe, that skill couldn't be denied even when association was damning.

"Congratulations," he said, and this time it sounded almost sincere. "That was an exceptional brisket."

"Thank you," I said.

We returned to our isolated corner carrying three trophies—two gold, one silver. The hardware of champions. The validation we'd worked months to earn.

And the silence of a crowd that couldn't separate our barbecue from Salvador Torres's crimes.

Mari set her trophies on the empty chair beside her, her hands shaking slightly. "One more," she whispered. "Overall results. Then we can leave."

I reached for her hand, squeezed it. "Whatever happens, we did this. We earned this."

She nodded, but her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

The announcer shuffled his papers one final time. "And now, the moment you've all been waiting for. The overall championship results, combining scores across all four categories."

My heart hammered against my ribs.

"Ladies and gentlemen, your top three teams..."

"Third place overall," the announcer said, his voice carrying across the silent pavilion. "With consistently strong scores across all categories... Lone Star Smoke, Austin!"

Genuine applause erupted. The Austin team deserved it—I'd watched them work, seen their efficient setup and solid technique. They walked to the stage with broad smiles, accepting their bronze overall trophy to enthusiastic cheers.

Safe winners. Untainted.

"Second place overall..." The pause stretched longer this time. "Smokin' Trails BBQ, San Antonio!"

More applause, warmer this time. The small family team had impressed everyone with enthusiasm and technical precision. Hana clapped softly beside me, acknowledging their skill even as her own hands trembled.

The announcer looked down at his final card. The pavilion went silent again.

"Ladies and gentlemen, your 2024 Austin Invitational Barbecue Championship overall winners..." He took a breath. "Chef's Kiss Barbecue, Corpus Christi."

The applause that followed was scattered. Reluctant. A few people clapped—maybe out of respect for the craft, maybe out of obligation to the ceremony. But most sat silent, their judgment louder than any boos could have been.

We stood together one final time.

Mari's tears finally broke free, sliding down her cheeks as she walked to the stage. Piper's arm went around her waist, supporting her. Hana moved to her other side. I brought up the rear, my hand on Mari's shoulder.

The trophy was massive—nearly two feet tall, a gleaming monument to eighteen hours of work and months of preparation. “Austin Invitational Barbecue Championship — Chef’s Kiss Barbecue” was etched on the base.

The announcer handed it to Mari with both hands. "You earned this," he said quietly, meant only for us. "Whatever else happened this weekend, your barbecue was the best in Texas."

Mari nodded, unable to speak. She clutched the trophy to her chest like a shield.

We turned to face the pavilion—four people holding the biggest prize in Texas barbecue, standing in front of a crowd that couldn't bring themselves to celebrate with us.

Then, from the back near the support pole, Chuck started clapping.

Slow, deliberate applause that cut through the silence. He didn't smile, didn't cheer. Just clapped with the steady rhythm of someone who knew what we'd overcome to get here.

A few others joined in. Not many. Maybe a dozen people scattered through the crowd who could separate our achievement from our proximity to Salvador Torres's crimes.

It was enough.

We walked back to our seats carrying the championship trophy, our category hardware, and the knowledge that we'd proven ourselves even if nobody wanted to acknowledge it.

The ceremony concluded with closing remarks I didn't hear. Families began filing out, competitors loading trophies into trucks and RVs, the fairgrounds slowly emptying as people returned to their everyday lives.

We sat in our isolated corner, surrounded by empty chairs and gleaming hardware.

"We did it," Piper said finally, her voice small. "We actually fucking did it."

"Best barbecue in Texas," Hana added quietly. "The judges couldn't ignore that, even if everyone else wants to."

Mari wiped her eyes, staring at the championship trophy in her lap. "Papá was supposed to see this. He was supposed to watch us beat him." Her voice cracked. "Instead, he's in federal custody, and we're pariahs."

I pulled her close, felt Piper and Hana press in from either side. Four people bound together by love, ambition, and circumstances we'd never asked for.

"He did see it," I said. "Saw us place second at Fredericksburg. Saw us earn our invitation here. He knew we were good enough to beat him—that's probably why he..." I stopped, not wanting to finish that thought.

"Why he was going to kill me?” Mari finished, her voice hollow. "Because I was better than him. Because we were better."

Movement caught my eye. Chuck was approaching, his expression serious.

"Y'all got a minute?" he asked when he reached us. "Need to talk. Privately."

We gathered our trophies and followed him away from the pavilion, toward the parking area where our Winnebago sat waiting. We were champions, whether anyone else acknowledged it or not. Whatever came next, we'd face it together.

The fairgrounds were practically empty now, just a few stragglers loading equipment and breaking down their setups. Los Torres's site sat abandoned behind crime-scene tape, a ghost of what had once been the most dominant team in Texas competition barbecue.

Chuck waited until we were inside and the door was closed before speaking. "Eighteen arrests," he said without preamble. "Salvador Torres, twenty-five Del Mar associates, and two auxiliary operators. Federal agents seized four point two million in cash, six competition rigs with hidden compartments, and enough documentation to build cases against another dozen people."

The numbers were hard to reconcile. Four point two million. Six rigs. A network that had operated for years under the cover of barbecue competitions.

"What about the other teams?" Piper asked. "The ones who weren't arrested?"

"Clean," Chuck confirmed. "Or clean enough. Some knew things weren't right but looked the other way. Can't prosecute willful ignorance, just knowing participation."

Mari set the trophy on the dinette table, her hands finally steady. "And us? Are we clear?"

"Completely." Chuck's expression softened slightly. "My testimony, Miguel's statement, and Alva's cooperation all confirmed that you did not know about Salvador's operations. You're witnesses, not suspects. That's official."

Relief flooded through me, loosening tension I hadn't realized I'd been carrying. We were clear. Safe. Free to go home and figure out what came next.

Then Mari asked the question that meant the most to her. "What about Mamá? Can see her?” Her voice was small, frightened. "And Miguel? Are they safe?"

Chuck's expression shifted—something unreadable beneath the reassurance. "They're in protective custody. Federal marshals are evaluating threat level now. I’ll call and set up a meet with your mother.”

"Evaluating?" I asked. "What does that mean?"

"It means Del Mar's leadership is in disarray, and we don’t know if they’ll decide whether Alva and Miguel are liabilities worth eliminating or witnesses they can afford to ignore." Chuck's jaw tightened, as he focused on Mari. "Your mother testified against a cartel operation. Miguel gave names, locations, and financial records. That makes them valuable witnesses—and targets."

Mari's hand found mine, gripping hard enough to hurt. "Witness protection?"

"Possibly. Too early to say." Chuck looked at each of us in turn. "The raid disrupted Del Mar's operations, but it didn't destroy the organization. Salvador was a coordinator, not the head. Someone will have to fill that vacuum, and when they do, they'll assess threats."

"Jesus," Piper breathed. "So even after all this, they’re still in danger?"

"Everyone connected to the investigation carries some risk," Chuck said carefully. "But Alva and Miguel carry the most. They flipped. That's not something cartels forgive easily.” He held up his phone. “I’ll be right back.”

While Chuck stepped outside to make the call, we sat in silence, processing everything. The championship trophy sat on the table with category hardware beside it. And somewhere across Austin, Alva Torres waited to see if she could reunite with the daughter she'd saved by betraying her husband.

