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ABOUT SPICY FUSION

When your perfect trio becomes a quartet, the heat gets turned up to eleven.

Ryan Mitchell thought he had it all figured out. A thriving BBQ competition team. Two incredible women who fit him like custom-made smokers fit brisket. Then Hana Park's transmission dies at the worst possible moment, and suddenly their perfectly balanced triangle becomes something more complicated—and more right—than he ever imagined.

Hana's been running solo for too long. Her Korean fusion BBQ truck, Seoul Fire, represents everything she's fought to build away from her controlling parents' expectations. But when Chef's Kiss offers her a lifeline after a devastating equipment failure, she discovers something more dangerous than financial ruin: a family that sees her, values her, and makes her question everything she thought she knew about herself.

Four people. Four proteins. One championship dream.

As competition season heats up and their quartet finds its rhythm, the stakes go higher than just turn-in boxes and smoke rings. Hana's learning that trust doesn't make you weak—it makes you stronger. Ryan's discovering that "dad energy" means more than just steady hands on a smoker. And Piper and Mari are finding that love doesn't divide when you add another heart to the mix.

But when Mari's father shows up with threats that go beyond family drama, the team realizes their biggest competition isn't on the leaderboard. It's protecting what they've built from someone who sees loyalty as currency and family as leverage.

Warning: Contains explicit scenes, multiple partners, competence porn for BBQ nerds, and enough gochujang references to send you straight to your nearest Korean grocery store.

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


For those who confront their fears to find their destiny


Korean barbecues are cool - there's a table with a hole in it with fire coming through, and we throw meat on it.

SON HEUNG-MIN


SPICY FUSION


CHAPTER 1
THE HOUSTON TREATY


Our plan for the Houston competition was recorded on a butcher-paper tablecloth taped to a folding table beneath the awning of my Winnebago, parked at Pelican Point. After we returned from the Port Aransas fair, we flipped right back into our preparation protocol.

We took half a day with Hana, the morning after she stayed over, parked in my space. We reviewed all the judges' comments, including the repeated notes of the broken sauce on our brisket. I refused to label it as Piper’s fault. We were a team, and as a team we would determine a solution to the problem.

“It was pretty hot,” Hana commiserated, sitting beside Piper.

“I should have prepped it earlier in the day, then stored it in the chill box.” Piper sighed, and she ran her fingers through her hair. “Too much was happening at the same time, and I didn’t pay attention.”

“We still were top half in brisket,” I said. “We’ll do better next time.”

We placed fourteenth overall, which, for our first time, was pretty damn good. But Mari and Piper were perfectionists like me, and the knowledge of a mistake was like salt in a wound. It stung.

“We need to look at it as a data point,” I continued. “We learn the lesson, and put it behind us, move on to the next iteration.”

“It’s the best way,” Hana said. “It’s how I’ve worked for the past two years. Every week I learn a lesson, incorporate it into my recipes, and try again.”

“You run a food truck on your own,” Mari said, nodding at Hana. “That’s amazing.”

“Amazing enough for 31st place out of over 40. Bottom quartile.” Hana said, biting her lip. “It’s just too much for one person sometimes, one little thing goes wrong, and by the time I get it fixed, I’m behind on everything else.”

“Sounds super frustrating,” Piper said, then smiled. “You never showed anything other than poise every time I looked over at your setup.”

“Getting emotional about it doesn’t solve the problem,” Hana said. “I’m not a machine; the frustration is still there, but I’ve learned how to not dwell on things out of my control.”

“Making that sauce was completely in my control,” Piper muttered.

“Can you go back and undo it?” Hana asked, with a frank tone that wasn’t confrontational. “No, you can’t. So you have to let it go.”

“We shipped a few significant updates that were riddled with bugs. A breakdown of our process. Fix it in the next iteration and identify the cause. That’s the hardest part, sometimes, finding out why.”

“We need to move on,” Mari said, assuming control. “Houston is in two weeks, and we need to get Hana up to speed on our workflow and standards.”

Over the next few days, the team dynamic had shifted. Piper and Hana worked on a new iteration of the Jalapeño Girl sauce, and then crafted a Hot Korean variant to try on poultry. Mari, using the judges’ comments, fine-tuned our turn-in timeline in a spreadsheet she would print and laminate for use during the competition.

After staying over, Hana left at the end of the day and showed up at nine the next. She worked like a machine every day, and then packed up at dusk to drive back to her apartment in South Corpus. Clean lines. Professional boundaries.

“Alright, timeline for tomorrow’s brisket test,” I said, tapping the paper. “I’ll put meat on the smoker tonight at 10 PM. It should be ready to pull and wrap at 7 AM.”

Three heads nodded. Then Hana hesitated, her knife pausing over the chicken she was deboning. “7 AM is… tight. I’ll have to leave at five to beat the causeway traffic.”

Mari frowned. “That’s a shitty commute every day.”

Hana gave a slight, wry smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Tell me about it. My landlord just sent a notice of a rent increase. Makes you wonder why I’m paying a fortune for a glorified closet, especially when I sleep in the truck half the week anyway.”

The comment hung in the air—a logistical snag and a personal detail that needed to be addressed. My thoughts shifted into business mode. An inefficient commute was a challenge to our evolving system. An overtired teammate was a threat to everything. My wheels were already turning.

“Do you need to keep the apartment?” I asked, and Hana met my gaze with a raised brow. “If you join us for the season, you’ll be on the road for most of the summer. Why not put your things in storage and just park here?”

"We can pitch in to help you move," Piper offered, and Mari and I nodded in agreement.

Hana's knife paused over the chicken breast, her dark eyes moved between the three of us, processing. I recognized that look—the same analytical assessment I'd seen during competition teardown, weighing variables and calculating risks.

"You're serious," she said. Not a question.

"Dead serious," Mari confirmed. "You're joining us for the season, right? Houston in a weekend after next, then what—Corpus, Galveston, Beaumont? You'll be on the road half the time anyway."

"My lease is month-to-month," Hana said slowly. "And my landlord just gave me thirty days' notice on the increase." Her fingers drummed against the prep table—the first crack in her composed exterior I'd witnessed. "I've been sleeping in the truck three nights a week already. Paying rent for a place I barely use doesn't make financial sense."

"Exactly," I said. "Put your stuff in storage. Park here. We've got hookups, shore power, and water. Liz already confirmed we can add another vehicle to our permit."

Piper moved closer, wiping her hands on a towel. "Plus, if we're practicing every day, you're here anyway. Why add two hours of driving to an already brutal schedule?"

Hana's gaze shifted to her food truck parked in the adjacent space, then to our setup—the Winnebago with its extended slides, the trailer with Hector's custom smoker, Piper's Sprinter—a village of vehicles, and room for one more.

"What about..." She hesitated, and I caught the shift in her posture. "Boundaries. Personal space. You three have this… rhythm. I don't want to disrupt that."

The unspoken acknowledgment hung between us—she'd noticed. Of course, she had. The casual touches, the shared glances, the way we moved around each other with practiced intimacy. We weren't exactly subtle.

"You'd have your own space," Mari said, her tone gentle but practical. "Your truck is completely self-contained. We're not asking you to move in with us. Just... park closer."

"Think of it as operational efficiency," I added, trying to keep things light. "Reduced commute time, better workflow coordination, optimal resource allocation."

Piper snorted. "He means we want you here, and the drive is stupid."

Hana’s lips curved into a slight, wry smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. It was the expression of someone running a complex cost-benefit analysis in their head, weighing pride against practicality and coming up with an answer they didn't entirely love but couldn't refute.

"It's... an incredibly generous offer," she said, her voice low and measured. She looked from me to Piper, then to Mari, her gaze lingering on our ops manager for a beat longer. Smart. She was identifying the linchpin. "And from a logistical standpoint, it’s the only play that makes sense. The time I’m wasting commuting, the gas I'm burning... that's time and money I should be putting into prep."

She took a breath, squaring her shoulders. The decision was made. "Okay. I accept. On a few conditions."

Piper’s cheer was cut short by Hana holding up a hand. I just nodded. Of course, there are conditions. She's a professional, not a charity case.

"This is temporary," Hana stated, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I want to give competing as a team a fair shot, but in two weeks I’ll need to start prepping for the spring food-truck circuit. Second, I’ll pay my share for the spot, utilities, and whatever else. I’m not a freeloader. And third," she looked at each of us again, her gaze sharp, "I keep to myself. I’m here to work. My truck is my space. I’m not looking to… integrate."

The unspoken part hung in the air: I see what you three have, and I'm not part of it.

"Deal," Mari said instantly, her voice crisp and all business. "We'll work out a fair rate. Welcome to the compound, Hana."

Piper, ever the enthusiast, bounced on the balls of her feet. "This is gonna be awesome! We can help you move your stuff tomorrow!"

“We will postpone the practice until you’re settled,” I said, glancing at Mari, who nodded.

Hana looked like she was about to protest, to insist on handling it herself, but I saw the exhaustion etched around her eyes. She’d been running on fumes for weeks, a one-woman army fighting a war on multiple fronts. She gave a single, tired nod. "Okay. Tomorrow."

The next day was a blur of cardboard, sweat, and Texas humidity. Hana’s apartment was small, but tightly packed with compact furniture and containers of her cooking supplies, household items, and keepsakes. Piper, a whirlwind of cheerful energy, managed to charm the apartment manager while simultaneously packing an entire kitchen. Mari, predictably, directed the whole operation with the efficiency of a drill sergeant, optimizing the storage unit we’d rented.

Hana worked right alongside us, silent and focused, lifting boxes that seemed to weigh as much as she did. She didn’t complain, didn’t make small talk. She just worked, her movements economical and strong. We fell into a rhythm, a four-person engine humming along smoothly. At one point, I hefted a weighty box labeled ‘CAST IRON’ and grunted. A small, dry chuckle escaped her lips. It was the first genuine sound of amusement I’d heard from her, and it felt like a crack in the armor.

By late afternoon, the storage unit door clanged shut, a final, metallic sound of one chapter of her life closing. The real test came next as our two vehicles drove back to Pelican Point in a caravan, Piper’s Sprinter in the lead, with Hana’s food truck following behind.

I watched from the picnic table as she backed the Seoul Fire BBQ truck into the spot next to our Winnebago. Her truck was a thing of beauty—sleek, black, with sharp red accents that mimicked flames licking up from the wheel wells. The name was painted in a clean, stylized font that melded Asian style with Texas boldness. She maneuvered the thirty-foot rig with surgeon’s precision, her cab aligned with the front of the Winnebago, separated by only a foot. Damn, she could drive.

Our armada of vehicles, clustered around the two adjacent spots I rented month to month, was a study in contrasts. Our rolling chrome-and-blue motorhome, the custom trailer behind it now used as our outdoor kitchen, and Hana’s mobile black-and-red food truck with Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion emblazoned on the side. My three smokers lined up in the space between: Hector’s custom offset, my Academy Sports stick burner, and the Traeger. We were more than a partnership; we were an alliance.

For the next two days, Hana kept to her word. We’d see her early in the morning, already cleaning her rig or sharpening knives. She’d give a clipped "Morning" and then disappear into her truck. We gave her space, focusing on our own prep. It was a strange coexistence, two teams operating within a ten-yard radius, a silent treaty in effect.

Then we were ready for the first full-scale practice cook as a foursome. Thursday afternoon, the air was already thick with the sweet smell of smoldering wood. Mari was at the firebox, coaxing the post oak and hickory up to temp. Piper was inside our custom kitchen trailer, orchestrating her symphony of sides and injections. My job was the brisket, the heavy lifting. And Hana… Hana was the missing gear we never knew we needed.

I hauled a whole packer brisket, a beautiful twenty-pound slab of Prime beef, onto the stainless-steel prep table beside Piper’s sauce experiment. Before I could even reach for my trimming knife, Hana was there.

"You want a hard or soft trim?" she asked, not looking at me. Her eyes were already mapping the fat cap, calculating angles.

"Hard. Competition style."

She nodded and started slicing. Her hands were a blur. With a long, curved blade, she carved away the excess fat with an efficiency that was borderline art, separating it into spare slices and tossing them into a tinfoil pan to render into tallow. There was no wasted motion, no hesitation. She shaved the mohawk of the point and sculpted the edges to the end of the flat. What started as a twenty-pound chunk of beef was shaped into an aerodynamic oval of lean meat with a thin, even fat cap, ready for injection and rub application in under five minutes. A job that usually took me twenty.

I just stood there for a second, mouth agape, watching. Holy shit.

Piper came over with a tray of injectors. "Hana, what do you think? Beef broth, Worcestershire, and a little gochujang for the flat?"

Hana wiped her blade on a cloth. "Too much sugar in most gochujang. It'll burn on the bark. Use gochugaru flakes instead. Same heat, no caramelization."

Piper's eyes lit up. "Oh, that's smart.”

We put the trimmed meat in the chill box to hold until ten, then the brisket and pork butt went under the smoke. We retired to the RV, while Hana walked back to her truck to rest before the work began in earnest in the morning. When I woke up early to check the smoker, Hana was already adding some splits of wood. We silently shared cups of coffee, alone as we waited for the girls to wake up and get moving. Then the four of us shared a quick breakfast and got to work.

The day unfolded like a silent, efficient dance. We moved around each other in the tight space of the trailer kitchen and the smoker behind it, in an hoc choreography as Hana adjusted to our flow and assisted in turn. I’d turn to grab a shaker of rub, and Hana’s hand would already be there, passing it to me. Mari would shout a temperature reading, and Hana would shift a vent on the smoker before Mari finished the sentence. She saw a bottleneck in Piper’s side-dish prep and wordlessly diced enough onions to keep things on track, her knife a rhythmic, hypnotic blur against the board.

We weren’t just three people plus one. We were an emerging four-person team, each of us watching what the others were doing, improvising, and adapting. Everything we did became more seamless as the practice round continued. Through short side conversations, we developed a system of alerting others as we moved behind them. The air, usually filled with Piper’s chatter and Mari’s sharp commands, was quieter, charged with a different kind of energy—pure focus.

Late in the afternoon, as the briskets rested in their foil boats and the pork money muscle’s bark took on a deep mahogany sheen, we all took a step back. The scent of rendered fat, complex spices, and clean smoke was intoxicating. A line of chicken breasts gleaming with Hana’s Korean-inspired glaze rested by a row of shiny pork ribs set alongside.

Mari pulled four longneck beers from a cooler, condensation tracing lines down the brown glass. She handed one to me, one to Piper, and then held one out to Hana.

Hana hesitated for just a moment, her eyes darting toward her truck. Toward her self-imposed exile. Then she wiped her hands on a towel tucked into the tie of her apron and took the bottle. "Thanks."

We stood there for a minute in comfortable silence, the only sounds the ticking of the cooling smokers and the distant thrum of the surf hitting the strand’s sand. I watched Hana take a slow sip of her beer, her gaze fixed on the brisket resting on the butcher paper. The hard, defensive lines around her mouth softened. She wasn't smiling, not really, but she looked… settled, as if she’d finally clicked into place.

I caught Piper’s eye, and she gave me a small, knowing smile. Mari leaned against the trailer, a rare look of deep satisfaction on her face. Something had shifted. Our ad hoc treaty with Seoul Fire was turning into an alliance. We started tasting the fruits of our labor, sharing nods and smiles as we sampled each meat.

