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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.
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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.
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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.


MARI’S BRISKET CHORIZO BREAKFAST TACO RECIPE


Ingredients

Yesterday’s brisket, chopped or pulled

Chorizo sausage, crumbled

Eggs (fresh is best)

Cream (or whole milk)

Queso fresco

Corn tortillas

Toppings: salsa verde, avocado, cilantro, red onions, hot sauce

Instructions

In a medium-hot skillet, toss in ground chorizo and leftover brisket to cook

Crack the eggs and add cream, then whisk together, add salt and pepper to taste

Warm the tortillas in the oven or another skillet

When the meat is almost crispy, stir in the egg mixture

Add the cheese and stir everything together in the skillet under medium-low heat, the eggs

Assemble tocos by scooping the eggs into a warm tortilla and adding garnish to taste.

Enjoy breakfast with your loved ones.
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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 – Fiery Flirt!
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SNEAK PEEK - 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.”

One click to grab Spicy Fusion to keep binge-reading.
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Mack Landry crafts addictive MFF+ urban fantasies and harem romances packed with all the spicy heat you’d expect. A former software instructor turned author, he lives with his wife and family in Plano, Texas.
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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
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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.
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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.
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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
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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


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


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


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

[image: Facebook icon]


ABOUT MACK LANDRY


[image: Mack Landry Logo]


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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