"What do I even say to her?" Mari whispered. "After everything?"

"Thank you," I said. "You start with thank you. She chose you over him. That's everything."

Mari nodded, wiping her eyes. "Yeah. Yeah, okay."

Chuck returned, pocketing his phone. "We're cleared. The hotel is fifteen minutes from here. Marshals will give you an hour."

We stood together, leaving the trophies behind. They'd still be there when we got back—proof of what we'd accomplished, regardless of who acknowledged it.

But right now, Mari needed her mother more than she needed validation.

One of the enormous black SUVs pulled up alongside the Winnebago, and the passenger door opened, and an agent stepped out. She adjusted her earpiece and said. “Roger, out.” Then she looked at me. “Agent Donaldson. I’ll stay behind and watch over your RV and trailer.” She opened the back door and pulled the second row captain's chair forward.

Chuck climbed into the seat Agent Donaldson vacated, and I climbed in the back with Mari. The forward seat clicked back into place, and Piper and Hana settled into the row ahead of us. They swiveled back and looked at Mari and me with widened eyes. I shook my head and shrugged. It was surreal, and I had no idea what to say. The drive passed in tense silence, Austin traffic flowing around us as we headed toward whatever reconciliation awaited in a guarded hotel room.

Mari stared out the window, her reflection ghostly in the glass. "What if she's different?" she asked quietly. "What if witness protection changes her? Takes her away from me?"

"Then we adapt," Piper said firmly, turning to look at her. "Like we always do."

"Together," Hana added, twisting around.

I reached across the bench seat, found Mari's hand, and squeezed it. "Whatever happens, we face it together."

The SUV pulled into the drop-off lane in front of a mid-range hotel near the airport—the kind of anonymous building that business travelers never remember. Two unmarked sedans sat in the parking lot, federal agents visible through tinted windows.

The driver put the gear in Park and nodded at Chuck, and glanced back at the four of us. “I’ll park and wait for word. Then I’ll take you back to your RV.”

Chuck got out and opened the side door, helping each of my lovers out and onto the pavement. He shut the door and tapped it twice. The engine revved slightly, the SUV pulled forward, and turned slowly into the parking lot.

“I’ll lead you up,” Chuck said, heading inside as the automatic doors slid open and a blast of cold air flowed out. “Top floor.”


CHAPTER 12
THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE


The hotel room was generic corporate—beige walls, landscape prints that could've been anywhere, furniture designed for function over comfort. But none of that mattered when the door opened, and Alva Torres stepped through.

She looked smaller than I remembered from the few times I'd seen her at Torres Family Tacos. Thinner. Her dark hair, usually pulled back in a neat bun, hung loose around her shoulders. She wore jeans and a plain blue blouse—nothing like the traditional dresses I'd seen her in before.

But when her eyes found Mari, she transformed.

"Mija," she breathed, and Mari broke.

They met in the middle of the room, collapsing into each other with the kind of desperate embrace that made my chest tight. Alva's hands cupped Mari's face, thumbs wiping away tears that wouldn't stop falling.

"Lo siento, mija. Lo siento mucho." Alva's voice cracked, switching between English and Spanish. "I should have protected you years ago. I should have⁠—"

"You saved me, Mamá." Mari's voice was muffled against her mother's shoulder. "You chose me over him. That's everything."

I stood back with Piper and Hana, giving them space. One of the federal marshals—a woman in her forties with kind eyes—gestured for us to sit on the sofa along the wall.

"Give them a few minutes," she said quietly. Her eyes were wary.

She stepped back outside, and as the door closed, I noticed another agent standing outside the door, hand resting casually near his weapon. Protection detail. Because even after eighteen arrests and 4.2 million seized, the threat wasn't completely gone. Chuck stood inside the room beside the door, hands clasped in front of him, observing as usual.

Alva finally pulled back, keeping Mari's hands in hers. Her eyes swept across the room, landing on the three of us.

"These are...?" she asked, though her expression suggested she already knew.

"My family," Mari said firmly. "Mamá, this is Ryan, Piper, and Hana. My partners. My team. The people who stood with me when I left Papá."

I expected judgment. Expected the traditional Catholic mother to recoil from her daughter's polyamorous relationship with a man and two other women. Instead, Alva crossed the room and pulled me into a hug that smelled like cinnamon and soap.

"Thank you," she whispered. "For keeping her safe. For loving her."

Then Piper. Then Hana. Each embrace was fierce and grateful.

"Sit," Alva said, gesturing to the sofa. "Please. We have much to talk about."

We settled into an awkward arrangement—Mari and Alva on the bed, the three of us on the sofa.

"The phone call," Mari said after a moment. "Chuck said you heard Papá on Thursday. That he was planning to⁠—"

"Kill you." Alva's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "Sí. I heard him talking to Sergio on his office speaker phone. Sergio said you were a liability. That after Austin, they would 'handle the problem.’” Her hands trembled in her lap. "He was talking about my daughter like she was a business expense. And your father was silent." A string of Spanish curses slipped from her lips as she shook her head.

The room fell silent, save for the hum of the air conditioning.

"How long did you know?" Mari asked quietly. "About the cartel. The money laundering. All of it."

Alva closed her eyes. "Years. Not everything—your father kept me away from the details. But I knew the money didn't come from tacos alone. Knew the men who came to the house weren't just business associates."

"Why didn't you leave?" Piper asked, her voice gentle but direct.

"Because I was afraid." Alva met Piper's eyes. "Afraid of what he'd do if I tried. Afraid of losing my home, my family, everything I'd built." She looked at Mari. "And I told myself you didn't know. That as long as you stayed innocent, you'd be safe."

"But I wasn't safe," Mari said.

"No." Alva's voice cracked. "You weren’t. He was offering you to his associates like... like property." Tears slid down her cheeks. "When Jorge went to prison, I thought it was over—thought you'd learned your lesson about his world. But then he started introducing you to Sergio, to Carlos, to all of them. You took over and ran Torres Family Tacos. I was so afraid, but I said nothing."

Mari's hand reached for her mother’s, squeezing hard.

"I am complicit, mija." Alva's voice was steady now, accepting. "I chose comfort over your safety. I chose to look away rather than confront him. That is my sin, and I will carry it forever."

"But you called the FBI," I said quietly. "When it mattered most, you chose her."

"Too late." Alva wiped her eyes. "I should have called years ago. Should have testified when Jorge was arrested. Should have protected her from the beginning."

Mari slid off the bed, kneeling in front of her mother. "You protected me when it counted. You heard him planning my murder, and you stopped it." She took Alva's hands. "That's not too late. That's exactly on time."

They held each other again, and I felt Piper's hand find mine, Hana's arm press against my shoulder. We were witnesses to something sacred—a mother and daughter choosing each other despite everything that had tried to tear them apart.

When they finally separated, Alva's expression shifted to something almost shy.

"You won," she said. "The championship. I heard the marshals talking. First place overall."

Mari's smile was bittersweet. "We did. Best barbecue in Texas, according to the judges."

"Your father...?" Alva's voice trailed off.

"Federal custody," I said. "Eighteen arrests total. Salvador and fifteen associates."