Houston was a week away, and I felt like we had a real shot at drastically improving in our second competition.


CHAPTER 2
THE QUARTET TEST


The Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo fairgrounds sprawled out before us, a temporary city built on asphalt, RVs, trailers, and awnings with the first hint of woodsmoke drifting in the air. I eased the Winnebago through the competitors’ entrance, the custom kitchen trailer with Hector’s smoker rattling gently inside behind us. In my rearview mirror, Hana’s sleek black Seoul Fire truck followed like a loyal shadow. The air, thick with Texas humidity, already tasted of diesel fumes and the distant, savory perfume of pecan and post oak.

This wasn't a county fair cook-off. This was the show. Big money. Big rigs. Big egos.

Custom-built trailers the size of mobile homes gleamed, their polished chrome sparkling in the afternoon sun. Teams of five or six guys in matching shirts moved with the practiced efficiency of NASCAR pit crews, unloading smokers that looked more like industrial furnaces. The metallic clang of steel ramps hitting pavement and the deep, throaty rumble of generators kicking to life formed the day’s soundtrack.

“Spot C-12,” Mari directed from the passenger seat, her voice tight as she scanned the map on her phone. She’d been quiet for the last twenty miles, a focused stillness settling over her.

“See it,” I said, spotting the painted number on the asphalt. As I started the wide turn, my eyes caught a rig two rows down. It was a behemoth—a thirty-foot gooseneck trailer in a bold crimson, emblazoned with a stylized bull’s skull and elegant gold lettering.

Holy shit, there it was, Los Torres BBQ. The team Mari gave up to join Piper and me.

The operation was a masterclass in efficiency. The crew of four men, all built like linebackers, was already setting up a pristine stainless-steel prep area under a massive pop-up awning. Standing off to the side, arms crossed over his chest, was a man whose posture I’d recognize anywhere. Salvador Torres. He surveyed his kingdom with an air of absolute, unshakeable authority. Even from a hundred yards away, you could feel the weight of his presence.

I glanced at Mari. She hadn’t needed me to point it out. Her gaze was locked on the crimson trailer, her knuckles white as her grip on her phone tightened. The easy confidence she’d worn all week during our practice cooks had evaporated, replaced by a rigid mask of composure. This wasn't just a competition for her; it was a reckoning. A silent, smoky declaration of independence from the man who thought she should be running his books, not her own pits.

I pulled the Winnebago to a stop in our assigned plot and killed the engine. The sudden silence in the cab felt loud.

“Well,” Piper said, leaning into the cockpit from the main cabin, her blonde ponytail swaying over her shoulder. “Looks like the neighbors are here. Think they’ll have any Grey Poupon if we run out?”

Mari didn’t crack a smile. She just gave a short, sharp nod. “Let’s get set up.”

The next hour was a blur of practiced motion. This was the dance, the non-verbal ballet of a competition team hitting its stride. Mari and I unhooked and muscled our trailer to sit alongside the Winnebago, then rolled Hector’s custom pit off the trailer ramp. Piper directed me with sharp hand signals, her eyes already mapping out the cook site.

The three of us moved in concert, laying out Mari’s planned footprint with crisp, efficient movements. Her site plan marked out spots for coolers, Cambros, and the custom trailer extended along the front; one side of the kitchen prep tables would hold samples when the time came for public tasting.

Mari’s face was a mask of concentration, but I saw the tension in the set of her jaw, the way her eyes kept flicking two rows over to the crimson Los Torres rig. She was channeling her fury into focus.

Hana, meanwhile, moved with a quiet precision that already felt indispensable. She backed her Seoul Fire truck into place along our rear boundary, creating a perfect L-shape with our Winnebago, and cordoned off a private workspace. She unloaded her equipment onto the prep table of our portable kitchen trailer like she’d been doing it for years. No hesitation, no questions. She just knew where she fit.

Once Hector’s rolling smoker was positioned, I lit a fire in the firebox, and soon it was chuffing out its first wisps of white smoke from the chimney. I took a moment to wipe the sweat from my brow and survey our work. We had a functional, defensible perimeter. Everything was within arm’s reach. Efficient.

That’s when he appeared.

Salvador Torres stopped outside our custom kitchen trailer, barrel-chested, with a salt-and-pepper mustache and an air of absolute authority. He wore a starched, black chef's coat with the Los Torres bull embroidered in red over the heart. He surveyed our modest, carefully planned space dismissive and quick. Taking in the motorhome, the custom trailer, and Hana’s vibrant truck.

His eyes found Mari.

She was wiping down a steel table, her back to him, but she must have felt his stare. She froze for a heartbeat, then slowly, deliberately, turned to face him. Her spine went rigid. Her chin lifted a fraction.

Salvador didn't shout. He didn't wave. He just looked at her, then let his eyes drift over our entire operation with a slow, contemptuous appraisal. Lifting his eyebrows and spreading his arms out as if to say, ‘This is what you left me for? This little amateur hour?” Then, with a barely perceptible shake of his head, he turned and walked toward his pits.

A low growl rumbled in my chest as I took a step toward Mari, but Piper was faster, placing a hand on her arm. Hana appeared on her other side, offering her a bottle of water without a word. Mari took a deep, shuddering breath and met my eyes over their heads. The controlled mask was gone, replaced by a cold, burning fire.

"Turn-in for brisket is in twenty-two hours," she said, her voice dangerously steady. "Let's make him regret whatever that little act was."

Salvador’s attempt at intimidation had backfired; instead of scaring us, he’d given us purpose.

We got back on track, prepping our roasts for the smoke. Mari moved with an economy of motion that had always turned me on, laying out knives, pans, and rub shakers in a line between two spaces set up for roast prep. Nothing was out of place. Chaos wasn’t allowed to touch her domain. She caught my eye, gave a sharp, single nod. I nodded back, and we got to work.

My responsibility was trimming the three briskets. After learning from Hana’s efficient process, I sliced through the fat cap with long, smooth strokes of my blade. The blade's weight was comfortable in my hands as I shaped the sides into an even thickness.

Beside me, Piper ground spices, the air filling with the sharp scent of black pepper, paprika, and garlic. She filled plastic shakers with her blend, labeling each to identify the variant.

But my focus kept drifting to Hana just past Piper, where she broke down our two pork shoulders for our pulled pork. Her hands were a blur as she used her cleaver with surgical precision, separating bone from muscle. After deboning, she scored the fat caps in a grid, then bound the roast with twine into uniform shapes.

Then she switched to a smaller, wicked-looking knife to help Piper prep her sauces, dicing onions and garlic in a blur. Shink. Shink. Shink. The sound was hypnotic as she sliced with no wasted energy. No hesitation. Pure focus with her dark hair tied back, a smudge of chili flake on her cheek, she was locked into her work.

Piper turned to Hana with her base injection for the brisket, a dark concoction of beef broth and her kicked-up spicy version of Worcestershire sauce. “Thoughts?”

Hana wiped her hands, dipped a finger in, and tasted. She closed her eyes for a beat, concentrating. “It needs fire,” she said. Her voice was low and confident. She reached for the gochujang, adding a deep-red spoonful, then a dash of sesame oil and rice vinegar. After stirring, she offered the spoon back to Piper.

Piper tasted. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, yeah. That’s the ticket.” A grin spread across her face, a spark of pure creative joy passing between them.

We worked like that for hours, a four-person engine humming in the Texas night. We didn’t need to talk much. A gesture. A glance. We knew the steps. Injections were shot into the muscles of the brisket and pork shoulder. The rubs were dusted evenly over every surface of the roasts using Piper’s plastic shakers.

By 9:45 PM, the pits were rolling clean smoke, their heat a living presence in the cooling air. Together, we carried the heavy, seasoned cuts to the smokers. The briskets went on, then the pork shoulders. I closed the heavy steel door with a satisfying clang. The cook had begun.

Piper leaned against me, tired but wired. Mari wrapped an arm around her waist, her head resting on Piper’s shoulder. It’s our natural formation, a triangle of shared history and warmth.

Hana stood just outside our wedge, sharing her professional smile and a nod. “I’m going to grab a few hours in my truck. Yell for the two a.m. spritz.” Then she walked toward her rig, head down with the same focus she’d had all day. She was with us, but wasn’t—not yet. As I watched her go, the growing distance felt both enormous and temporary.

One cook at a time.

The night was a series of quiet alarms, pulling me from a half-sleep in my camp chair. Hana and I had the 2 AM check. She was already at the smoker when I stepped out of the RV—a quiet silhouette against the orange glow of the firebox. No words were required as I held the door open; she spritzed the brisket and pork butt with our apple cider vinegar blend. A quick hiss, a brief, sweet-sour scent cutting through the heavy smoke, before the door was sealed again.

We moved in the darkness like ghosts who’d worked together for years, not weeks. The professional boundary between us was as solid and clear as the Texas night sky, but in the shared silence, a different kind of trust was being forged—one built on competence.

Dawn broke hot and sticky, turning the air from cool smoke to humid heat. The quiet focus of the night fractured into a four-way symphony of controlled bedlam. This was it.

Piper moved like a hummingbird on a caffeine bender, checking her glazes, her sauces, her garnishes. Mari, a surgeon with a paring knife, meticulously shaped the parsley for the turn-in boxes. Hana and I monitored the smokers, her gaze flicking between thermometers with an intensity that could bend steel.

Every move of our team was efficient, a dance we’d rehearsed at Pelican Point, and in our minds, now performed live for the first time as a quartet. The air tasted of coffee, ambition, and rendered pork fat. It was perfect.

Then came the turn-in whirlwind. Time compressed.

	11:50 AM—Chicken. Six thighs, skin lacquered to a perfect, glistening amber. Arranged in the box. Lid on. Done. 

	12:20 PM—Ribs. Pulled from the smoker, the meat pulled back just enough to expose the bone. A final brush of Hana’s gochujang-spiked glaze. Sliced. Boxed. Gone. 

	12:50 PM—Pork. The money muscle sliced and glazed, the rest of the butt pulled, juicy and tender. Sauced lightly, just enough to shine. Piled high, sent to the gods. 

	1:20 PM—Brisket. The beast. I made the first slice. A perfect smoke ring, bark as dark as midnight, the flat holding its shape but jiggling with promise. Each slice wept beef tallow. We laid our best slices from the two briskets in the box like sacred offerings. That was it. Our fate was in a styrofoam container. 




After delivering our offerings to the barbecue gods, the crash came hard. We collapsed into our chairs, the adrenaline evaporating, leaving behind a residue of pure exhaustion and buzzing nerves. Piper tried to crack a joke, but it fell flat in the heavy air. Mari idly picked at a loose thread on her jeans. Hana stared at the heat shimmering off the asphalt, her expression unreadable. We’d done everything we could. Now we were just four exhausted people in a field, waiting for judgment.

Hana rose first, returning to the kitchen to clean up the prep tables. Mari followed, then Piper and me, hand in hand. Mari sorted our leftovers into cartons for public tasting as the rest of us cleaned and sanitized the surfaces, repacked containers with spices, and put away knives in neat rows, then rolled them into tight packages. After the results were announced, we needed to repack and load the smoker into the trailer. In the morning, we’d hook up for the drive back to Corpus.

The announcer’s voice crackled over the PA system two hours later, a tinny drone calling out the top three scores for each protein. We sat up, a collective intake of breath. We didn’t expect a call for chicken or pork. We were solid, but not world-beaters. Then he got to the ribs. “...in third place, from Corpus Christi, Texas… Chef’s Kiss BBQ!”

A beat of stunned silence, then Piper let out a whoop that turned heads three tents down. Mari’s face split into a grin so wide it looked painful. I slapped Hana’s shoulder, and she actually startled, then broke into a small, genuine smile.

Third. For a wild-card Korean-Tex-Mex fusion glaze at a traditional Texas throwdown. It was more than a trophy; it was validation. We browsed through the final results as they were announced to the competitors. We got decent calls for the other meats—top twenty in a field much larger than Port Aransas, brisket was in the top ten. It was a damn respectable showing for our first time out as a quartet.

My eyes scanned the crowd and found him. Salvador Torres. He stood with his arms crossed, his team around him. They hadn’t been called for ribs. Their name wasn’t called for the placements, but their name was in all the top fifteen of the complete listings..

He saw me watching, but didn’t scowl or glare. He just gave a single, almost imperceptible nod. It wasn’t an apology. It wasn’t a concession. It was a barely respectful acknowledgment. His daughter, standing with us, had earned her place. Our team had earned its place.

Not like we needed his seal of approval. A top-20 overall finish in a field of 120 gave us all the validation we needed. Mari headed to collect the judging ballots with their notes, while Piper, Hana, and I wrapped up the kitchen and cleaned out the smoker. Stowing it back in its assigned space in the trailer.

Mari came back, waving for us to follow her into the RV. “Let’s review the notes and have a well-deserved beer.” Her smile was part satisfaction and mischief. We were going to head back south early the next morning. It was time for a little celebration, Chef’s Kiss style.

The door of the Winnebago clicked shut, muffling the chaotic symphony of generators and distant celebration from the Houston fairgrounds. Inside, the air was thick with the last wisps of wood smoke and the electric hum of four bodies running on adrenaline and caffeine. It felt small, cramped, and perfect.

Mari slapped the stack of judges’ ballots onto the dinette table. “Alright, team. Post-mortem.”

She spread the papers out like a general mapping a campaign. Her focus was a magnetic force that pulled us all in. Piper slid onto the bench beside her, tucking herself under Mari’s arm as she leaned over to read a comment card. I took the opposite side, my knee brushing Piper’s as I scooted to the window, leaving the end open.

Hana stood for a moment near the door before taking a seat on the edge of the bench next to me and across from the others, maintaining a small, deliberate gap. She was with us, but still anchored in her own space.

“Okay, ribs,” Mari began, tapping a scorecard. “Appearance scores were nines across the board. Texture: two nines and four eights. Taste…” She paused, a slow grin spreading across her face. “Taste: five nines and a ten. Comments are all about the glaze. ‘Incredible depth,’ ‘surprising heat that builds,’ ‘perfectly balanced sweet and savory.’”

I popped the caps off the four Shiner Bocks lined down the center of the table, the sound a sharp punctuation mark in the quiet RV. I passed the cold, sweating bottles around. “To Hana’s gochujang glaze,” I said, raising my bottle.

“To the glaze,” Piper and Mari chorused.

Hana gave a slight, almost shy nod, her fingers wrapped around the bottle. “It worked well with the pecan wood smoke.”

“It more than worked,” Piper said, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “It was a risk, and it paid off huge. How did you get that last layer of flavor to stick without getting too sweet?”

I watched as Piper’s genuine curiosity breached Hana’s professional reserve. Hana leaned forward, the motion subtle but significant. The dim RV light caught the spark of passion in her eyes. “The key was reducing the pear juice separately before adding it to the gochujang base. It concentrates the sugar without scorching it when it hits the heat.”

She went on, talking about fermentation times and rice vinegar ratios, and for a solid ten minutes, they were just two brilliant chefs geeking out. Mari listened intently, absorbing the data while occasionally glancing at me. I just watched our team click into place. The four-person workflow we’d drilled at the last two weeks had held up under pressure, but this—this was different. This was the moment it felt less like a new arrangement and more like a foundation.