Alva nodded slowly. "He will be angry. Humiliated. But he earned his badge of shame." She looked at Mari. "You beat him fairly. That will hurt him more than prison."

"Good," Mari said, her voice hard. "Let it hurt."

Alva studied her daughter for a long moment. "You are stronger than I was, mija. Braver. You chose your own path instead of the one he demanded. That takes courage I never had."

"You had courage," Mari corrected. "You just needed the right reason to use it."

Through the window, I watched Austin traffic flow past—normal people living everyday lives, unaware that a federal cartel takedown had just concluded blocks away. Unaware that a mother and daughter were rebuilding a relationship shattered by years of complicity and fear.

The marshal knocked softly, cracking the door. "Fifteen minutes. Then we need to move Mrs. Torres."

Fifteen minutes. Not enough time to process years of pain. But enough to start.

"Where are they sending you?" Mari asked, her voice small. "Witness protection? When do you leave?"

The marshal who'd knocked—the woman with kind eyes—stepped fully into the room. "Actually, that's what we need to discuss."

My stomach dropped. Here it came. The part where Alva disappeared into a new identity, relocated to some anonymous city where Mari could never find her.

"Threat assessment concluded this morning," the marshal continued. "Based on the scope of the arrests and cooperation from... other significant parties, we've determined Mrs. Torres doesn't require relocation."

Silence.

"What?" Mari's voice cracked. "You mean she can stay? She's safe?"

"We're not saying there's zero risk," the marshal clarified. "But with Salvador and his primary associates in federal custody, and with assurances from certain individuals that Mrs. Torres is under protection, we believe she can return home with standard security protocols."

"What individuals?" I asked.

The marshal's expression remained neutral. "That's classified. But let's just say some people have a vested interest in ensuring Mrs. Torres and Miguel Reyes remain safe."

Miguel. I'd almost forgotten about him during Alva's reunion with Mari.

"He's okay?" Mari asked. "Miguel?"

"Protective custody, same as your mother. Also cleared for return, pending security arrangements." The marshal glanced at her watch. "He asked me to tell you he's sorry. For everything. Said he had no choice."

Mari nodded slowly. "I know. Chuck explained."

"Sunrise Tacos will probably close," Alva said quietly. "Miguel's too afraid to go back. Too many memories of what he was forced to do."

Another casualty. Another piece of the life we'd known before Salvador's arrest had shattered everything.

"What about his family?" Piper asked. "The leverage Del Mar used against him?"

The marshal's expression softened slightly. "Relocated. Safe. Miguel will be able to contact them once security protocols are finalized."

Alva reached for Mari's hand. "Miguel protected you, too, mija, in his own way. When Salvador started asking questions about your new team, Miguel told him you were just cooking. Nothing more. He bought you time."

Mari's eyes welled up again. "I didn't know."

"He couldn't tell you. Couldn't risk Salvador suspecting." Alva squeezed her daughter's hand. "But he made sure I knew. Made sure I understood you were in danger. His courage… it helped me see."

The pieces clicked into place. Miguel hadn't just been an informant protecting himself. He'd been protecting Mari, feeding Alva information that ultimately encouraged Alva to call the FBI.

"I need to thank him," Mari said. "When can I⁠—"

"Not yet," the marshal interrupted gently. "He's still processing everything. Give him time. When he's ready, we'll arrange a meeting."

The fifteen minutes were almost up. I could feel it in the way the marshal shifted, checking her watches, exchanging glances with Chuck. I noticed he had a nearly invisible earpiece when he turned to whisper in her ear.

Alva stood, pulling Mari into one more embrace. "I'm going home, mija. Back to the house. Without him." Her voice was steady despite the tears. "You can visit whenever you want. Bring your family." She glanced at us, and her smile was genuine. "All of them. Mi casa es su casa."

"I will," Mari promised. "As soon as we get back to Pelican Point, and you’re home safe, I'll come see you."

"And bring that trophy," Alva added. "I want to see it. Want to take pictures. Want to show everyone that my daughter is a champion."

Mari laughed through her tears. "It's in the RV. It's huge, Mamá. Almost as big as me."

"Good." Alva's voice was fierce. "Let it be huge. Let everyone see what you accomplished despite him. Despite everything."

The marshals moved in, professional but not unkind. Time was up.

We filed out, Mari looking back three times before the hotel room door finally closed. In the hallway, the marshal with kind eyes handed me a card.

“I’m Agent Decker, and this is my direct line," she said. "If anything changes, if you see anything suspicious, call immediately. We're monitoring the situation, but it never hurts to have extra eyes."

I pocketed the card, nodding. We were safe, but unsafe. “Thank you.”

The drive back to the fairgrounds was quiet. Mari stared out the window, processing everything. Piper held her hand. Hana sat close, offering silent support. I focused on the road, trying to fit everything together. I wondered who the significant person was that Agent Decker referred to when she said that Alva and Miguel were safe.

When we arrived back at the Winnebago and our trailer, Chuck hopped out and opened our door. The agent who stayed behind took his place, and the black SUV headed toward the exit.

"Everyone okay?" Chuck asked as we climbed out.

"Yeah," Mari said, her voice stronger than I expected. "She's safe. She's coming home."

Chuck nodded. "Good. That's good." He glanced at me. "Y'all heading back to Pelican Point?"

"Soon," I said. "Need to load up the trophies, break down our setup."

"Take your time. No rush." Chuck's expression shifted for a moment, then he shook his head as his expression changed to pride. "Champions deserve to savor the moment." He ambled off toward a late-model car parked near the exit. Leaving us standing as the only remaining team. Six other rigs were silent, wrapped in yellow tape, waiting for whatever the feds would do with the evidence.


CHAPTER 13
THE AUTHENTIC CELEBRATION


The sun was just setting over the bay by the time we rolled into Pelican Point in our Winnebago, towing our smokers and equipment. I expected quiet—maybe a few neighbors waving from their sites, the usual evening calm of the RV park.

Instead, we found a party.

A massive banner stretched between two palm trees: "CHAMPIONS - CHEF'S KISS BBQ" in hand-painted letters. Beside our pad, the surrounding area was filled with folding tables laden with food, neighbors gathered with drinks and smiles, and in the center of it all, Liz stood with a ridiculous foam finger that said "#1."

"Surprise!" she shouted as we pulled in, and the crowd erupted in applause.

Real applause. Not the thin, obligatory clapping from the awards ceremony. This was a genuine, enthusiastic celebration from people who knew us, who'd tasted our practice cooks, who'd watched us work toward this moment for months.

Mari's hand found mine as we climbed out of the RV. Her eyes were bright with tears—happy ones this time.

Garrett rushed over, pulling me into a back-slapping hug. "Knew you'd do it! Told Liz you had it in you!"

Dale and Barb were next, the Minnesota couple beaming. "We've been bragging to everyone!" Barb said. "Our neighbors are champions!"

Chuck arrived with a six-pack of beer, offering us Shiners. "Figured you could use these."

The celebration was perfect—exactly what we needed after the hollow victory in Austin. These people didn't care about Salvador Torres or federal investigations. They cared about the barbecue we'd shared with them, the friendships we'd built, and the achievements we'd earned.

Piper and Hana were immediately surrounded by neighbors wanting to see the championship trophy. I'd carried it out of the RV, setting it on one of the tables where it gleamed under the string lights someone had hung.

"Speech!" someone called out, and the crowd took up the chant. "Speech! Speech!"

Mari looked at me, panicked. I squeezed her hand and stepped forward.

"We, uh..." I cleared my throat, not used to being the center of attention like this. "We didn't do this alone. Every practice cook, every test batch of sauce, every piece of feedback—you all were part of that. You made us better. Made us champions."

The crowd cheered, and I felt Piper's arm slide around my waist, Hana pressing close on my other side, Mari's hand still in mine.

"This trophy belongs to all of us," I continued. "To Pelican Point. To the community that supported us even when we were burning chicken and oversalting rubs."

Laughter rippled through the crowd. Someone shouted, "We remember that chicken!"

"So thank you," I finished. "For being our family. For celebrating with us. For making this feel like the victory it should."

More applause, and then the party resumed—food being passed around, stories being shared, neighbors asking about the competition and the championship cook.

I was in the middle of explaining our brisket technique to Garrett when a white Lincoln Navigator pulled into the visitor parking.

The conversation around me didn't stop immediately. But I felt the shift—Chuck went still beside me.

The man who stepped out of the back of the Navigator commanded attention without saying a word. Late sixties, maybe seventy, but moving with fluid grace that suggested decades of discipline. White linen suit, perfectly tailored. Panama hat. And an air of authority that made the party noise seem suddenly distant.

He walked straight toward me, ignoring everyone else. He had a warm smile and a presence that was hard to ignore. Chuck relaxed and touched my elbow before taking a step back and leaving me alone with the man.

”Ryan Mitchell." He extended his hand, his grip firm but not aggressive. "Eduardo Montez. My friends call me Big Eddie." His eyes—dark, assessing, missing nothing—held mine. "We should talk, my friend."

The party had gone quiet now. Everyone watching. Waiting.

Everyone knew the name. Big Eddie's Seafood and Shrimp was our Friday ritual spot. But this man wasn't the casual restaurant owner I'd imagined. This was someone else entirely.

"Here?" I asked, gesturing to the crowd.

"No, no." Eduardo's smile widened slightly. "Please, continue your celebration. You've earned it. But perhaps afterward..." He pulled a card from his jacket pocket and handed it to me. "When you have a moment. No rush."

He tipped his hat to Mari, who'd moved to my side. "Señora Torres. Your mother sends her regards. She's safe, by the way. Completely safe."

Mari's hand tightened on my arm. "How do you⁠—"

"Because I made sure of it." Eduardo's voice was gentle, yet it carried an edge. "Your father and his associates corrupted something I built with honor. I don't tolerate that. And I don't allow innocent people to suffer for the sins of others."

He turned back to me. "Enjoy your evening, Ryan. We'll talk soon."

And then he was gone, climbing back into the backseat of Navigator before it pulled away smoothly into the dark.

The party resumed slowly, conversations starting again like engines turning over on a cold morning. But the energy had shifted—curiosity mixing with the celebration, neighbors exchanging glances that asked questions I couldn't answer.

Chuck pulled me aside, away from the main gathering. His expression wasn’t grim but muted, before his friendly neighbor mask slipped back into place.

"You know who that was?" he asked quietly.

"Big Eddie. From the restaurant." I looked at the card in my hand—simple but high quality white cardstock, embossed golden lettering, a phone number. Nothing else. "But not only the restaurant."

"No. Not only from the restaurant.” Chuck glanced toward where the Navigator had disappeared. "Eduardo Montez. The founder of the Los Hermanos del Mar."

My blood ran cold. "The cartel⁠—"

"Was his," Chuck confirmed, with a nod. "Twenty years ago, he built it as a legitimate business network. High-end restaurants, seafood and beef importation, all legal. When he retired to Mexico about five years back he left operations to his lieutenants."

"Salvador and Sergio," I said, the pieces clicking together.

"Among others. They started using his distribution network for drugs, trafficking, money laundering, all the shit we just arrested them for." Chuck's jaw tightened. "Eduardo found out about six months before you arrived at Pelican Point. He's been cooperating with federal authorities ever since."

I stared at the card. "He said Alva's safe. That he made sure of it."

"He did. Threat assessment cleared because Eduardo personally vouched for her safety. And Miguel's." Chuck met my eyes. "When Eduardo Montez gives his word, Del Mar listens. He may be retired, but he's still the don. Nobody touches what he protects."

"So we're safe? Actually safe?"

"As safe as you can be." Chuck's expression softened slightly. "Salvador and Sergio betrayed him and tainted his legacy. Eduardo doesn't forget that kind of thing. You helped expose them, even if you didn't know it. That makes you... not enemies."

"But not friends either," I said.

"That's up to you." Chuck glanced back at the party, where Mari was explaining something to Liz, Piper, and Hana, surrounded by neighbors. "He wants to talk. My advice? Listen. You don't have to agree to anything. But Eduardo Montez doesn't make social calls. If he drove all the way from Mexico to meet you, he's got a reason."
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I called the number on Eduardo's card at eight the next morning, after a night of restless sleep and whispered conversations with Mari, Piper, and Hana.

He answered on the second ring. "Ryan. Thank you for calling."

"You said we should talk."

“Yes. Are you free this morning? I'm staying at the Omni downtown. There's an excellent breakfast restaurant on the ground floor. My treat."

I glanced at the three women watching me from the dinette. Mari nodded. Piper gave a thumbs-up. Hana's expression was unreadable, but she didn't shake her head.

"I'll be there in an hour," I said.

"Bring your family," Eduardo added before I could hang up. "This concerns all of you."
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The Omni's restaurant was upscale casual—white tablecloths, fresh flowers, a view of the waterfront through floor-to-ceiling windows. Eduardo sat at a corner table, already working on coffee and what looked like huevos rancheros.

He stood when we approached, greeting each of us with a handshake—firm but not aggressive, respectful. A server appeared immediately, menus distributed, coffee poured before we'd even settled into our seats.

"Order whatever you like," Eduardo said. "The chilaquiles are exceptional."

We ordered—awkwardly, still processing that we were having breakfast with a cartel don. When the server left, Eduardo set down his coffee cup and looked at each of us in turn.

"I owe you an apology," he said simply. "Salvador Torres and Sergio Esteban corrupted an organization I built with my own hands. I was... negligent. Enjoying my retirement while they turned my network into something criminal."

"You didn't know?" Mari asked, her voice tight.

"I knew something was wrong. I chose not to look closely." Eduardo's expression was pained. "That is my sin. I let pride and comfort blind me to what was happening under my name."

"But you're cooperating now," I said. "Chuck told me. You've been working with the feds for months."

"Eighteen months," Eduardo confirmed. "Since I discovered the scope of what Salvador and Sergio had done. I contacted Agent Morrison immediately. Offered full cooperation in exchange for immunity and the chance to clean my house."

"Why?" Hana asked quietly. "Why not just walk away? Let them destroy what you built and live in peace?"

Eduardo's smile was sad. "Because it wasn't just my legacy they were destroying. It was innocent people's lives. Families threatened. Communities corrupted." His eyes found Mari's. "Your mother. Miguel Reyes. Others who had no choice but to participate or suffer consequences."

"My mother knew," Mari said, her voice flat. "For years, she knew what my father was doing."