After a second beer, Hana gathered her notes. “A good result,” she said, and this time, her smile reached her eyes. It was a rare, unguarded thing. “I’m going to turn in. Long drive tomorrow.”

She gave a small wave and slipped out the door, the night swallowing her up on the short walk back to her Seoul Fire truck.

The three of us settled into the small sofa after seeing her out, and a comfortable silence fell. Piper rested her head on my shoulder, her exhaustion finally showing. The distance between Hana and us was still there, but it felt different now, less like a wall and more like a space waiting to be filled.

We hadn’t just survived our first major cook as a quartet. We’d placed. We’d innovated. We’d earned Salvador Torres’s grudging respect.

One competition at a time, I thought, taking a long pull from my beer. We were building this thing right.

Alone in the bedroom after undressing, the three of us reverted to our norm, exploring our desire fueled by the heady success of the team, and the reserve adrenaline of competition, kissing and touching. Our door was open, along with the front window shade—the back window of Hana’s truck filled the view.

As we continued our intimate celebration, my gaze shifted toward her dark window, her silhouette blocking the dim light behind her. The RV’s interior was dark; I doubted she could see us, but I wondered if she watched, hoping to catch a glimpse. It might have just been my horny thought, getting comfortable with my exhibitionist side, so I shook off the distraction and re-engaged with my two lovers.

As I lay, staring at the ceiling afterward, the two girls breathing steadily, I turned toward the front again, contemplating the Seoul Fire logo, rather than watching the ceiling, until I fell asleep.


CHAPTER 3
THE PARALLEL LIVES


The next morning, the four of us woke early. Mari and Piper made breakfast burritos while I made coffee. Hana joined us, carrying her thermos, filling it from the drip coffee maker we’d added to handle the sheer volume the four of us consumed. I still made my morning flat white with my espresso machine.

“The plan is to head back toward Corpus but stop at Pelican Point for a day or two,” Mari announced, and we all nodded. “Once we’re home, we need to break down everything, empty the tanks, and refill. Hana, do you mind helping Piper with bulk laundry at the park’s laundry mat?”

“No problem,” Hana said, after taking a sip of her black coffee. “I’m a little backed up, too. It will be good to get it all done at once.”

“Okay,” I said as I glanced around the circle. “Let’s get the trailer hooked up, and we’ll get on our way. Do you want to idle with us, or get a head start, Hana?”

“I’ll wait so we can caravan, then cut off over at Aransas Pass,” she said, glancing at the three of us and holding focus for a beat. It wasn’t long, but enough to give us a nod as if getting our permission for her absence. “I’ll meet you back at Pelican Point. I need to finish some routine maintenance to stay certified.”

“Okay,” Mari said, stepping close to give her an affectionate hug. Hana blushed, then quickly waved at Piper and me before turning and hurrying out of the rig and over to her food truck.

“It’s like she’s part of the team, but tries so hard to remain separate,” I said as I dropped off my mug and foil-wrapped burrito on the driver’s console before exiting.

Piper and Mari trailed quietly, and we moved the heavy trailer to the rear of the Winnebago and hooked it up to the hitch without a problem. Hector’s work on the trailer kept the balance centered on the twin axles, and the smooth concrete of Houston the fairgrounds made it easier.

I waved the girls ahead of me to board the RV. Mari took the co-pilot chair while Piper reclined on the sofa behind me. I started the rig and let it idle as I ate some of my burrito, still thinking of Hana’s quick exit after Mari’s impromptu hug. “Do you think Hana’s okay, driving alone?” I asked as Mari chewed in silence beside me.

“She’s driven herself all over the Coastal Bend, Ryan,” Piper said from behind me. “She has our cell numbers if something happens.”

“I don’t think he means driving, do you?” Mari asked.

“No,” I took a bite, enjoying the heat of the chorizo and fried potatoes. “She’s just choosing solitude, and I'm concerned. I can’t put my finger on why.”

I wrapped up the foil, tossed it into the trash bag hanging between the two front seats, and tapped my horn once to let people know the big rig was moving. We waved at Hana as her Seoul Fire Asian Fusion truck pulled out and turned to drive down the lane toward the highway.

Checking all the mirrors and the rear-facing camera on the front display, I slowly accelerated as the rig's 7.3L gasoline engine rumbled, and we moved forward. I took a wide turn into one of the lanes between the spaces. Many of the teams had already left the night before.

I sipped my coffee, putting my mug back in the holder, and used two hands to steer through the city traffic toward the highway south. Once we cleared Houston's sprawl and hit the open road, the tension in my shoulders eased. The Winnebago settled into a steady sixty miles per hour, the trailer tracking perfectly behind us. Ahead, maybe a half mile up, I could see the distinctive black-and-red profile of Hana's Seoul Fire truck. She maintained her distance—close enough to travel together, far enough to stay separate.

"She hugged me back," Mari said suddenly after being quiet for the last twenty minutes, staring out the passenger window at the flat, scrubby Texas landscape rolling past. "This morning. When I hugged her, she didn't just tolerate it. She leaned in."

"I saw that too," Piper said from the sofa. I glanced in the rearview mirror. She'd abandoned any pretense of relaxing, sitting forward with her elbows on her knees. "And the way she looked at all three of us before she left? That wasn't just asking permission to go. That was... something else."

"Like she didn't want to leave," I said. The words felt dangerous to say out loud, but they'd been rattling around in my head since Hana's truck pulled away.

Mari turned to look at me, her dark eyes sharp and assessing. "You've been watching her."

It wasn't an accusation—just a statement of fact. I kept my eyes on the road, on the black speck of Hana's truck ahead. "Yeah. I have."

"So have I," Piper admitted. "The way she moves when she's working. God, it's like watching a surgeon. Every motion has purpose."

"Competence is sexy," Mari said, and there was a weight to those three words that made the air in the cab feel suddenly thicker. "I've been attracted to her since Port Aransas. I just didn't want to say anything because... well. We're still figuring out the three of us, and adding a fourth person to that equation feels..." She trailed off, searching for the word.

"Complicated," I supplied.

"Greedy," Mari countered. "Like we're asking too much. From her. From the universe."

I thought about that for a mile, watching the white lines blur past. Piper climbed forward, wedging herself between the two captain's chairs, one hand on my shoulder and the other on Mari's. The three of us formed a tight triangle in the front of the rig, our own private council.

"I don't think it's greedy if she wants it too," Piper said quietly. "And I think... maybe she does?"

"Or maybe we're projecting," I said, playing devil's advocate because someone had to. "Maybe she's just professional, and we're reading into every glance and smile because we want it to mean something."

Mari reached over and squeezed Piper's hand where it rested on her shoulder. "Ryan's right. We can't assume. But..." She hesitated, then pushed forward. "I think we need to talk about what we'd do if she did want more. Because right now, we're in this weird limbo where we're all attracted to her, and we're not talking about it.”

“When did it start for you?" Piper asked Mari, her voice soft but curious. "Port Aransas, you said?"

Mari nodded slowly, her gaze still fixed on the horizon. "The moment she approached us at teardown. She complimented your sauce—the one that failed—honestly. She said it was interesting that the separation was the only problem. She saw the potential, not just the mistake." Mari's thumb traced circles on Piper's knuckles. "Then, watching her pack up her rig alone, so efficient, so contained. I wanted to help her, but I also... I wanted to know her. Does that make sense?"

"Yeah," Piper said. "It does. For me, it was during the practice cook at Pelican Point. The way she trimmed that brisket. The look on your face, babe." She let out a soft laugh, looking at me. "God, that sounds ridiculous. But watching her work, seeing how her brain operated—it was like watching Ryan running projections, or you organizing a kitchen, Mari. Pure mastery. And when she made that comment about the gochugaru, I realized she wasn't just skilled. She was creative. That's when I felt it."

I felt their eyes shift to me. I kept my hands steady on the wheel, but my throat felt tight.

"Ryan?" Mari prompted gently.

"Honestly?" I took a breath. "The first time I saw her was back in September, during my food truck circuit days. She was at the marina on a Tuesday morning. I didn't know her name then, but I logged her truck in my spreadsheet. 'Korean fusion, solo operator, excellent knife work visible through the window.'" I could feel the heat creeping up my neck. "I was... intrigued. But she was just data then. A promising operator."

"And now?" Piper asked.

"Now she's—" I struggled to find the words. "Houston. The overnight cook. We were alone at two AM, spritzing the brisket, and we didn't need to talk. We just moved in concert, like staying within each other’s orbit. And I realized I was watching her the same way I watch you two. Not just appreciating her skill, but..." I swallowed. "Wanting to know what makes her quiet. What she's thinking when she gets that little crease between her eyebrows. Whether she'd let me close enough to find out."

The silence stretched for a long moment, broken only by the hum of the engine and the rhythmic thump of the highway seams.

"This feels weird," Piper finally said. "Talking about someone like this. Someone who's right there." She gestured toward Hana's truck ahead. "What if we're completely wrong? What if she heard this conversation and thought we were creeps?"

"We're not creeps," Mari said firmly. "We're three people who are attracted to a fourth person, trying to figure out what the hell that means for our relationship and our team. That's not creepy. That's... human."

"But it's also awkward as hell," I admitted. "Because she's our business partner. And if we're wrong, if we push this and she's not interested, we could lose her. Not just romantically, but professionally. The team dynamic would shatter."

The girls nodded silently, and I took a slow inhale, needing to give them more background. “I never dated much, in college or while building my business.” I began. “It wasn’t a lack of attraction; I was attracted to women in my circles, but I never got to know any of them. I don’t know, it’s like there was a missing link.”

The highway stretched ahead, Hana's taillights visible in the distance. Mari shifted toward us in the passenger seat, and I felt the weight of something coming.

"I was married," she said quietly. “At twenty-two. He was handsome, confident, and said all the right things about building a future together."

My hands tightened on the wheel. Piper settled onto her knees between our two seats.

"I tried to be what I thought a good wife should be. Supported Jorge’s business ventures. Didn't ask too many questions." Mari's laugh was bitter. "By the time I figured out his money came from the cartel, I was already complicit. Not legally, maybe, but I'd been cooking for his associates, hosting dinners, smiling while they talked around me like I was furniture."

"Jesus, Mari."

"The divorce was easy—he got arrested on felony charges, went to federal prison, the feds froze our accounts, and I moved back in with my parents." She stared out the window. "Salvador had opinions about that. About everything. After that, he kept trying to set me up with his business contacts. Older men who wanted a good cook and a manageable wife. Nobody who cared that I could run circles around them operationally."

"They didn't see you," I said.

"No. They saw Salvador's daughter. A pretty face who made excellent tamales." She turned to look at me. "You saw my skills, my systems. The efficiency. The things I’m proud of in my work. You asked my opinion and then actually listened."

"Because you're brilliant at what you do. And sexy as hell.”

“But that's what I mean." Her voice softened. "I couldn't feel attracted to someone who didn't respect my mind first. And living under Salvador's roof, dating seriously was impossible. He vetoed anyone who wasn't 'good enough,’ which meant anyone he couldn't control. You and I both felt our physical attraction, but it was built through planning and the workshop. Learning each other’s minds. That’s when I fell for you, for both of you.”

Piper's hand reached forward, squeezing Mari's shoulder. "I get it. Different circumstances, same problem."

"Your turn?" Mari asked.

"College was a waste romantically. Culinary school was better, but barely." Piper settled back. "Everyone my age just wanted to party and hook up. I tried the casual sex thing—figured maybe I was overthinking it."

"How'd that work out?" I asked.

"Felt empty every time. Like eating food with no seasoning—technically it functions, but what's the point?" She paused. "I had one real relationship in culinary school. We'd stay up until three AM debating whether butter or lard made better croissants, testing techniques, pushing each other creatively."

I caught her eye in the rearview mirror. "What happened?"

"Trey wanted the fine dining track. Michelin stars, prestige, the whole professional chef ladder. I wanted freedom." She shrugged. "After that, the van life meant fewer opportunities anyway. I was okay with that. Better alone than hollow."

"Until you met us," Mari said.

“Until I met Ryan.” She said, and lightly held my wrist. “When he broke down how Five Guys was trying too hard over dinner at Whataburger. The stack of notebooks, filled with observations of his barbecue experiments, was scattered on his table.” Piper's voice carried quiet certainty. “Ryan, you learned to smoke brisket from nothing and mastered an offset smoker. Competence is sexy. Like you, Mari. You’re so good at seeing the big picture, the process, and making sure everything is accounted for. That’s like really sexy. I fell for both of you by understanding how you tick.”

The road hummed beneath us. Hana's taillights glowed ahead.

"We're all wired the same way," I said slowly, seeing the pattern. "We need to respect someone's mind before we can want them? I was always attracted to both of you for your looks, but it was the way your minds worked, the way you crafted food, and the processes you used that drew me in. I fell hard for that."

"Is that weird?" Piper asked, looking at Mari, then at me.

"No. It's just specific." I thought about Hana's hands precisely measuring spices, her quiet authority solving many of our inefficiencies, the way she'd dissected our menu with surgical insight. "It explains Hana."

"Her expertise is undeniable," Mari said softly.

"Yeah." I kept my eyes on her distant taillights. "It really is, and competence is sexy."

The silence stretched between us, but it wasn't uncomfortable anymore. It was the kind of quiet that came after something important had been said.

"Sapiosexuality," Mari said finally. She'd turned in the passenger seat to look at both of us. "That's what this is."

Piper tilted her head. "Sappy what?"

"Sapio. From the Latin." Mari's cheeks colored slightly. "I looked it up after my marriage imploded, and I realized my ex-husband wasn’t the sharpest knife in the block. It means being attracted to intelligence first. It’s like I’m a sapiosexual with a competence kink. Intelligence and practical application. The way someone's mind works and how they use it. That’s my catnip.”

The word landed in my chest like recognition. Like finally having a language for something I'd always known but couldn't name.

"That's why it felt fast with us," I said slowly. "How we went from teammates to... lovers... so quickly. It wasn't actually fast. We'd already seen each other's competence. The practice cooks. The problem-solving. The way we think through smoke and heat and timing."

"The way you can look at the bark and know immediately what to do next,” Piper added quietly. She looked at me, then at Mari. "The way Mari breaks down a budget or handles difficult customers. The way you teach as you smoke, Ryan. The patience and the precision."

"We were already attracted," Mari said. "Before we ever touched. Before we ever kissed. We just didn't have words for it."

I thought about September—the food truck circuit. And Hana, moving through her prep with that knife work that looked like meditation. The way she'd pivoted on her menu when the weather shifted—the quiet confidence in every motion.

"And Hana," I said.

"And Hana," Mari echoed. "God. The way she thinks three steps ahead. The way she adapted to our workflow on the fly, knowing where she fit in the process.”

"The precision of her knifework and intuitive taste for flavors,” Piper said. "Like watching someone speak a language you're still learning but desperately want to be fluent in."

Ahead of us, Hana's taillights glowed red as she slowed for something on the highway. I eased off the gas, keeping our distance steady. The Winnebago hummed beneath us as the chassis swayed from the wind off the Gulf.

"So we understand it now," I said. "Why all three of us are—" I paused, choosing words carefully. "feeling this draw toward the same person. And why that person makes sense for us. Especially since we’ve accepted polyamory and ethical non-monogamy.”