"She knew some of it. Not all. And she was afraid." Eduardo's voice was gentle. "I don't excuse her silence. But I understand it. Fear makes people complicit in things they would never choose freely."

Our food arrived, interrupting the conversation. We ate in silence for a few minutes, processing everything.

Finally, I asked the question that had been swirling in my thoughts since last night. "What do you want from us?"

Eduardo set down his fork, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and leaned back in his chair.

"I want to make amends," he said. "I want to rebuild what Salvador and Sergio destroyed—a network of honorable businesses serving quality food to good people. And I think you could be part of that."

"How?" Piper asked, suspicious.

"Your barbecue is exceptional. Championship-level." Eduardo's smile was genuine now. "I know people. Restaurant owners, event planners, and corporate clients who pay premium prices for premium food. I could connect you with opportunities that would take years to build on your own."

"In exchange for what?" I asked.

"Nothing." Eduardo's expression was serious. "No strings. No obligations. Just an old man trying to leave behind something better than what he allowed to grow in his absence."

Mari leaned forward. "And if we say no?"

"Then you say no. You're still under my protection—that doesn't change. Salvador and Sergio threatened you because you were a threat to them. You’re not a threat to me, and I’ll ensure all of Los Hermanos del Mar knows this. Your safety is my responsibility." Eduardo's voice carried absolute certainty. "But business? That's your choice. Always."

The four of us exchanged glances. A silent conversation that had become second nature over months of partnership.

"We'll think about it," I said finally.

Eduardo nodded, pulling out another card—this one with an email address. "Take your time. When you're ready, contact me. Or don't. Either way, you have my word—you and yours are safe."


CHAPTER 14






EPILOGUE - THE JUST DESSERTS
SIX MONTHS LATER


The Pelican Point sunset looked the same as it had the day I'd arrived—orange and pink streaking across the Gulf, waves rolling in with rhythmic consistency, seagulls crying overhead.

But everything else had changed.

Mari sat beside me in her Adirondack chair, updating our competition schedule on her tablet. We'd placed in the top ten at the first four events of the season, building a reputation that had nothing to do with Salvador Torres and everything to do with Chef’s Kiss Barbecue.

Piper was helping other teams develop their flavor profiles. The broader barbecue community was supportive once they understood the entire story. We shared what worked for us, and listened when they shared their tips. We were competitors, not rivals.

Hana was on the phone with her parents, speaking rapid Korean. They'd come to our last competition, watched her win first place in ribs, and finally—finally—acknowledged that the food truck and competition circuit were legitimate career choices.

Alva visited every Sunday, bringing conchas and stories about rebuilding her life without Salvador. The house was hers now, the taco truck sold, a new chapter beginning at sixty-three.

Miguel had reopened Sunrise Tacos under a new name—Amanecer Nuevo–New Dawn. We stopped by every Friday morning, with the same order and enjoyed the same friendly conversation. The fear in his eyes had faded, replaced by something like peace. We never spoke of what happened before. That was the prologue; what happened next was the story.

And Eduardo? We'd taken him up on his offer. Catering gigs for his restaurant network, corporate events, and private parties. Nothing illegal, nothing that compromised what we'd built. Just opportunities to cook exceptional barbecue for people who appreciated it—and paid accordingly.

The income had been steady enough that we'd upgraded our setup. Added second food truck to sit beside Hana's, now wrapped in our familiar logo but keeping its black with red flames paint job. Hector continued making custom modifications to his offset smoker, and Hana and Mari teamed up to find a proper commissary kitchen arrangement through one of Eduardo's contacts, bypassing the usual bureaucratic nightmare. Mari had trained two teams to run each truck and we swapped them between the food truck circuit and catering events. Chef’s Kiss Barbecue was expanding.

We stayed the same—four people dedicated to each other and the best barbecue in Texas. We were champions. We were legitimate. Successful. Safe.

Most days, I believed it.

Chuck appeared from his RV, walking between the fifty feet of sand between us, and carrying his usual evening beer. He'd become more than a neighbor—a friend, a mentor, someone who understood the weight of living adjacent to danger even after the immediate threat had passed.

"Evening, Mitchell," he said, settling into the fifth Adirondack chair we'd added to our setup. "Y'all ready for Galveston next weekend?"

"As ready as we'll ever be," I said. "Mari's got us running practice cooks Wednesday and Thursday."

"Good." Chuck took a long pull from his beer. "Heard through the grapevine that Smokin’ Trails is competing. Should be interesting, going head-to-head with them, they’re almost as good as you. Gotta stay on top.”

Hana ended her call and joined us with a satisfied smile. "Umma and Appa are coming to Galveston. They want to see the setup, meet everyone properly."

"That's huge," Piper said, joining us sipping from a water bottle. She'd been working on a new sauce variant—something with mango and habanero that she thought might work for pork. "Your parents have been skeptical for what, two years?"

"Three," Hana corrected. "But the championship trophy helped. And the catering income." She settled onto the arm of my chair, her hand finding my shoulder with easy familiarity. "They still think I should've stayed at Cornell, but they're coming around."

Mari looked up from her tablet. "We need to finalize the Galveston logistics tonight. I've got us in a prime spot, but the setup timeline is tight. Meat goes on the smoker no later than midnight Friday, first turn-in is noon Saturday."

"Chicken," I said automatically. It was always chicken first.

"Chicken," Mari confirmed with a smile.

The conversation drifted into comfortable planning—who would handle overnight shifts, which sauces Piper wanted to test, and whether we should risk the Korean-fusion glaze on ribs or stick with Jalapeño Girl. The kind of tactical discussion that had become our evening ritual, our way of processing the day and preparing for whatever came next.

Chuck listened without comment, his presence a quiet reminder that he was still watching, still protective of us. The FinCEN investigation had concluded, and Salvador and Sergio were both sentenced to federal prison; the Del Mar illicit trafficking network was dismantled. Chuck remained at Pelican Point, declining his next assignment. He retired to be our neighbor. He’d earned the fifth chair.

I'd asked him about it once, over beers at Eddie's.

“They wanted me tracking something suspicious around the polka circuit in St. Paul. I don’t like the cold, it’s warmer here.” he'd said with a shrug. "And you folks make good barbecue. Why would I leave?"

But I knew the truth. Chuck stayed because he'd become invested. Because somewhere along the line from surveillance target to championship team, we'd become friends. Because even after the official threat had passed, he wanted to make sure we stayed safe.

Eduardo had sent a gift after our third top-ten finish—a custom smoker from a fabricator in Houston, temperature control so precise it made my Traeger look primitive. The card had been simple:

For the champions. Use it well. - E.M.

We'd debated for a week whether to accept it. Mari had been the one to decide.

"He's trying to make amends," she'd said. "Not for what he did—for what he allowed. That's different. And if his guilt means we get better equipment to cook better barbecue, I can live with that."

So we'd accepted it and used it. And won second place in brisket at our next competition, the new smoker's even heat distribution making a noticeable difference in the bark quality.

The sun touched the horizon behind us across the Intercoastal Waterway, shimmering in that perfect golden hour when the Gulf turned to liquid fire and everything felt possible. Six months ago, we'd been standing in an Austin pavilion, holding a championship trophy while a silent crowd judged us for crimes we weren’t involved with.

Now we were here. Together. Building something that was ours, untainted by Salvador's corruption or Eduardo's complicated redemption.

"I've been thinking," Piper said from beside me, breaking the comfortable silence, her hand resting on her slight bump. "About expanding. Not the competition stuff—that's going great. But maybe a brick-and-mortar spot. Something small. A smokehouse. Something that has less travel."

Mari's head snapped up. "Serious?"

"Maybe." Piper's blue eyes held that spark I'd come to recognize—the one that appeared when she was onto something good. "Eduardo mentioned a space in Corpus. Prime location, reasonable rent, already zoned for food service."

"That's a big step," Hana said carefully. "Competitions we can walk away from if things go south. A restaurant is... permanent."

"Permanent sounds good," I said, surprising myself. "Permanent sounds like we're not running anymore. Like we're building something that lasts."

The four of them looked at me—Mari, Piper, Hana, and Chuck, who'd somehow become part of our chosen family despite his initial wary surveillance.

"Then we should talk about it," Mari said. "Seriously. Run the numbers, check the location, figure out if it makes sense."

"And if it does?" Piper asked.

Mari smiled, the same fierce determination she'd shown walking away from Torres Family Tacos, choosing her own path over her father's demands. "Then we do it," she said. "Together. Like everything else."

We quieted as we sat in the sand, watching the last light fade from the sky. I considered that what really mattered wasn't the trophies, the competition, the food trucks, or the businesses. It was this—the four of us planning our next move together. Building a future we'd chosen rather than one chosen for us.

Chuck stood, stretching. "I'll leave you, folks, to it. Got an early morning tomorrow."

"Hot date?" Piper teased.

"Surveillance," Chuck said with a wink. "Just kidding. Fishing trip with Garrett. Man's been bugging me for weeks."

He walked back to his RV, leaving us alone with the sunset and our dreams.

Mari closed her tablet and set it aside. "Okay. Real talk. Are we actually doing this? Restaurant, permanent location, the whole thing?"

"I think so," Hana said quietly. "I think we're ready."

"Piper?" I asked.

She looked at each of us in turn, her hand settling on her bump, a contemplative expression in place of the playful energy she usually radiated. Piper had her implant removed shortly after we returned from Austin. We all discussed the idea but in the end, it was her decision. I was getting used to the idea of fatherhood.

"Six months ago, we were pariahs.” She said. “Nobody wanted to acknowledge our championship because of who Mari's father was. Now we're getting catering gigs, consulting offers, Eduardo's network opening doors.” She rubbed her belly, the life we created under the warmth of her hand. “Growing our family.”

"That's not an answer," Mari said gently.

"Yes," Piper said. "Yes, I think we should do it. I think we've proven we're more than just a competition team. We're a family. A fated family."

Fate. Family. The concept settled over me like a heavy, heirloom quilt. Family was what we were. A conscious choice we'd built through smoke and sauce and shared passion. It didn’t matter how we came together, whether by random chance, dumb luck, or the amorphous concept of fate.

Mari shared a look with Piper as she smiled her glowing smile. Hana leaned in and hugged me. My three lovers would remain at my side, even if we didn’t compete on the circuit.

"Then we do it," I said. "We talk to Eduardo about the space. Run the numbers. Figure out if we can make it work."

"And if we can?" Mari asked.

I pulled her close, felt Piper lean against my other side as Hana's hand caressed my shoulder. Four people bound together by love, ambition, and the kind of trust that only comes from surviving impossible things together.

"Then we build something extraordinary," I said. "Something that's completely ours. No corruption, no cartel shadows, no federal investigations. Just us and the best damn barbecue in Texas."

“With Seoul Fire," Hana added with a small smile.

"And with Seoul Fire," I agreed, with a broad smile.

The stars were coming out now, pinpricks of light against the darkening sky. Somewhere in Mexico, Eduardo Montez was probably sitting on a veranda, drinking expensive tequila, satisfied that his network was clean again. Somewhere in federal prison, Salvador Torres was processing that his daughter had built something better than he ever could. Somewhere in Corpus Christi, Alva was probably baking pan dulce for our Sunday visit, rebuilding a relationship with her daughter one concha at a time.

And here, at Pelican Point, we were planning our future.

"I love you," Mari said quietly, the words simple but carrying weight. "All of you. I never thought I'd have this. A family that chose me instead of controlling me."

"I love you too," Piper whispered, her hand finding Mari's. "Both of you. All of you."

Hana's fingers squeezed my shoulder. “Saranhae,” she said softly. "I love you. My family."

I pulled them all closer, this impossible constellation of people who'd found each other through barbecue and built something that transcended smoke and sauce.

"I love you," I said. "And tomorrow we start building our next chapter. But tonight, let's just be here. Together."

The Gulf whispered against the shore, the same rhythm it had maintained for millennia. Constant. Reliable. Eternal.

Like the family we'd built.

Like the future we were creating.

Like the love that bound us together.


CHAPTER 15






EPILOGUE - THE NEW FOUNDATION


The grand opening of Chef's Kiss Smokehouse happened on a perfect late summer morning. The building Eduardo had connected us with sat on a prime corner in downtown Corpus Christi—exposed brick walls, the seawall two blocks away. It had an industrial-chic interior and Eduardo’s gifted custom smoker visible through floor-to-ceiling windows so customers could watch their barbecue being made.

Hana's Seoul Fire brand had fully merged into our operation, with her Korean fusion techniques now integrated into our core menu rather than a separate concept. The signature dish—Korean BBQ brisket burnt ends with gochujang glaze—had been featured in Texas Monthly's "Best New Barbecue in Texas" issue.

We'd placed in the top five at eight competitions over the past year, including defending our title at the Austin Invitational Barbecue Championship. Our reputation had shifted from "Salvador Torres's daughter's team" to simply "Chef's Kiss Barbecue—champions."

The line outside our door stretched around the block.

Alva worked the register, her warmth, like her daughter’s, making every customer feel like family. She'd moved into a small apartment near the restaurant after selling Salvador's house, choosing proximity to Mari over the memories that building held.

Miguel ran the prep kitchen, his fear replaced by quiet competence. He'd reconnected with his extended family—now safely relocated to San Antonio, while his wife and two kids lived on the strand in Port Aransas just a few miles north of Pelican Point.

Eduardo had attended our soft opening the week before, arriving in his white linen suit with a gift: a hand-carved mesquite cutting board engraved with our logo and a simple inscription:

Para la familia que construiste. - E.M.

For the family you built.

Chuck had officially retired from FinCEN, taking a part-time job as our "security consultant" that mostly involved eating free brisket and flirting with the servers. He still kept his concealed carry license and sidearm, still watched the door with professional alertness. Old habits die hard.

I stood behind the counter during our grand opening rush, watching my family work.

Mari orchestrated the kitchen with her usual effeciency, calling out orders, managing timing, and ensuring every plate left the window perfect. She wore her Chef's Kiss polo with pride, her ponytail swinging as she moved between stations.

Piper handled the sauce bar, her belly stretching her sundress, explaining her different blends to curious customers with infectious enthusiasm. She was writing a recipe book to publish under Chef’s Kiss name, side dishes, rub mixtures, and sauces with heat. She wrapped it all in a memoir of our first year, a travelogue, and a story of finding family.