"Understanding why doesn't tell us what to do about it," Mari said softly.

"No," I agreed. "It doesn't."

Piper shifted between the seats, her hand briefly touching my shoulder, then Mari's. A connection point. An anchor.

"But at least we know," she said. "At least we're not confused about the why anymore. I know why I love you. Both.”

“I love you, too, both of you,” I said, and Mari echoed it. We didn’t often say it aloud, but after our discussion, it felt right to acknowledge our true feelings for each other with words.

The lonely highway began to get busy as we entered San Patricio County. As we got closer to home, I reviewed the different routes we’d take. We were too heavy for the causeway over the Intracoastal Waterway from Aransas Pass to Port Aransas. Hana wasn’t and would take the shorter route. She signaled to turn left, while we continued through toward Portland and circled the top of the bay, and through Corpus Christi to get home to Pelican Point.

The girls relaxed after our conversations, reading on their phones. We’d answered some lingering questions, but the hard questions—the what-do-we-do, the how-does-this-work, the what-does-Hana-want—those still waited as we got closer to our homebase.


CHAPTER 4
THE BREAKING POINT


The Corpus Christi competition was different. It wasn’t just the humid, salty air off the bay that clung to everything, a stark contrast to the breezy warmth of Port Aransas or the sweltering concrete jungle of Houston. The difference was us.

The three-day competition blurred into a montage of controlled, efficient motion. A workflow honed by trial and error, now humming like a perfectly tuned engine.

Mari orchestrated our setup with the quiet authority of a field general. Hand signals. A pointed finger. Our tent, trailer, and Hector’s smoker were set up and operational in under an hour. No wasted steps, no searching for misplaced equipment. It was a logistical masterpiece, and I found myself watching her, admiring the clean lines of her operational genius.

Inside the prep trailer, Piper was a whirlwind of creative energy, but the storm now had a focused eye. Sauces simmered, a complex aroma of sweet, smoke, and heat. She tasted, adjusted, her expression a mix of fierce concentration and sheer joy. Beside her, Hana moved with a surgeon’s economy. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of her cleaver against the board was the competition’s metronome. Trimming brisket fat to a perfect quarter-inch and slicing scallions into impossibly thin, identical rings. Her gochujang-based glaze for the ribs sat in a steel bowl, a dark, glistening promise of victory.

My world was fire, smoke, and steel. Managing the post oak flames that fed hot 250º smoke through Hector’s rig, monitoring temperature fluctuations down to the degree. I didn’t need to ask if the meat was ready for the smoker; Mari would appear with a foil-wrapped tray at the precise moment I was opening the door. I didn’t have to guess at flavor profiles; Piper would materialize with a spoonful of sauce for a final taste test before it was lacquered onto the chicken thighs.

We moved around each other in a silent dance. A nod. A shared glance. An outstretched hand grabbed the offered spice rub or a clean towel without a word being spoken. The frantic energy of Houston was gone, replaced by a low-humming confidence. We knew the process. We trusted each other to execute. It was a fucking ballet of smoke, steel, and synchronized intent.

Turn-in was the crescendo. No panic. Just the final, focused assembly. Piper arranged parsley in the box, then Hana arranged perfect slices of brisket, the smoke ring a flawless ruby halo. Mari gave the final inspection, her sharp eyes missing nothing—a quick wipe of a stray drop of sauce. The lid closed with a soft click. Protein by protein, handed off to the judges like a ticking metronome.

We stood under the main tent for the awards ceremony, shoulders nearly touching. The announcer’s voice droned on, a background noise to the exhaustion settling into my bones. Then, our name cut through the haze.

“...and in fifth place overall, with a total of… Chef’s Kiss Barbecue!”

There was no wild cheering. Just a collective, sharp exhale. Mari gave my arm a firm squeeze. Piper’s grin was wide and genuine as she hopped up and down on her toes. I caught Hana’s eye, and she gave a small, crisp nod, the closest thing to a triumphant fist pump I’d ever see from her—fifth place. Not a trophy, not a massive check, but it was professional validation. It meant Houston wasn’t a fluke. It meant we were consistent. We were a team that could place.

Mari clapped her hands together once, the sound sharp and final. “Alright. Let’s break it down. Beers are in the cooler.”

The salt air blowing in from the bay scrubbed the last of the sweet hickory smoke from the air, replacing it with the sharp, clean scent of the bay. Fifth place wasn’t a win, but it wasn’t a loss either. It was another data point. Proof that the four of us weren't a fluke. Three data points, not enough to form a trend line, but enough to prove we could hang with the big dogs. There was a quiet satisfaction in the air, the hum of a job well done, not the pop and fizz of a champagne celebration. That would come later. Maybe.

Now came the part every team hates: the breakdown.

But we were efficient—a well-oiled machine running on muscle memory and the last dregs of adrenaline. Piper killed the string lights, plunging our little compound into the twilight glow of the festival grounds. Mari inventoried the spice bins, her lips moving in a silent count. I scraped the grates on the custom smoker Hector had built us, the metal still warm beneath the wire brush, the grease coming away in satisfying black strips.

Across our patch of asphalt, Hana moved with the same practiced economy she did with everything. She collapsed her service window, locked her condiment station, and wiped down the stainless-steel counters of her Seoul Fire truck until they gleamed almost purple from the reflected gloaming of the evening sky. We worked in comfortable silence, the only sounds the clatter of steel, the rhythmic scrape of my brush, and the gentle lapping of waves against the seawall fifty yards away.

Our parallel operations were almost done. I latched the smoker doors, ready to winch it into the trailer, then hook that up to the Winnebago.

Hana swung up into the driver's seat of her truck. The door shut with a solid thud. I paused, watching. The ignition turned. The diesel engine roared to life, a familiar, healthy sound.

Then it coughed a rattling wheeze that made my head snap up. The engine shuddered, sputtered, and died.

Silence descended, thick and immediate.

Hana twisted the key again. This time, there was only a desperate whirring, a metallic grind that accomplished nothing. Piper and Mari stopped what they were doing, their faces tight with concern.

Hana rested her forehead against the steering wheel for a long second, a rare crack in her professional armor. Then she got out, her movements stiff. "It's dead."

"What does it sound like?" Mari asked, already pulling out her phone.

"Like my entire spring schedule just went up in smoke," Hana said, her voice flat.

Mari didn't miss a beat. "Putting Hector on speaker."

The phone crackled. "You break my smoker?" Hector’s voice was pure, no-nonsense mechanic.

"Smoker's fine," Mari said. "It's Hana's truck. It started, then died. Now it won't turn over."

Hana described the sound with technical precision, showing her comfort with mechanical devices. Hector had her check a few things, his disembodied voice guiding her through the engine block. The verdict came back quick and brutal.

"Could be a shot transmission solenoid," he said. "Common failure. But it could be something else. I’d need to look at it to confirm. If it’s the solenoid, it’s an easy fix, usually. "

"Usually?" I asked, walking over to join them.

"Yeah. Usually," Hector grunted. "Except that part's a ghost right now. Supply chain's a mess. Two, three weeks, best-case scenario, they told me when I tried to get one for a customer last month.”

Three weeks. I saw the calculation in Hana's eyes. Three weeks of canceled events, zero income, and a dead truck stranded a half hour from Pelican Point—a logistical and possibly financial nightmare.

My mind started working on the problem, stripping away the emotion and looking at the variables. Asset: one disabled food truck. Location: Corpus Christi. Objective: get the asset and operator back to home base with minimal disruption.

"We're not leaving it here," I said, the solution forming as I spoke.

Three sets of eyes turned to me.

"Hector, do you have a heavy-duty tow? Capacity to haul a food truck." I said, looking directly at Hana.

“Yeah, where is the vehicle?”

“Still at the festival off Shoreline.” I said, "We need it hauled to Pelican Point. We'll park it right next to the Winnebago. I've got a 50-amp hookup and a water line she can use. She'll have power, a place to work until the part comes in."

Hana’s jaw tightened. Her whole business model was built on fierce, solitary independence. Taking that kind of help—accepting that kind of proximity—wasn't in her DNA. But her truck was dead, and her options were thin. Her dark eyes searched mine, looking for a catch, for the fine print. She found none—just the practical math of the situation.

“Sure, mano. I can be there in fifteen.” Hector hung up.

The battle between her pride and the cold logic lasted for a full ten seconds.

Finally, she gave a short, sharp nod. "Okay.”

“See you then,” I said, and Mari hung up. “I’ll text him our location.”

“We’re partners,” I said to Hana, meeting her eyes. “We’ll help you through this, it’s what partners do.”

Hector arrived in ten minutes, wheeling into the nearly empty fairgrounds in a large flatbed truck. He pulled up ahead of Hana’s Seoul Fire Korean Fusion truck, then lowered the end of the flatbed, extending it to make a ramp. In fifteen minutes, her vehicle was rigged to the deck, and the ramp winched back into place. Mari and Piper stood beside Hana as she watched the process with a stoic expression.

We’d finished the trailer hook-up while waiting for Hector, and were ready to head back to Pelican Point. Hector headed for the exit as the girls and I filed into the RV. Hana and Piper sat side by side behind me, with Mari in the co-pilot seat. We were right behind him by the time he hit the exit. We passed the Whataburger where Piper and I had our first date, and I smiled as I heard Piper telling Hana our Whataburger date story.

By the time we got to Pelican Point, Liz had waved Hector through, and he was familiar enough with our layout to get the Seoul Fire truck parked near the front of my RV. He had the hood propped open and was poking around with his tools. When he saw us pull in, he stopped, waved for me to slow down, then guided me into place and waited for us to get out.

“It’s not the solenoid. I’ll need to take it to a shop and put it up on the lift,” he said. “My shop doesn’t have the capacity. We need to call around and find a specialist on this model. I think one of my contacts might be able to help, but it will take a day or two.”

“What should we do in the interim?” I asked with Hana at my side.

“Clear out your personal belongings from the interior; it will most likely be two to three weeks, maybe four if there is a delay on the parts.” He shrugged. “The kitchen can stay, just make sure the chill box is empty, and disconnect the propane and close the valve. This rig is dead for at least a month.”

Hana nodded curtly, her jaw tense as she chewed her lip.

Mari wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll help, Hana.”

Piper offered a weary smile. “It’s late, and you can’t sleep in there. Let’s get your stuff moved to the RV. Hana glanced at Piper’s Sprinter, then the RV. Piper nodded, understanding, but said, “I have the seats installed, no place to sleep in there. It would take half a day to switch the configuration around.”

Hana wrung her hands together, then reluctantly shrugged. “Okay, I guess it’s all we can do.”

“You can have the front to yourself,” I added. “We’ll respect your privacy.”

“I know.” She gave me a brave smile. “I just hate to be a burden to you guys.”

“You’re not,” Mari said. “I hear your concern. We’ll adjust. The important thing is to make space for you tonight. We’ll work on a more permanent solution in the morning."

I stayed back, leaning against the counter, and just watched the system recalibrate. Piper, all heart and kinetic energy, was already pulling out the sofa cushions. “It makes a huge bed, super comfy. We’ve got extra blankets, pillows, everything.”

Mari, ever the logician, pointed toward the front of the cab. “Or there’s the loft. The mattress is thinner, but it’s more private. There’s a shade you can pull all the way across.” She didn’t add the unspoken part: it was a self-contained unit—an attic with a movable barrier.

Hana’s gaze tracked from the sprawling, open space of the pull-out sofa to the enclosed darkness of the over-cab bunk. I could see the calculation in her eyes, the weighing of comfort against sovereignty. Her whole operation, Seoul Fire, was built on the principle of self-reliance. Taking help was one thing; surrendering her own space was another.

“The loft is perfect,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. It was a choice for distance—a clear boundary drawn in a space that had none.

Piper’s enthusiasm barely faltered as she pivoted to gathering linens, while Mari walked Hana through the essentials. Showed her the forward bathroom that was between the dinette and our room, and how the light switch worked, which was tricky in the dark. She also explained the unspoken rule that the first person up makes the coffee, with the machine already prepped for the morning. Hana nodded; her professional composure was a shield against the exhaustion that was visibly cracking its surface. She thanked them with a practiced politeness that felt a mile wide.

Later, the three of us retreated to the back bedroom, while Hana changed into her pajamas in the front bathroom. We’d found the ladder to the attic above the cab in one of the dinette's seat compartments. With one last check for any questions or concerns, Mari said good night and joined Piper and me, sliding the door closed with a click. It seemed louder, somehow, because it wasn't just shutting us in; it was shutting Hana out, giving her the privacy she’d chosen.

Piper was already asleep before her head hit the pillow, and Mari’s breathing evened out soon after, her hand resting on my hip as I lay on my back between my two lovers. I was bone-tired but wide-awake, staring at the ceiling.

We’d been running two systems in parallel. My team, our Winnebago. Hana, her truck. We’d worked as a team at competitions, shared a beer, and talked shop, but at the end of the day, Hana always retreated to her safe space, her truck. Our lives remained distinct orbits. Tonight, that distance had collapsed to zero. The walls of our home now contained her. Part of that understanding felt right, but I couldn’t explain why.

I listened to the familiar night sounds of the RV—the low hum of the refrigerator, the faint whisper of the air conditioning. But underneath it all was a new awareness. A subtle shift in the vehicle’s weight. The quiet presence of another person, just thirty feet away, lying in the dark above the driver’s seat. I wondered what she was thinking, surrounded by the unfamiliar smells and sounds of our life.

The competition stress, the fifth-place finish, even the broken-down truck—that wasn’t the breaking point. This was. Lying in the dark, separated by a single door, intensely aware that the carefully constructed wall between our worlds had just come down. And there was no telling how we’d reassemble the pieces.


CHAPTER 5
THE ADJUSTMENT PERIOD


Iwoke to the smell of coffee I hadn't brewed.

The bedside clock glowed 4:47 AM in the dark. Someone was already moving in my kitchen—precise, economical sounds. No fumbling. No cabinet doors slamming closed.

Hana.

I pulled on yesterday's jeans and a t-shirt, while Piper and Mari slept. I stood in front of our bedroom’s sliding door, the only thing separating the bedroom from the kitchen space. The RV felt smaller with four people in it. Not cramped. Just... occupied. Every cubic foot suddenly accounted for.

I silently slid the door open, closed it behind me, and there Hana stood at the counter, back to me, pouring water through a pour-over setup I'd never seen before—her own equipment. Of course, that was Hana self-sufficient and separate. The motion was meditative. Controlled. Three slow circles, pause, three more. Steam rose in the predawn dimness.

"Morning," I said in a hushed whisper. Didn't want to startle her, or wake my lovers still sleeping.

"You're up early." She spoke in a soft, quiet voice and didn't turn around. Just continued her ritual.

"So are you."

"I'm always up early." The water finished dripping. She transferred the filter to the compost container—also hers, I noticed. She had quietly integrated her systems into our already-integrated living space at four in the morning. "Coffee?"

"Please."

She poured two cups. Handed me one without meeting my eyes. Holding the cup with both hands, her fingers didn't touch mine during the transfer, maintaining a deliberate safe spacing.

I accepted the cup and leaned against the refrigerator at the edge of the kitchen. She turned back and picked up her cup, and I waved to the dinette on the far side of the small space.