Hana worked the smokers, her precise temperature management and Korean techniques elevating our barbecue beyond traditional Texas style into something uniquely ours. Her parents sat at a corner table, finally accepting that their daughter had found her calling.

And me? I floated between the dining room and kitchen, greeting customers, checking quality, and making sure everything ran smoothly. The tech entrepreneur turned pitmaster, finding meaning in smoke and sauce that I'd never found in optimization algorithms.

"Ryan!" Mari called from the kitchen. "Table seven wants to meet the team. Corporate group, Eduardo's referral."

I wiped my hands on my apron and headed toward table seven, where five people in business casual sat surrounded by empty plates and satisfied expressions.

"Chef's Kiss?" the woman at the head of the table asked, standing to shake my hand. "I'm Rebecca Carpenter, VP of Corporate Events for Tesoro Energy. Eduardo Montez suggested we try your barbecue for our annual shareholder meeting. Five hundred people, downtown convention center, next month."

My heart raced. Five hundred people. Our biggest catering job yet.

“I’m Ryan Mitchell, my partners and I would love to discuss it," I said, gesturing toward the kitchen. "Let me introduce you.”

Minutes later, all four of us stood at table seven—Mari with her notebook already out, Piper explaining our menu options, Hana describing our Korean fusion specialties, and me handling the business logistics.

We booked the job before they left.

We were building a house near the restaurant, large enough for our growing family. Still, we kept the RV as a second home, unwilling to give up the beach sunsets and the Pelican Point community, which had supported us from the beginning. The restaurant was working. The new house would be where we lived, but the Winnebago? That was home.

"Five hundred people," Piper said, her voice awed. "That's insane."

"That's Eduardo's network," Mari corrected. "He's been quietly referring corporate clients for months. This is just the biggest one yet."

"Do we have the capacity?" Hana asked practically. "Five hundred servings means multiple smokers running simultaneously, coordinated timing across different proteins..."

"We'll figure it out," I said. "We always do."

Mari's phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, then showed it to us.

A text from an unknown number, she read it aloud to us.

Congratulations on the opening. Your mother tells me the line was around the block. I'm proud of you, mija. Even if I have no right to be. - Papá




The message hung in the air between us.

Salvador had eighteen months left on his federal sentence. We'd heard through Alva that he'd been a model prisoner, teaching other inmates to cook and running the prison kitchen with the same professionalism he’d once applied to Torres Family Tacos.

But we hadn't contacted him, hadn't visited, and hadn't acknowledged his existence beyond the occasional update from Alva.

Until now.

"What do you want to do?" I asked Mari gently.

She stared at the message for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

Then she deleted it.

"Nothing," she said firmly. "He chose his path. I chose mine. Those paths don't intersect anymore."

She set her phone aside and looked at each of us in turn.

"This is my family," she said. "You three. Mamá. Miguel. Chuck. Even Eduardo, in his complicated way. The community at Pelican Point. Our teams and employees. The customers who lined up today—because they believe in what we're building."

Her voice strengthened.

"Salvador Torres doesn't get to be part of that. Not after what he did. Not after what he planned to do."

Piper's hand found Mari's. "You sure?"

"Completely."

Hana nodded, accepting Mari's decision without question.

I pulled all three of them close, this family we'd built from smoke and sauce and shared survival.

"Then we move forward," I said. "Together. Like we always have."

I looked out the window of our restaurant toward the Bay behind the seawall. The gloaming of twilight shifted the sunset colors that reflected hues of purple, red, and orange. The glowing Whataburger sign on Shoreline was just a few blocks over. I smiled at the reminder of how we began this adventure, Piper and I, over burgers, van life, and a reasonable obsession over food.

I’d found Piper, we saw Mari, and then included Hana. We drew together bound by a gravity only we could feel, and in the process…

Found home.

“Uh, Ryan,” Piper said, eyes widening as her hand gripped mine. “Either I pissed myself, or we should head to the hospital.”

We found a new life that wouldn’t ever be boring.
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THE END?


ALVA’S CONCHA RECIPE



For the Dough:

2 ½ tsp active dry yeast.

½ cup warm milk3 ¾ cups all-purpose or bread flour.

2–3 eggs at room temperature.

½ cup unsalted butter, softened.

½ cup white sugar

1 tsp vanilla extract

a pinch of salt. 

For the Topping:

1 cup all-purpose flour.

¾ cup powdered sugar.

¾ cup shortening, lard, or softened butter.

1 tsp vanilla (for white topping) or 1 tbsp cocoa powder (for chocolate topping). 

Baking Instructions

Stir yeast into the warm milk with a pinch of sugar and let it sit for 5–10 minutes until foamy.

Combine flour, sugar, salt, eggs, vanilla, and the yeast mixture. Knead by hand for 10 minutes or with a stand mixer for 6–8 minutes until elastic. Gradually cut in the softened butter until the dough is smooth and shiny.

Place dough in a greased bowl, cover, and let it rise in a warm place until doubled (about 1.5 to 2 hours).

For the topping, mix the flour, powdered sugar, and shortening/butter until a smooth paste forms. Divide and add cocoa or vanilla as desired. Roll into small balls.

Punch down the risen dough and divide into 12–16 equal balls and place them on a parchment-lined baking sheet and flatten slightly.

Flatten a ball of topping into a thin disc and press it onto each dough ball. Use a sharp knife to score the topping into the traditional shell pattern

Let the shaped conchas rise again for 45–60 minutes until puffy.

Bake in a preheated oven at 350°F for 15–20 minutes until the bread is lightly golden.


AFTERWORD



Chef's Kiss Barbecue: From Burnout to Burnt Ends began as a simple story about a tech entrepreneur learning to smoke brisket. It became something far more complex—a meditation on family (chosen and blood), on building something authentic in a world of corruption, on finding meaning through craft and connection.

Ryan, Mari, Piper, and Hana's journey continues beyond these pages. There are more competitions to win, more catering jobs to pull off, and more dangers to face. Eduardo's protection is real, but not absolute. The restaurant industry is unforgiving. Polyamorous relationships draw judgment. Their life is messy and complicated, beautiful and perfect.

And they'll face the future together.

Because that's what family does.

Thank you for spending time with them. If you’d like more smoky stories and found families, come find me at macklandry.com.

– Mack
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If you loved reading this book, we’d be delighted if you’d leave a quick review—more reviews encourage us to write more books!

Review on Amazon – Chef’s Kiss Barbecue!

Ready for more?
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Are you a fan of these guys? Complete these steps.

	Follow JACKL Publishing’s Facebook Page 

	Join The Straight JACKL Facebook Group 
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Find all JACKL heat at jacklpublishing.com
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Mack Landry ignites passionate tales of lust, love, slice-of-life adventures, male-led harems, and irresistible romance.

Mack Landry’s Author Page
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Hank Dolworth pens scorching hotwife and freeuse tales brimming with sizzling sex, mind-melting orgasms, and feel-good romance.