"Sleep okay?" I asked.

"Fine." A pause. "The loft's comfortable. Thank you."

The formality stung. But I got it. Her boundaries were maintained through carefully choreographed politeness and professional distance.

Behind me, the bedroom door opened. Piper emerged with flush sleep-warm skin and tousled hair, wearing one of my oversized shirts and not much else. She wrapped herself around my back without thinking. Familiar weight. Her chin hooked over my shoulder, pressed a kiss under my ear.

"Coffee," she mumbled into my neck—more a demand than a question.

I felt Hana's eyes on us. Cataloging. Processing.

"Two cups are on the counter" Hana’s voice was neutral. "I made extra."

"You're a goddess." Piper pulled away from me, grabbed the cup, and nodded at Hana. “I didn’t see you there.”

Hana flicked her eyes to the dinette’s two bench seats, looked back at me, then waved me toward it. “I’d prefer to sit on the end, please.”

I nodded with a grin, sat down on the cushion, and moved closer to the window where, outside, the horizon was barely defined still two hours from sunrise. Hana slid in beside me, leaving a comfortable distance between us as Piper settled across from her, sipping her coffee and smiling. “Ryan’s gonna have to up his coffee game.”

Mari appeared from the short hallway in her sleep shirt, combing through her messy hair. “Are we waking up before five now?” Her voice was scratchy as she walked zombie-like to the coffee and poured a cup. She turned back to the dinette and her eyebrows raised. “Morning Hana, how’d you sleep?”

“I really tried not to disturb you,” Hana said, before shrugging, “The attic was snug and comfy, I’m just an early riser. Once my mind turns on, it’s over.”

Mari slid in next to Piper, who scooted down opposite me, then took a sip of her coffee. Her eyes slanted toward me. “Maybe you are replaceable, Ryan. This is great coffee, Hana.”

I laughed. “I’m learning I don’t have to be the best at everything. They’re right, it’s good coffee. Now that you don’t have a commute, maybe you can adapt to getting more sleep.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Hana said, giving me a grin. “But I don’t know if that’ll happen. I do okay with 4-5 hours most of the time.”

We finished the coffee in comfortable silence, then the morning routine kicked in. Piper claimed the bathroom first. Mari started pulling ingredients from the fridge, prepping something with cilantro and lime. I rinsed mugs at the galley sink, aware of Hana still at the dinette, laptop open now, fingers quiet on the keys.

She was the picture of a focused professional, not looking at any of us. But she was listening. I could tell by the slight tilt of her head when Mari hummed something off-key, and the way her shoulders relaxed when Piper emerged fully dressed, a cloud of coconut-scented steam following her into the main cabin.

"All yours," Piper said, squeezing past me in the galley and casually brushing her hand along my hip.

Hana's typing paused, just for a second.

I dried the mugs and hung them on their hooks. The Winnebago had decent storage, but four people meant constant spatial negotiation and the need to calculate every movement. Every passage through the narrow galley required minor choreography with three; I didn’t know how it would work with four.

Mari worked at the counter, dicing something with the precision she brought to everything. The knife made soft thumps against the cutting board. Rhythmic. Soothing. When Piper pulled a skillet out of a drawer, Mari handed off breakfast prep to her and headed back to the bedroom.

“Need anything?” I asked Hana, as I moved toward the bedroom.

She glanced up. "I'm good here. Unless⁠—"

"You're fine." I followed Mari toward the RV’s only shower, which meant timing mattered. We'd worked it out over the course of months. Piper first because she took the longest. Mari was second because she was the fastest. I went last because I didn't have a preference, but often joined one or the other for some skin-to-skin. The small square shower was really tight, but that’s what made it fun.

Where Hana would fit in the morning rotation, we'd have to figure out.

Mari stripped, while I did the same, looking over her shoulder at me. I opened my mouth to talk, and she shook her head, walking through the lingering steam into the bathroom. I followed as she turned on the shower and faced me as I joined her, sliding the glass door shut behind me.

“Words carry inside,” She said, spraying my chest with the shower head, before turning it toward her, giving me the opportunity to watch her rinse off her breasts. As both of our bodies responded to the intimate closeness of the tiny shower, I grabbed a bar of soap and soaped up her breasts as she aimed the sprayer lower and gripped my stiffening cock. “We have to be quiet.”

She hung the shower head up, and we shared the soap to lather up each other’s bodies, enjoying the lingering intimate touches. When we were clean, we shifted positions. She lifted one leg, pressing her knee against the side as she leaned into the fiberglass wall, and I lowered lightly and aligned my stiff tip with her slick folds. She moaned as I entered, but my low growl at the sensation had her reaching back to cover my mouth.

“Quiet,” she moaned, rocking back into my shallow thrusts. She stared with her big brown eyes as we made it work. With our housemates only two thin doors away, we enjoyed the challenge of sneaking one in without them noticing. “Quick,” she moaned, her hand dropping between her legs, and I felt the pressure of her rubbing her clit as I glided in and out. “We can’t take too long.”

“I don’t think it will be a problem,” I growled into her ear. The exhibitionist side of me enjoyed the idea of us being heard.

We stared at each other as we fought to stay quiet, flexing together in a frenzy. We went over the top as I watched Mari’s head toss back as she tightened around my cock, the image propelling me to my release. She turned, and I slipped out as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and we kissed in the soothing bliss from the quickie.

We toweled each other off, then moved to the bedroom to dress side by side in front of our closet. After we made the bed, another new step in our morning routine, we slid open the door to the main space. Piper saw us as we appeared, her eyes widening.

“I was telling Hana that we should test out a new fusion today,” she said louder than usual while clanging her spatula in the pan in a very un-Piper way, making more noise than usual. Her eyes shifted toward the bathroom behind us, then froze on us. We’d been busted.

“That’s a great idea,” Mari said, matching Piper’s energy as I made my way to my espresso machine to make my usual flat white.

“Can I toss out that old machine?” Hana asked as I passed. “It would make room for my pour-over flask. It makes the same amount as the drip.” The way she said drip told me she shared my sentiments about the inferior product.

“I’ll carry it over to the ‘free to share’ shelf in the campground office.” I nodded, returning to the dinette as she stood to let me in, then sat down beside me. She met my eyes and blushed but made no mention of what she may have heard from our shower shenanigans.


CHAPTER 6
THE OPERATIONAL ALIGNMENT


From there our mornings started in the same rhythm—Hana's coffee ritual of precise pour-over circles as I emerged from the bedroom. Her careful avoidance of eye contact as she greeted me. A peaceful quiet between us.

But something was slowly shifting as she grew comfortable in our space. She'd stopped apologizing for taking up space in our lives. Joined in with our morning coffee banter and smiled more often.

During Hana’s acclimation to living with us, Mari kept us busy with San Antonio prep. We had an open week on the schedule, but she wanted to keep our momentum going. The practice cooks switched to meals rather than the competition standards, giving Piper and Hana a chance to experiment with different flavors and side dishes.

This morning, Thursday, Hana worked on her laptop on the dinette table without the defensive hunch of someone ready to pack up and leave. Her pour-over flask had claimed permanent residence on the counter, as the drip machine gathered dust on the campground's free shelf. Small integrations. Territorial markers that spoke volumes, even if she wouldn't say it out loud.

I made my flat white while she worked. The espresso machine hissed and gurgled its familiar morning song.

"Sleep okay?" The same question I'd asked every morning this week.

"Fine." The same answer. But this time, she glanced up from her screen. Made eye contact for a full two seconds before looking away, offering a small smile. Progress.

Piper emerged next, sleep-warm and gravitating toward the scent of coffee like a moth to flame. I poured her a cup from Hana’s flask, and she kissed my cheek, taking the cup before sliding onto the dinette bench across from Hana.

"Morning, sunshine," Hana said, and there was the faintest hint of amusement in her voice. Her eyes lifted, and I noticed a dimple on her cheek as she smiled.

"Morning, coffee goddess." Piper grinned. "You've ruined Ryan's coffee for me forever. I hope you're proud."

"Devastated," Hana deadpanned.

Mari appeared, already dressed and focused. "Hector's coming by at nine. Said he had news about the transmission."

The casual mention landed like a stone in still water. Hana's fingers paused on her keyboard. "He texted you?"

"Yeah. Wanted to give you a heads-up." Mari poured her cup of coffee and leaned against the counter. "Sounded optimistic."

Hana's jaw tightened. The vulnerability she'd shown three days ago had been carefully packed away. Professional armor was fully restored. But I'd seen the crack. We all had.

Hector arrived at 9:03 AM, punctual. Professional. I’m sure Hana appreciated that. He knocked once, then let himself in—the privilege of family and frequent visitor status.

"Buin dìa," Hector nodded at the four of us assembled in the main cabin. His focus settled on Hana. "Got some news about your transmission."

Hana stood, shoulders back. "Good or bad?"

"Both." Hector pulled out his phone, scrolling to something. "The rebuild option's out—too much internal damage. But I found a salvage yard in Ingleside with a compatible unit. Lower mileage than yours, actually. They'll sell it to me for three grand."

I watched the calculation flash across Hana's face—three thousand for the transmission. Labor costs on top of that would be beyond her reach.

"And installation?" she asked, her thoughts in sync with mine, but her voice remained neutral.

"That's where it gets interesting." Hector grinned. "I talked to my buddy Carlos, who runs the shop. He owes me a favor—a big one. He'll swap for the cost of fluids and gaskets. Maybe five hundred, tops."

Hana blinked. "Thirty-five hundred total?"

"Yeah. And I can front the parts cost if you need time to⁠—"

"No." The word came out sharp. Hana softened it immediately. "I appreciate it, but I can cover it. When do you need the money, and when can we start?"

“There’s a scheduling issue; his shop is busy.” Hector scratched the back of his neck. The earliest he can start is the week after next.”

“So after the San Antonio competition,” Mari said. “Can you handle the transport if we’re gone?”

“Sure, mija.” Hector grinned. “But I need you guys to bring my family a barbecue dinner for the trouble.”

Mari punched him playfully. “We’ll do that anytime, cabròn.”

Hector laughed, then turned to Hana. “I’ll keep your truck at my shop; no need to keep towing it back and forth. Half upfront is usually the deal for a job like this; you can pay before you leave for San Antonio.”

“That’s very practical, thank you,” Hana said, with a shy smile. “Maybe I’ll be able to be back in business in June?”

“Have to see,” Hector said as he turned to leave. “These things can cascade, but I think we’ve got a good start.”

After Hector left, silence settled over the RV—the kind that follows a reprieve but precedes a reckoning. Hana stood very still, her phone clutched in one hand. The numbers were better than catastrophic, but were still a significant chunk of her savings.

"Thirty-five hundred," she said quietly. "Plus, I'm dead in the water until mid-June at the earliest. That's six weeks minimum with zero income.”

“Wait, are you counting your stipend?” Mari asked, and Hana looked up. When she joined the team voted to give her a stipend to cover costs and lost revenue during preps and competitions.

Hana shook her head, “I forgot about that.”

Mari moved to the dinette, pulling up a calendar on her phone. "San Antonio's in ten days. Then we've got Galveston two weeks after that, Beaumont three weeks later. You're competing with us at all three, right?"

“Yes, if you’ll have me.”

“Non-negotiable,” Piper said, sliding into the booth opposite them. “You’re on the team, we just won fifth in Corpus. We need you, Han.”

Hana gave her a flat look, then nodded. “Right, so two months of the stipend. That’s better, but I’ll still have start-up costs at the end.” She was thinking aloud, and when she realized it, she blushed and shook her head. “I can manage it. Thanks for reminding me.”

Mari leaned closer. “Does that help you breathe easier?"

Hana nodded without looking up. "June fifteenth. That's when I'll be operational again, assuming no complications."

"And in the meantime?" Piper asked, leaning her hip on the counter.

"In the meantime..." Hana saved the spreadsheet and closed the laptop with deliberate care. "I compete with you. I help prep. I earn my keep."

"You're not a charity case," I said quietly.

Her eyes met mine. "I know. But I also know what it looks like when someone carries dead weight. I won't be that."

"You couldn't be that if you tried," Mari assured her. "Your knife work alone is worth the space you're taking up."

The faintest smile crossed Hana's face. "Just the knife work?"

"Well," Piper grinned. "The coffee doesn't hurt."

We all chuckled as Hana blushed with a playful grin. “My coffee is pretty good.”

Mari nodded, then looked at me. “Okay, back to prep. Ryan, start the smoker rolling. We need to run a practice. I want to work with Hana on the rib prep. Work with Piper so she can better handle smoker operations as your backup.”

“Sure thing.” Piper slid out and stood beside me as Mari started went over the rib prep with Hana.

The plan was to do nine racks, since they came three to a package. Each rack would be prepared with a different rub and sauce treatment. Hana leaned toward Mari as she sketched out the plan on a notepad between them.

Piper snuggled into my side, smiling before she kissed me lightly and whispered. “This will be fun, getting hot and smoky with the pit boss.”

I grinned as we walked out the door and down the side of the RV towards the pit area. “Hector’s rig is nice, but it’s a little different than my Academy Sports stick burner,” I said, glancing over to where the Traeger and the old stick burner sat between the RV and the trailer. “I’ll give you the rundown as we get the fire rolling.”

I ran her through the firebox setup, then pulled out my charcoal starter chimney. “I’ve found that getting charcoal going first is quicker and easier than starting with kindling and wood. When it takes off, adding the wood still gives us the right kind of smoke.”

“What wood are we using for ribs?” Piper asked as I filled the chimney with charcoal.

“I was thinking, cherry. For the combo smokes, I don’t like the fruit woods.” After wadding up paper and stuffing the bottom, I lit it with a long match, then stepped back as the fire took hold. The charcoal would be smoldering in a few minutes.

“Anything different in how they burn? Piper asked, walking over to the stacks of various wood, and picked up a few splints from the cherry pile.

“Fruit wood doesn’t burn quick, so it’s good at keeping the temp for a long cook. The smoke isn’t as dense as mesquite or hickory. But it’s enough, it doesn’t take much with cherry. We’ll let the charcoal get going before dumping it in the box, then feed in the wood and ensure it starts.” I pulled over two of the camp chairs kept near the woodpile.

We sat, holding hands, watching the fire burn.

“You know, you’re sending out big Dad vibes with how you’ve accepted Hana into the fold?” She smiled as she lowered her voice.

“Oh,” I smirked. “Is that a good thing?”

“What do you think, food daddy?” She leaned over and kissed me.

Just as we started to deepen the kiss, we heard the door open at the front of the trailer. Piper breathlessly broke it off and leaned back in her chair. I got up and grabbed the chimney filled with smoldering charcoal, bending and hiding my growing erection. My back was turned as Hana and Mari walked along the side and appeared on the edge of the pit area.

“Fire ready?” Mari asked, looking back and forth at Piper and me, as Hana looked between the chimney and the open firebox.

“Oh, yeah. Fire is going,” Piper said, squeezing her thighs together.

“Just putting in the charcoal,” I replied, still hunched over to pour the charcoal into the firebox. “We’re using cherry wood for the ribs. Smoker should be up to temp in thirty or so.”

“Great,” Mari looked over at Piper. “Do you want to help us season the ribs, Pipes?”

Piper looked at me and bit her lip, as her eyes smoldered with arousal from our interrupted kiss. “Uh, sure, no problem.”

The three girls walked back along the side to the RV entrance, and I heard their footsteps inside as they made their way to the kitchen. Without company, I adjusted myself and found a comfortable angle, before checking the charcoal. I added three splints atop the hot coils, opened the dampers as the wood began to smolder, then shut the door. I walked along the smoker, checking the temps. Hot in the rear near the firebox, cooler in the front, and light white smoke drifting out of the chimney.

By the time girls returned with three trays of ribs, the smoker had settled right at 250º. I opened the chamber doors and smoke billowed out as they laid nine racks of ribs on the grates. They were already sweating with the seasoning, creating a lovely sheen from the three different rub treatments.

Mari looked at me, then at Piper, and gave her a slight nod.

Piper tilted her head, confused for a moment, before she jumped up, eyes bright. “Oh, Ryan. I, uh, need your help. Uhm… I think there is a leak in the shower area. Come look at it.”

That was strange, I didn’t remember seeing a leak earlier.

“Hana and I will watch the fire,” Mari said, winking at me while Hana stared at one of the thermometer’s dials.

I got the hint and tried to come up with something to say. “I should, uh… grab my tool bag.” Piper trailed me into the pull-along trailer while I grabbed the small tool bag I stored in there.

“Come on,” Piper said, hurrying past Mari and Hana as they sat in the camp chairs. “We don’t want the leak to get worse!”

I shook my head as my cock stirred. Since Hana moved in, and the shower thing with Mari, both her and Piper had conspired to give each other time alone with me. Who was I to object?

Piper hurried ahead of me down the length of the trailer, and I played my part, following her and even peaking into the shower as she stepped back enough to let me in the door.

“Found the leak,” she whispered as I turned back toward her. She was sitting on the small counter, her shorts in a pile on the floor, and her tanned thighs spread open as she teased herself with her fingers.

“This is serious, ma’am,” I said, kneeling in the space between the counter and the toilet. “I need to get a good look at this.”

I nuzzled into her folds, and she moaned, fingers tightening in my hair. “I don’t know how it happened.” She improvised, then whispered. “It’s those hot daddy vibes you’re emitting. I’ve been soaked since our kiss.”

I smiled as I licked her flowing juices and flicked the tip across her clit, happy to hear how my woman found me sexy. “I had a hard time since then, too,” I said, rising and pushing my shorts down, releasing my stiffness.

Our eyes met, and I couldn’t look away from her bright blue eyes as I nudged my tip into her folds. We stared at each other as I pushed inside. The counter was just the right height, and Piper wrapped her legs around my hips.

“You’re so good, knowing what to do,” she said as I started rocking into her. “You get right to work, fixing things, don’t you. Just like a good daddy.” Her voice was louder at first before whispering the last sentence. I grinned, kissing her to keep her quiet, realizing that Mari and Hana were sitting literally feet away on the other side of the RV’s wall.

“Oh fuck,” Piper whined against my lips. “I needed this, fuck me.”

The raw want in her husky whisper made me throb, and knowing that we had a potential audience added to my rising arousal. Snapping my hips to slam deeper, the back of the RV shook slightly. I was too far gone to keep myself back, and Piper wrapped her arms around my neck, biting my shoulder as she held on. It was fast and hot, and wasn’t long before she shattered. Feeling her tighten, I thrust my hips, shooting my load into her.

Breathless, we leaned together, kissing as our foreheads met. Our bodies shook with blissful tremors as we ground our hips into each other. When I pulled away, she sighed and smiled, holding me tight.

“I’m serious, Ryan. The way you take care of all three of us has me horny all the time. Dad vibes are my catnip.”

I grinned, then slowly pulled back until I slid out. “Do you think Hana would let me help her?”

Piper looked down at my softening cock, then back up, smirking. “She’d be crazy not to.”

Tucking myself away, laughing, I explained my shift in thought. “No, I mean, I can handle the cost of her repairs. Would she accept my help?”

Piper slid to her feet, then bent to pull on her cutoff shorts. She sighed as she fastened the button. “I love your heart, babe. But you know what I’m about to say. Are you solving her problem with your money? Are you trying to buy her loyalty?” She tilted her head, her blue eyes wide, as she bit her lip.

“I don’t want to do either of those things,” I grunted, feeling frustrated. “I just wish she’d let us in, you know? We are a team. She is as much Chef’s Kiss as any of us.” I looked into her baby blue eyes. “Do you think I’m buying your loyalty?”

“No, not at all, daddy. This is our life; it’s our passion, and our agreement outlines how your money is balanced with shared power. Hana doesn’t have any power. And you,” she pressed lightly on my chest, grinning, “are very hard to say no to. You need to be patient.”

“You’re right,” I said, bending to kiss her. I picked up my tool bag and waggled it for effect, making the tools clang together. “There. The leak has been addressed.” My voice boomed louder in the compact space of the bathroom.

“You’re so good with your hands!” Piper exclaimed, grinning. “Amongst other things.”

We held hands as we went back out to join the other two in the pit. Mari saw us around the corner first and grinned knowingly. Hana glanced at Piper’s flushed face, and then at me. Piper froze, and I paused before holding up my tool bag. “Piper, can you help me put the tools away?”

“Uh, sure,” she said, gripping my hand tighter and dragging me around the corner and into the empty kitchen trailer.

“We’re so busted.” Piper hissed, looking at me.

I shrugged and placed the tool bag in its place. Through the open side of the trailer, Mari and Hana's voices carried clearly from the pit area on the breeze off the gulf.

"They're not subtle," Hana said quietly.

"No," Mari agreed. "They're really not."

I froze, and Piper stared at me, eyes widening, then held her fingers over my mouth.

"Does it bother you? When they..." Hana trailed off.

"When they fuck?" Mari's bluntness made me wince. "No. It makes me happy, actually. Knowing they're taking care of each other."

A long pause. I could picture Hana processing that, her mind working through an equation that didn't compute.

"That's... not a typical response," Hana finally said.

"We're not a typical arrangement." Mari's voice carried the patient authority she used when explaining a new process to be adopted in our practices. "But it works for us. Love doesn't divide when you bring people together. It multiplies."

"I don't understand that." Hana's honesty cut through the afternoon heat.

"You don't have to,” Mari said before pausing. "But I see you watching us. Trying to figure out how we work."

Piper’s face broke into a grin, still holding her hand over my mouth. “She totally does,” Piper hissed. “When you and Mari walked out of the shower…”

"I'm not—" Hana started.

"You are. And it's okay." Mari's tone stayed gentle. "I did the same thing when I first met Ryan and Piper. Kept looking for the cracks, jealousy, resentment, the inevitable collapse. Know what I found?"

"What?"

“I discovered their closeness made me happy. It’s called compersion–a term I learned later, but I felt it when we first met. The feeling of happiness watching someone you care about experience joy. Piper and Ryan together make me happy. I don’t feel jealous or excluded. Just happily content.”

“Do you think Piper feels the same about Ryan and you?”

“I’m sure she does. Just like Ryan’s happy when Piper and I have time together.” Mari said.

Piper managed to grin even wider, nodding. Then, hugging me around the neck, breathed quietly in my ear. “I totally do, I love watching Mari and you. I love us so damn much.”

“Same with me,” I muttered against Piper’s temple. “You and Mari together makes me just… happy isn’t enough, you know?”

“Right.” She pulled back and looked at me, smiling as her eyes welled with tears that she brushed away.

We couldn’t hear Mari and Hana anymore, but Piper pushed against my chest. I stepped back and took a beat to process what I'd heard. Compersion. The word gave shape to something I'd felt but couldn't name. Hana and Mari were silent, so Piper nodded at me, taking my hand as we turned and walked around the edge of the trailer. They were standing at the smoker, looking at the ribs. Mari glanced back at me, eyebrow raised. I nodded, feeling the question in her expression.

“How much longer on the ribs? I was thinking we could all watch a movie together after dinner. That new series is out on Netflix.”

“I’m in,” Piper said, walking up to look at the ribs over their shoulders. “I get dibs on sitting with Hana.”

Hana blushed, but looked at Piper for a long moment, her fingers drumming against her thigh, before answering in a way that surprised me, “Okay. That sounds... nice. But we need to wrap it up early. I’m going to sleep on the pull-out tonight. Mari’s right about the attic being a bit cramped.”

“I’ll go find the sheets. I think I know where we put them. Be right back.” Piper hurried back to the RV’s front door.

I glanced at Mari, who gave a slight nod, before following behind Piper. The sleeping arrangement shift wasn't just practical—it was Hana choosing to be closer to us, literally and figuratively.

"Pull-out's comfortable," I said, keeping my tone neutral. "We can help set it up after the movie.”

Hana turned back to the smoker, checking the temperature gauge. "These need another hour, then we wrap and sauce?"

"Yeah," I said, moving beside her, feeling a gravity between us. "Three-two-one method. Three hours unwrapped, two wrapped, one with sauce to set the glaze."

She nodded, her dark eyes tracking the thin stream of cherry smoke curling from the chimney. "Your fire management is really good. Consistent heat, clean smoke. That's harder than it looks with a stick burner."

The compliment landed differently than it would have a week ago. Less professional assessment, more personal observation. The double meaning left unsaid in the quiet between us.

"Learned from a lot of mistakes," I said. "Ruined more briskets than I can count before I figured it out."

"That's the only way to learn." She adjusted the intake damper a fraction. “Trial and error.” She glanced at me, her smile shifting as she spoke. “I placed forty-fifth out of fifty teams in my first competition. The judges' comments were brutal."

"But you kept at it.”

“Yeah.” Her lips curved into that small, private smile. “I don’t give up on things.

Mari appeared with two beers and passed them to us. "Ribs look good. Color's developing nicely."

"Cherry's doing its job," Hana said, accepting the bottle. She grinned as the sexual tension between us broke. “Not too heavy, just enough to complement the pork."

The three of us stood there in comfortable silence, watching smoke and drinking beer while the Gulf breeze carried the scent of sweet wood and rendering fat across the compound. Piper returned, humming a song she’d been listening to on repeat for a few days.

"She's happy," Hana observed quietly.

"She is," Mari agreed. "We all are. We want you to be too."

Hana's fingers danced against her beer bottle before she gave that nod of hers, like she accepted a new understanding of the swirling attraction between us. “We should make coleslaw to have with the ribs. Piper, want to show me your jalapeño dressing?”

Piper grinned mid hum, then nodded and reached for Hana’s hand. “Let’s do it, girl.”

They walked back to the front door, and I stepped beside Mari, with my hand around her hip. She leaned against my side as her hand slid along my waist. “You heard her while you were putting away the tools?”

“Both of you,” I said, letting my smile grow. “This is about to get interesting.”

“Can’t go too fast,” Mari said, turning and resting her hands on my chest, looking up at me with adoration. “This is all new to her. I don’t think she’s ever had a boyfriend.”

“She’s worth the wait.”

“She is.” Mari smiled, and we went to sit in the chairs as the ribs soaked under the blanket of cherry smoke.


CHAPTER 7
THE CULINARY CONNECTION


The San Antonio fairgrounds sprawled before us in the Hill Country heat. It was a different beast than the humid coastal air we'd grown used to. Drier. Hotter. A cloud of mesquite smoke already hanging in the air carried a sharper bite than our usual post oak blend.

I eased the Winnebago through the competitor’s entrance, our custom trailer obediently following behind us. Piper's Sprinter brought up the rear, loaded with last-minute supplies we'd picked up in New Braunfels. In the passenger seat, Mari consulted her phone, calling out our assigned space.

"C-14," Mari said. "Two rows from the main pavilion."

I spotted it and started the wide turn. The setup had become second nature over the past month—Houston, Corpus, now San Antonio. What had felt like controlled chaos in February now flowed with practiced efficiency.

Hana exited the main cabin as I came to a stop, already moving with purpose. No hesitation about where things went anymore. No awkward hovering while waiting for direction. She knew our system now, and had claimed her place in it.

I watched her stride to the trailer hitch and release the safety chains before Mari joined her as I monitored them through the rear camera. They guided the tongue jack down while I edged the Winnebago forward, and the trailer settled onto the concrete with a solid thunk.

"That's locked," Hana called, already moving to the next task as I took a lap around and pulled into our spot perpendicular to the trailer. Piper pulled the Sprinter alongside, windows down, music drifting out—something upbeat and Spanish she'd been playing on repeat, no doubt, for the last hundred miles. She hopped out and surveyed our plot with her hands on her hips.

“This is nice,” she announced, grinning. "We can see straight into Los Torres's setup from here."

I followed her gaze. Two rows over, the massive crimson gooseneck trailer gleamed in the afternoon sun. Salvador Torres stood beside his custom smoker, arms crossed, watching his crew work. His eyes drifted toward us across the distance. No wave. No nod. Just that same assessing stare we'd gotten in Houston.

Mari appeared at my elbow. "He's keeping tabs."

"Let him," I said. "We're not here for him."

"No," she agreed with a mercurial grin. "But it doesn't hurt that he's watching when we place."

Hana and Piper were already unloading equipment from the trailer—the practiced choreography of two people who'd found their rhythm. Hana's surgical precision met Piper's enthusiastic energy, and somehow it worked. Knives, cutting boards, spice containers, all flowing from storage to prep stations in a steady stream.

"You want to workshop that Korean-citrus glaze idea tonight?" Piper asked, passing Hana a container of gochugaru.

Hana paused, surprise flickering across her face. "You remembered that?"

"Of course I did." Piper's grin was genuine, warm. "It's brilliant."

The small smile that crossed Hana's face—rare, unguarded—told me everything I needed to know about where this weekend was headed.

Setup took forty minutes. The wings and awning extended from the RV’s side, smokers positioned, prep tables arranged in our established configuration. Every movement was economical, every decision had already been made through repetition. We'd become a machine—four parts working in concert.

By the time a guy named Bill, whom we’d met in Port Aransas two months ago, stopped by to say hello, we were operational. Hector's custom smoker sat ready, firebox clean, vents adjusted. My old Academy Sports stick burner flanked it—backup and overflow capacity. The Traeger rounded out our arsenal, with its Wi-Fi connectivity enabling remote monitoring and temperature control.

"Y'all look professional now," Bill observed, hands on his hips. He ran a catering company out of Boerne and competed in the amateur division. "Not like those wide-eyed kids who showed up in Port Aransas."

Mari laughed. "We're still learning."

"Maybe. But you're learning fast." Bill’s gaze traveled to our prep area, where Hana was arranging knives with the precision of a surgeon laying out instruments. "Four of you now?"

"Yeah," I said. "Hana joined us after Port Aransas."

"The Korean fusion truck?" Bill’s eyebrows rose. "Smart move. I've tasted her food. Girl's got skills."

As if summoned by the compliment, Hana glanced up. Made brief eye contact with Bill, offered a slight nod of acknowledgment, then returned to her work. Professional. Contained. But present in a way she hadn't been even two weeks ago.

The afternoon bled into evening. We prepped proteins—trimming briskets, removing membrane from rib racks, and breaking down pork shoulders. The familiar rhythm settled over us, punctuated by the sounds of a hundred other teams doing the same. Knives sliding along cutting boards. Cooler lids slamming. Distant laughter and trash talk between neighboring crews.