Hank Dolworth’s Author Page
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Drake Storm crafts spicy romances packed with slow-burn tension, on-page heat, delicious angst, swoony grand gestures, and guaranteed HEAs

.Drake Storm’s Author Page

[image: Facebook icon]


MACK LANDRY COLLECTION
DIVE INTO MORE POLY HEAT, HAREMS, AND HARD-WON LOVE BELOW


Chef’s Kiss Barbecue—A smoky slice-of-life men’s romance about a burned-out tech guy, three fierce heroines, and the Texas BBQ circuit, blending polyamorous heat with cartel danger and a hard-won found family.

Home Office Harem—My life was perfect—until my wife Naomi left, stripping everything and leaving me an overwhelmed single dad. In the wreckage, four devoted young women offered unexpected love and support, forging a devoted harem to heal my soul. Then Naomi returned, forcing us to redefine family... or lose it all.

Cascade Mountain Harem - Second-chance harem romance in the Cascades: wounded hearts reunite at a remote mountain resort, where a mystical spring forges a slow-burn harem as one guy claims a whole new life with the women who insist on sharing it. Six-book series with a spine-tingling ending.

The Candy Man’s Harem (Rocky Cove Candy Company) — Sweet, sticky, and a tad strange: divorced candy man Dominic leads his devoted young team in a quirky age-gap harem at Rocky Cove's coastal shop. They twist taffy—and taboos—into spicy-sweet bliss, unearthing echoes from his grandfather's past.

Belinda and the Beast—Standalone paranormal harem romance: Young Belinda chooses her dream-monster lover, only to lose everything. Amid grief and bisexual awakening, the beast under her bed isn't her only savior—her three devoted friends join the heat. Explicit magic forges an HEA from desire and found family.

Our Ethereal Legacy - A super spicy urban fantasy harem origin: ordinary friends awaken wild powers through trial, error, and tangled desire—binding as lovers against demons, succubi, and ethereal forces in an epic adventure of devotion.

Basics: Neural Control Node—Work-from-home retail therapy buys Josh a dead-on-arrival gadget—until his gamer-girl neighbor activates its seductive AI. She morphs into his perfect assistant for cooking, cleaning, and more, sparking a slice-of-life men's fantasy harem romance.

Explore Mack Landry’s Amazon Author page or find all his stories at his website:

https://books.macklandry.com/mack-landry-collection
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ABOUT MACK LANDRY
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Mack Landry crafts scorching, male-led harems where polyamory meets slice-of-life bliss and every story ends in heart-pounding happily ever afters. A former tech instructor turned romance rebel, he fuels your fantasies with ethical heat.

Explore all his titles at books.macklandry.com.

Follow on Amazon or Goodreads.
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FREE PREVIEW BOOK - DO YOU LIKE WHAT YOU SEE?
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“I’d like Gina to have blue hair. She can pick hue and the style,” I continued, “Rhi black hair, but keep the style. Rhi has light blue eyes, and Gina has deep green eyes.”

A few blinks and changes were incorporated. Gina’s blue bobbed hairstyle reminded me of the tropical ocean. Rhi’s cropped black pixie cut was a dramatic difference from her natural blonde hue,

“Do you like what you see?” Rhi smiled, shifting her pose.

Grab “Do You Like What You See?” for free and sign up for Mack’s newsletter.


FREE PREVIEW BOOK - I DON’T THINK YOU’RE BRAVE ENOUGH
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“Fuck off!” she replied.

“Is that a promise?” I asked as she walked swiftly away from us.

I never got an answer. Later, I saw her leaning against the side of a stairway in her dorm. I asked if she remembered my question.

“I don’t think you’re brave enough,” she challenged me.

Grab “I Don’t Think You’re Brave Enough” for free and sign up for Mack’s newsletter.


CHEF’S KISS BARBECUE
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE
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When tech burnout meets Texas BBQ, sparks fly hotter than hickory smoke.

Ryan Mitchell cashed out of the startup world and hit the road in his RV, seeking something real. He found it in the smoky art of barbecue—and incredible women who'd change everything.

Full of witty banter, explicit heat, and mouth-watering BBQ, this contemporary harem romance serves up age-gap attraction, polyamorous passion, and the ultimate found family. Each book is a complete 2-hour read of Ryan's adventures as he learns that the best things in life are worth the wait—and the heat.

The Chef's Kiss Barbecue series is a slow-burning, slice-of-life, age-gap contemporary romance that melds Texas barbecue culture, RV/van life coastal adventure, and digital nomad lifestyle. Sharp humor, witty banter, and nerd culture combine in this midlife renewal harem romance series.

Chef’s Kiss Barbecue

https://books.macklandry.com/chefs-kiss-barbecue


HOME OFFICE HAREM
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dive into the complex world of Matt Lewis—a flawed workaholic wrestling with his demons and the intoxicating pull of taboo desire. Grasping at straws after his wife leaves him, he hires the tempting babysitter next door as his nanny while he figures out the next steps.

Home Office Harem

https://books.macklandry.com/home-office-harem


THE CANDY MAN’S HAREM
A SUGARY SWEET MFF+ HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dominic Butterworth inherited the Rocky Cove Candy Company after his grandfather's death. Dom has focused on preserving his grandfather's legacy and has started trying his secret recipes. Things shift when his co-workers start looking at him differently. Can love be mixed in without destroying what he's built?

The Candy Man’s Harem

books.macklandry.com/rocky-cove-candy


CASCADE MOUNTAIN HAREM
SECOND CHANCE HAREM ROMANCE


Kurt Darby's impromptu vacation in the Cascade Mountains takes him back to growing up nearby and some old friends from high school. The years have passed, but Kurt and Amy's connection as teenagers sparked a fire between the old flames. Kurt's challenges grow when Amy's friends join them to spend a wild weekend in Amy's mountain cabin resort.

Cascade Mountain Harem

books.macklandry.com/cascade-harem


OUR ETHEREAL LEGACY


Our Ethereal Legacy contains all four novels about Jeremiah’s harem family and legacy in one volume and the correct series order. All of the individual books and expanded universe stories are available here:

Singles: https://books.macklandry.com/OEL

	Molding Minds 

	Awakening Angels 

	Dueling Demons 

	Familiar Fairytales 




Omnibus

https://books.macklandry.com/ourethereallegacy


BELINDA AND THE BEAST


“Okay, Bee, truth or dare?” Shelley asked me with a mischievous grin.

My best friend since before I understood what a friend was, Shelley knew all of my secrets. Choosing a dare was not an option.

Uh uh, no way.

“Truth.”

Continue reading Belinda and the Beast

books.macklandry.com/belinda


OUR ETHEREAL LEGACY - CALIFORNIA


The Jackson Family is moving to San Diego, and what they find is more magical than expected. Alyssa and Jeremiah are pulled in to help clean up the aftermath of an out-of-control feeder and link up with the resident fae in the area, bringing their powers to benefit humans and fae alike.

Series includes:

	JACKL Inc. 

	Once Bitten 

	Twice Shy 




Our Ethereal Legacy—California

https://books.macklandry.com/oel-california


BASICS: NEURAL CONTROL NODE
NEURAL CONTROL NODE


Josh is bored with working from home and buys a gadget online, expecting a fun toy. When the gamer girl neighbor next door grabs it, everything changes instantly.

Will Josh be able to fix the damage? Will an upgrade change everything back to normal? Will he lose his soul mate?

Read this slice-of-life contemporary men's fantasy harem romance.

Basics: Neural Control Node

http://books.macklandry.com/basics
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