At seven, Mari called a break. "Dinner, then we start the overnight cook at ten. Piper, you and Hana want to work on that glaze?"

"Yes," Piper said immediately, already pulling ingredients from our spice bins.

Hana hesitated for just a beat—that familiar tell of internal processing—then nodded. "I'll grab my notebook."

They disappeared into the kitchen trailer while Mari and I handled dinner in the RV. Simple stuff—sandwiches from the deli meat and cheese we'd stocked, chips, cold beer. After dropping of plates for the girls, Mari and I ate at the dinette. Watching out the window as the sun painted the Hill Country sky in shades of orange and pink.

"They're good together," Mari observed quietly.

I followed her gaze across the angle of our two vehicles. Piper and Hana stood shoulder to shoulder at the prep table, Hana's notebook open between them. Piper said something that made Hana's lips curve—not quite a smile, but close. Progress.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They are."

"How do you feel about that?"

The question landed soft but significant. Mari's dark eyes held mine, searching.

"Honestly?" I took a pull from my beer, considering. "I feel good. Watching them work together, seeing Hana open up..." I paused, trying to find the right words. "It's like watching you organize a complex logistics problem. Or Piper create something beautiful from scratch. Pure talent. It's⁠—"

"Sexy," Mari finished.

"Yeah." I grinned. "That."

She leaned against my side, her head resting on my shoulder. "We're building something complicated here. All four of us.”

"We are."

"You okay with complicated?"

I pressed a kiss to her temple. "I'm okay with this."

By eight PM, the kitchen trailer had transformed into a laboratory. I'd started the fire in Hector's smoker—charcoal base with post oak splints smoldering and feeding aromatic smoke into the chamber. The temperature climbed steadily toward our target of 250°F, and I adjusted dampers with the muscle memory of repetition.

But I kept getting drawn back to the pair in the trailer.

Piper and Hana worked in a bubble of focused intensity. Ingredients covered every available surface—gochugaru in a shallow bowl, its earthy red flakes catching the overhead light. Fresh lime zest in precise piles. Cilantro stems were separated from leaves with surgical precision—small containers of fish sauce, rice vinegar, and sesame oil.

"The fermentation needs time we don't have," Hana was saying, her voice carrying that particular tone she got when problem-solving. "Traditional gochujang takes months. We've got hours."

"So we fake it," Piper said, not a question. "Speed-run the umami."

"Exactly." Hana reached for the fish sauce. "This gives us the fermented funk. Rice vinegar adds the tang. Sesame oil rounds it out."

"That's genius." Piper watched Hana measure with the intensity of a student observing a master. "You're basically hacking Korean barbecue."

"I've had to get creative on tight timelines before." Hana's small smile appeared again. "Running a truck solo means adapting fast."

I leaned against the side of the RV, content to observe. The door openend and Mari appeared, two fresh beers in hand. She passed me one without a word, and we watched the pair in comfortable silence.

"They're in the zone," I said quietly.

"Like watching you and me work through a logistics problem." Mari's voice carried warmth. "It's beautiful."

"Yeah. It really is."

Piper had started a reduction—the mixture hissing as it hit the hot pan. Steam rose, carrying complex layers of scent. Sweet and heat, and that indefinable umami depth that made your mouth water. Hana leaned close, inhaling, her eyes closing for a moment of pure sensory assessment.

"More acid," she said. "Just a touch."

Piper added lime juice in careful drops, tasting between each addition. "There. Right there."

"Perfect."

They stood shoulder to shoulder, staring down at the simmering glaze with identical expressions of satisfaction. Piper said something too quiet for me to hear, and Hana laughed—that rare, unguarded sound that felt like a gift every time I’d heard it.

Something shifted in my chest. Not jealousy. Not exclusion. Just... recognition. The same feeling I got watching Mari direct a complex setup, or Piper plate a dish with artistic precision. Competence meeting competence, creating something neither could achieve alone.

"You're smiling," Mari observed.

"I am."

"Good." She squeezed my hand. "That's exactly right."

At 9 PM, they emerged from the trailer. Flour dusted Hana's dark shirt. Piper had a smudge of gochugaru on her cheek like war paint. Both of them were laughing about something—some inside joke born in the crucible of creation.

"We've got it," Piper announced, holding up a mason jar filled with dark red glaze. "Korean-citrus fusion. Sweet, heat, acid, umami. It's going to blow their minds."

"Or get us disqualified for being too weird," Hana added, but her eyes sparkled.

"No such thing as too weird," Mari said. "Just too boring. And this—" She took the jar, held it up to the light. "This is definitely not boring."

I checked the smoker temps. Steady at 250°F, clean smoke rolling from the chimney. "Briskets go on in an hour. Everyone should try to grab some sleep."

"I'll take first watch," Hana offered immediately.

"We'll both take it," Piper corrected, bumping Hana's shoulder with her own. "Someone needs to make sure you don't over-analyze the fire management. We’ll get the roasts on, you guys get some rest.”

"I don't over-analyze,” Hana complained.

"You absolutely do."

"That's just called being thorough."

Their banter continued as they settled into camp chairs near the smoker. Mari and I exchanged glances—the kind of wordless communication that came from months of reading each other.

"They're going to be okay," she said quietly.

"Better than okay," I agreed.

We retreated to the Winnebago, leaving them to their watch. Through the window, I could see them silhouetted against the fire's glow—two figures in easy conversation, the distance between them shrinking with every passing hour.

The two of us moved through our evening routine, undressing, showering together, and brushing our teeth. Mari unfolded the pull-out bed while I lowered the loft so Hana had options when her shift was over.

But as Mari curled against my side in our bed, I couldn't stop thinking about what I'd witnessed. The way Hana's walls had dissolved in the creative process. The way Piper had drawn her out without pushing.

"They're good together," Mari whispered in the darkness, like she could sense my thoughts.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

Tomorrow would test whether their creative chemistry would hold up under the pressure of competition. But tonight, I let myself hope the sparks between them would continue to build.
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Dawn crept over the Hill Country in shades of gray and gold. I woke hearing a low murmur of voices outside the RV and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

Mari stirred beside me. "They're still up?"

"Sounds like it. And we overslept.”

We dressed quickly and emerged to find two of our four camp chairs occupied. Piper and Hana sat close together, shoulders nearly touching, nursing mugs of coffee. Their conversation had the easy flow of people who'd talked through the night and found comfortable silences between the words.

"Morning," Piper said, grinning. “Hana’s coffee is ready."

"Of course it is,” I said, pouring two cups from the flask. The brew was perfect—rich, balanced, precisely the right temperature.

Hana checked her watch. "Briskets should hit the stall in about two hours. Pork's another hour behind that."

"And you two have been up all night monitoring temps?" Mari asked.

"Someone had to," Hana said, but there was no defensiveness in it. Just a statement of fact.

Piper stretched, joints popping. "We took turns napping. Mostly. Kind of."

"Mostly," I repeated, noting the shadows under both their eyes. "How about you both grab real sleep now? Mari and I can handle the morning shift."

They exchanged glances—some wordless communication I couldn't quite read. Then Hana nodded. "Okay. Wake us at nine for the wrap?"

"Will do."

I watched them walk toward the RV, their movements synchronized in that way people develop when they've spent hours in close proximity. The door closed behind them with a soft click.

"They bonded," Mari observed.

"They did."

"Over sauce development and fire management."

"Is there a better way?" I asked, grinning.

Mari laughed, pressing close to my side. "Not for people like us."

The morning unfolded in practiced rhythm. I monitored the smokers while Mari prepped our mise en place, that’s the fancy culinary term for getting all our shit together, for the day's turn-ins. Other teams stirred to life around us—the familiar sounds of competition day building toward its crescendo.

At nine, I knocked on the RV door before entering. Found Piper and Hana both asleep on the pull-out bed, Piper sprawled on her back, Hana curled on her side, facing her. Not touching, but close. Comfortable.

"Rise and shine," I called softly. "Wrap time in thirty minutes."

Piper groaned, throwing an arm over her eyes. Hana sat up immediately, all business despite only three hours of sleep.

"Temps?" she asked.

"Brisket's at 165º. Pork's at 160º. Right on schedule."

"Good." She stood, reaching down to shake Piper's shoulder. "Come on. We've got work to do."

By ten, we were in full operational mode. The briskets came off, got wrapped in pink butcher paper with a splash of beef tallow, then went back on to push through the stall. Pork shoulders followed the same protocol. Ribs went on naked, ready for their three-hour smoke before the wrap.

Chicken would be last—the sprint category, done in ninety minutes right before turn-in.

The fairgrounds hummed with controlled chaos. A hundred teams executing the same basic protocols with infinite variations. The air was thick with smoke—mesquite, hickory, oak, cherry, apple—a symphony of wood and fire.

At noon, Mari called us together for a quick team meeting.

"Turn-in schedule," she said, consulting her phone. "Chicken at one-thirty. Ribs at two. Pork at two-thirty. Brisket at three. We're running tight on the ribs—they need the glaze applied no later than one-forty to set properly."

"I'll handle the glaze timing," Hana said.

"I'll help," Piper added immediately.

Mari's lips curved. "I figured you would. Ryan, you're on temp monitoring and pull timing. I'll handle box prep and final assembly."

We nodded. The system was clear, roles defined. No confusion, no wasted motion.

The afternoon compressed into a blur of focused intensity. Chicken thighs hit the Traeger at noon, skin already glistening with Piper's signature rub. Ribs came off at one-thirty, and Hana immediately started applying the Korean-citrus glaze with a silicone brush—thin, even coats that built up into a lacquered sheen.

I watched her work. Every stroke deliberate, precise. The glaze caught the light, dark red with flecks of green from the cilantro. It smelled incredible—sweet heat with that bright citrus pop cutting through.

"That's going to be interesting," I said.

"That's the idea," Hana replied, not looking up from her task.

Piper stood beside her, holding the jar of glaze, ready to refill the brush as needed. They'd fallen into a rhythm—Hana's hand would extend the brush, Piper would take it, dip it, and pass it back. Seamless. Practiced.

Turn-ins went like clockwork.

One-thirty: Six perfect chicken thighs, skin mahogany and crisp, arranged in the styrofoam box like jewelry.

Two: Ribs, cut and stacked, that fusion glaze gleaming under the harsh Texas sun.

Two-thirty: Pulled pork, money muscle sliced and fanned, the rest pulled and glistening with Piper's traditional sauce.

Three: Brisket. The moment of truth. I made the first slice, and the knife glided through with almost no resistance. Perfect smoke ring. Bark like midnight. The flat held its shape but jiggled with moisture.

We plated our best brisket slices—alternating flat and point cuts, each showcasing the smoke ring and tenderness. Mari added a final touch of parsley garnish, then sealed the lid.

Done.

After the turn in, we collapsed into our camp chairs, the adrenaline crash hitting hard—four exhausted people who'd just executed eighteen hours of continuous cooking under pressure.

"Beer," Piper croaked.

Mari produced four Shiners from the cooler. We drank in silence, too tired for conversation, too wired to fully relax.

The awards ceremony started at four-thirty.

We cleaned up as best we could—changed into Chef’s Kiss branded T-shirts, washed faces, tried to look presentable. The main pavilion was packed with competitors and spectators, the energy crackling with anticipation.

Categories were called in order: Chicken, Ribs, Pork, Brisket. Then overall.

Chicken results: Nothing. We didn't place top three.

I felt Hana tense beside me. This was her category, her specialty. Not placing had to sting.

Then ribs.

"Third place," the announcer's voice boomed through the speakers, "with a score of 176 out of 180... from Corpus Christi, Texas... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

The world stopped.

Piper shrieked, throwing her arms around Hana. Mari grabbed my hand, squeezing hard enough to hurt. We stumbled forward through the crowd toward the stage, and I heard applause, saw faces turning to watch us.

Our first call. Our first public recognition.

The trophy was small—cheap plastic on a fake marble base. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

We stood on that stage, the four of us, and I looked out at the crowd. Found Salvador Torres standing near the back, arms crossed. Our eyes met across the distance.

He gave a single, barely perceptible nod. It wasn’t approval or congratulations—just acknowledgment. We'd earned our place.

The rest of the ceremony blurred. Pork and brisket were called—we didn't place in the top three in either. But it didn't matter. We had our trophy, our validation.

Afterward, we collected the full results printout from the judges' table. Mari scanned it, her operational mind already processing data.

"Fourth overall," she read. "Out of ninety-three teams."

"Brisket was fifth,” I noted, looking over her shoulder. "Pork fourth. Chicken sixth.”

"The chicken needs work," Hana said quietly. Her jaw was tight, that familiar self-criticism creeping in.

"We all need work," Mari countered. "That's why we practice. But look at this—" She tapped the ribs score. "176 out of 180. That fusion glaze scored nines and tens across the board for creativity."

Piper bumped Hana's shoulder. "Your gochugaru made the difference."

"Your acid balance made it work," Hana deflected.

"You both made it work," I said firmly. "That's the point."

Hana met my eyes, and something passed between us—understanding, maybe. Or acceptance. She gave a slight nod.

We walked back to our setup through the late afternoon heat. Other teams were already breaking down, loading trailers, heading out. We had until tomorrow morning to leave, so there was no rush.

"Let's read the judges' comments," Mari suggested, pulling out the scorecards.

We gathered around the prep table. Mari distributed the cards—one for each category, filled with handwritten notes and numerical scores.

Hana read the ribs card aloud: "Bold fusion approach, expertly executed. This team knows how to innovate without losing fundamentals. Glaze application was flawless—sweet, heat, and acid in perfect balance."

She looked up at Piper, and something passed between them. Pride. Recognition. Connection.

Then the chicken card: "Skin lacking crispness. Smoke flavor is underdeveloped. Meat was tender but needed more seasoning penetration."

"That's on me," Hana said immediately. "I rushed the brine time."

"We all rushed it," Piper corrected. "The timing was tight."

"Still. I should have⁠—"

"Hana." Mari's voice cut through the self-recrimination. "We're a team. We win together, we lose together, we learn together. Got it?"

Hana's fingers drummed against her thigh. Then she nodded. "Got it."

We spent another hour reviewing every score, every comment, cataloging lessons for next time. Mari took notes in her systematic way, already building our improvement plan for Galveston.

By seven, exhaustion had fully settled in. The adrenaline that had carried us through the day evaporated, leaving behind bone-deep fatigue and the particular ache that came from eighteen hours on your feet managing fire and meat.

"Dinner?" I suggested halfheartedly.

"Too tired to cook," Piper mumbled.

"Tacos from that truck two rows over?" Mari offered.

We nodded in agreement and trudged over to order. Ate standing around the island in the Winnebago, too tired even for conversation. The tacos were good—al pastor with grilled pineapple—but I barely tasted them.

"Movie?" Piper suggested afterward, stifling a yawn. “Nothing too deep?”

"Sure," I said.

I hit the button to raise the TV from the cabinet, the top opening as the flat black screen rose. The space felt smaller with four of us, but in a comfortable way now. Familiar. Mari and I claimed the sofa. Piper grabbed floor cushions and sprawled out. Hana hesitated, then settled at the dinette, physically separate but present.

I scrolled through Netflix until we found something—some action movie with explosions and a plot thin enough not to require attention. Perfect.

The movie played. I barely registered what was happening on screen. Instead, I found myself watching Hana.

She sat with perfect posture, hands folded on the table, eyes on the screen. But her shoulders carried tension. Her jaw was tight. She was enduring our proximity.

Beside me, Mari's breathing had already evened out into sleep. Piper's eyes were closed, her face relaxed.

On screen, something exploded. Hana didn't react.

The movie ended around nine-thirty. Mari stirred, blinking awake.

"Bedtime," she announced, standing and stretching.

Piper yawned in agreement. "I'll take the attic."

Hana stood immediately, moving to the pull-out bed. As Mari and I moved away, she started unfolding it with mechanical precision, her movements efficient but somehow lonely.

Piper climbed the ladder to the loft, settled in with a rustle of blankets.

Mari and I retreated to the back bedroom. She changed quickly and slid under the covers.

"You okay?" she asked quietly.

"Yeah. Just thinking."

"About?"

"Hana. How hard this must be for her. Having nowhere to go. No space that's just hers."

Mari reached for my hand. "She's doing better than you think. Did you see her with Piper today? The way they worked together?"

"I did."

"That's progress. Real progress." She squeezed my fingers. "Give her time."

I kissed her forehead. "You're right."

We settled into the familiar comfort of our bed, Mari curling against my side. Through the thin wall, I could hear the quiet sounds of Hana preparing for sleep—the rustle of fabric, the creak of the pull-out bed frame.

Then silence.

Ten minutes passed. Fifteen.

Then, so quiet I almost missed it:

"Piper?"

Hana's voice, barely above a whisper.

"Yeah?" Piper's response came from the loft.

"Are you... are you awake?"

"Can't sleep. Too wired from the day."

"Me too."

A pause. I held my breath, listening.

"Do you want to come down here?" Hana asked. "So we can whisper and not wake them up?"

The creak of the loft ladder. The soft pad of feet on the floor. The rustle of blankets as Hana shifted to make room.

"This okay?" Piper's voice was gentle.

"Yeah. It's... nice. Not being alone."

"You don't have to be alone. Not if you don't want to be."

Beside me, Mari had gone still. Listening. I felt her smile against my shoulder.

Their voices continued, too quiet now for me to make out words. Just the soft murmur of conversation in the darkness.

I lay awake, staring at the ceiling, feeling something shift in the space around us. Not dramatic. Not sudden. Just... inevitable.

Like watching smoke find its way through the chamber of a well-built pit. Natural. Right.

Eventually, their voices faded into silence. I heard Piper's breathing even out into her particular rhythm of sleep.

Hana stayed awake longer. I could tell by the quality of the quiet—the kind that comes from someone thinking, processing, feeling.

Then her breathing changed, too. Slower. Deeper.

Sleep.

I closed my eyes, Mari warm against my side, and let the exhaustion pull me under.

Tomorrow we will pack up. Drive back to Pelican Point. Process everything that had happened here—the placement, the fusion glaze success, the shift in our team dynamic.

But tonight, we'd rest.

All four of us.

Together.


CHAPTER 8
THE CONFESSION CRUCIBLE


We pulled into Pelican Point mid-afternoon after a three-hour drive, the Winnebago's engine ticking as it cooled. Behind us, Piper's Sprinter crunched over gravel, parking in its familiar spot beside the trailer.

Hana had spent the drive working silently at the dinette, her laptop open, fingers moving across her keyboard as she edited spreadsheets I didn't need to see to understand—recalculating budgets, adjusting timelines, processing the week's competition results with the same precision she brought to everything.

"Home," Mari said from the passenger seat. The word felt right as the RV settled into place.

Unpacking had become a four-person choreography. No one assigned tasks anymore. Hana grabbed the cooler from the trailer without being asked; Mari handled the spice bins; Piper stripped linens for washing; and I dealt with the smoker equipment. We moved around each other with practiced efficiency, a machine that had found its rhythm.

"Look at you," Piper said, watching Hana carry the last load of equipment into the trailer. "Claiming tasks like you live here."

Hana paused, a small smile crossing her face. "Don't I?"

The question hung in the air for a beat—not rhetorical, not quite serious, but testing the waters.

"Yeah," I said quietly. "You do."

Mari nodded, her approval subtle but clear. Piper just grinned.

My phone buzzed.

Hector:


Parts came in early. Starting transmission work on Tuesday. Should be done by next Friday.




I showed Hana the text. She read it, her expression unreadable, then nodded. "Good timing. We'll be in Galveston this weekend anyway."

That was it. No anxiety about the cost, no defensive independence. Just practical acceptance that her truck would be ready when we got back.

By six, we'd settled into our evening routine. The galley kitchen became our command center, with all four of us working in the tight space, the comfortable crowding of familiarity. Mari diced onions while Piper seasoned fish. Hana prepped vegetables with her precise knife work that never failed to catch my attention. I seared tilapia in a cast-iron skillet. I’d rather be in the kitchen with everyone than out in the outdoor kitchen alone.

"The chicken issue," Hana said, not looking up from her knife work. "I think we're over-brining. The Korean method uses a shorter brine time with a higher salt concentration. It penetrates faster without waterlogging the skin."

Piper stopped mid-motion, her eyes lighting up. "That's genius. Why didn't I think of that?"

"Because you were thinking Western technique," Hana said. "Sometimes you need a different lens."

Mari leaned against the counter, surveying the four of us with satisfaction. "This is why we work. Four different lenses on the same problem."

The observation landed quietly, but I felt its significance. Not three people plus one. Four lenses. A quartet.

Dinner was fish tacos assembled at the counter, eaten standing because sitting felt like too much effort after the long drive. Conversation flowed easily—competition debrief, practice cook planning for tomorrow, Galveston logistics for the weekend.

"We should test the Korean brine tomorrow," Mari said, making notes on her phone. "Full practice cook. See if it solves the crispness issue."

"I'll prep it tonight," Hana offered. "Get the salt ratio right."

"I'll help," Piper added immediately.

They worked together at the dinette table after dinner, measuring and mixing after Mari and I handled dinner cleanup. We watched them from the sofa, reading on our Kindles. Their heads bent together with Piper asking questions, Hana explaining with serene patience. The creative partnership that had emerged in San Antonio was deepening, becoming something more than just professional collaboration.

"They're good together," Mari murmured beside me as she looked up from her book.

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

Around eight, Piper suggested a movie. Something light, she said. No one had the energy for anything demanding focus.

We settled into our usual configuration—Mari and me on the sofa, Piper claiming floor cushions. Then she patted the space beside her, looking at Hana. "Join me?"

Hana hesitated for only a second before lowering herself onto the cushion with a respectful distance between them.

A cooking competition show was on the TV, something Piper had been wanting to watch. I barely registered the judges’ commentary and the dramatic music because my attention kept drifting to the gradual migration on the floor.

Shoulders touching first. Casual, like an accident.

Then Piper's head on Hana's shoulder. Deliberate but gentle.

Hana didn't pull away. Instead, she leaned into the contact, her posture softening in a way I'd never seen before.

Mari's hand found mine on the sofa. She squeezed once. Acknowledgment of the progress happening in real time.

The show ended around ten. Piper stretched, yawning. "I'm beat. You?"

"Exhausted," Hana said. "But good exhausted."

"Pull-out bed again?"

Hana's answer came without hesitation. "Yeah. If that's okay."

"More than okay."

Mari and I retreated to the bedroom while they unfolded the pull-out together. A new routine had become established—no negotiation required, just natural integration.

I changed into sleep clothes, brushed my teeth, and went through the familiar evening motions. But as I lay in bed with Mari curled against my side, I found myself acutely aware of the voices carrying through the thin walls.

Not eavesdropping. Just... present.

Their conversation started lightly. Competition recap, chicken brine technique, and the practice cook planning for tomorrow. Safe territory.

Then Piper's voice, quieter: "Can I ask about your partner? The one who left?"

A long pause. I felt Mari go still beside me, her breathing changing as she listened too.

"What do you want to know?" Hana finally asked.

"Why did he really leave? You said it was about money, but..."

"It wasn't just money."

Another pause, longer this time. When Hana spoke again, her voice was soft and sober, with a sadness that felt foreign.

"He wanted more than I could give. A relationship. Romance. Sex." The words came slowly, carefully chosen. "I liked him. Respected him. Thought maybe if I tried hard enough, I could feel what I was supposed to feel."

"But you couldn't," Piper said gently.

"No. And he thought I was broken. Maybe he was right."

Mari sat up abruptly. I started to speak, but she was already moving, sliding out of bed and opening our bedroom door. Light from the main cabin spilled in as she crossed to the pull-out.

I heard the shift of weight as she sat down with them.

"You're not broken," Mari said, her voice carrying that particular authority she used when stating absolute facts. "Hana, look at me."

Silence.

"You might be demisexual," Mari continued. "Have you heard that term?"

"No." Hana's voice was small, uncertain.

"It’s when sexual attraction develops through emotional connection and trust over time," Piper explained. "Some people need to know someone really well before they’re comfortable with physical intimacy, not just from their physical appearance or initial chemistry."

"It clicked for me after I met Ryan and Mari," Piper continued. "Because I couldn't understand why everyone my age was so into hookups and casual sex. It always felt empty to me—wrong. I thought maybe I was broken too."

"But you're not," Mari said firmly. "Neither of you. It's just how you're wired. Demisexuality is a real orientation, part of the asexual spectrum. Hana, you're not damaged. You may develop sexual attraction differently, that’s all.”

I stood in the bedroom doorway, not wanting to intrude but unable to stay away. Three figures on the pull-out bed—Mari sitting cross-legged, Piper and Hana facing her.

"There's another term you should know," Mari said. "Sapiosexual. It means being attracted to intelligence first. Competence. The way someone's mind works."

"You can be both," Piper added. "Demi and sapio. Needing emotional connection, but specifically attracted to intelligence and skill."

Hana was quiet for a long moment. "In college, there was a girl. In my culinary program. She was brilliant—could break down a sauce just by tasting it, understood flavor profiles like reading sheet music." Her voice wavered slightly. "I mentioned her to my parents. How talented she was. How much I admired her work."

"What happened?" Piper asked gently.

"They asked if I was attracted to her. I said, ’I didn't know, maybe.’ They..." Hana took a shaky breath. "They made it very clear that that wasn't acceptable. They said I was confused, and that I needed to focus on my studies and stop thinking about things that would disappoint them."

"So you buried it," Mari said quietly.

"I buried all of it. Convinced myself I was broken. That I couldn't feel attraction the right way, that something was fundamentally wrong with me." Hana's voice cracked. "And now I'm here, watching the three of you, and I want... I don't even know what I want. What if I ruin what you have? What if I can't get there? What if I'm just⁠—"

"Hana." My voice cut through her spiral. All three of them turned to look at me standing in the doorway. "You're not going to ruin anything. And if you can't get there—whatever there is—then we figure it out together. No pressure. No timeline."

I stepped into the main cabin, keeping my distance but making my presence felt. Calm. Steady. Trying to emit that dad energy Piper had teased me about.

"We're not going anywhere," Mari said, her hand finding Hana's. "But we also don't need to figure everything out tonight."

"She's right," I added. "We all need sleep. Slow is fine. We have time."

Mari stood, stretching. She looked at Hana with such tenderness that it made my chest ache. "Hana? You're not broken. And you're exactly where you need to be."

She crossed to the bedroom, pausing to squeeze my shoulder as she passed. I held her gaze for a moment—checking in, confirming we were on the same page. Her nod told me everything I needed to know.

"Get some rest," I said to Piper and Hana. "Practice in the morning. We need you sharp."

Piper gave me a grateful smile. Hana just nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

I closed the bedroom door softly behind me.

Mari was already under the covers when I slid in beside her. She immediately curled against my chest, her hand resting over my heart.

"That was hard to hear," she whispered.

"Yeah."

"But necessary."

“It was.”

Through the wall, I could hear their quiet voices resuming. Not the words, just the gentle rhythm of conversation winding down. Processing. Settling.

"We did the right thing," Mari said. "Giving them space to figure it out without us hovering."

"I hope so."

"I know so." She pressed a kiss to my chest. "Sleep, Ryan. Tomorrow's another day."

I stayed awake for a while longer, listening to the sounds of our home. The Gulf breeze blew through cracked windows. The distant generator hummed. The murmur of voices from the main cabin gradually faded into silence.

Four people under one roof. Four different lenses. Four pieces of something that was still taking shape.

I fell asleep thinking about Hana's small smile when she'd asked, "Don't I?"

Yeah. She did.
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Morning came with the muffled sound of footsteps and the familiar smell of coffee.

I checked the clock—5:57 AM. Later than Hana's usual pre-dawn ritual, but she was up. The pull-out bed creaked softly as I emerged from the bedroom.

She sat alone at the dinette, laptop open, hands wrapped around her coffee mug. Her hair was down, falling past her shoulders in a dark sheet. She looked tired but... settled like something that had been wound too tight had finally loosened.

"Morning," I said quietly.

She glanced up and offered a small smile. "Morning."

"Sleep okay?"

"Better than I expected." She closed the laptop and met my eyes fully. "Thank you. For last night. For listening."

"We're here. However, you need us to be."

She nodded slowly, processing. "I know. I'm still figuring out what that means."

"Take your time."

I poured myself coffee from her flask and settled into the chair across from her. We sat in comfortable silence, watching the pre-dawn light creep across the Gulf through the windows.

Piper stirred on the pull-out bed around six-thirty, then sat up sleep-warm with rumpled hair. She padded to the dinette without a word and slid onto the bench beside Hana. Their shoulders touched—casual, comfortable.

Hana didn't pull away.

Mari appeared a few minutes later, surveying the scene with quiet satisfaction. She caught my eye across the small space, and I saw the question there: Okay?

I gave her a slight nod and wink. Yeah. We're okay.

"Practice cook starts at nine," Mari announced, pouring her own coffee. "Korean brine for chicken. Let's see if Hana's theory holds.

"It will," Piper said confidently, bumping Hana's shoulder with her own.

Hana's lips curved into that small, private smile. "We'll see."

I stood up to let Mari slide in next to the window, then return to sit beside her. Across from me, Piper smiled and reached for my hand and squeezed. Like she was saying, she hadn’t forgotten about me with her new affection for Hana. I squeezed back, returning her smile, thinking how happy I was that they were breaking barriers together.

Four people. Four coffee cups. Comfortable silence.

Questions unanswered, but no urgency to answer them.

Hana set her mug down with deliberate care, her fingers drumming that familiar pattern against the ceramic. She looked at me, then to Mari, and then back to me.

"I need to say something," she said quietly.

Piper's hand stilled on her own mug. Mari leaned forward slightly.

"Okay," I smiled at her.

Hana pushed Piper's shoulder, and Piper got the hint and slipped to her feet so Hana could get out. She watched Hana move to the side before she sat back, giving me a nod. I rose instinctively—not sure what's happening, but reading the moment as significant.

Hana turned to face me, close enough that the shadows under her eyes from too little sleep and too much vulnerability were stark. Her jaw tightened like she was chewing through words, trying to find the right ones.

"Thank you," she finally said. "For everything. For letting me stay when my truck died. For not making me feel like a burden. For last night—for listening without pushing. For..." She trailed off and swallowed hard. "For making me feel like I belong somewhere. For the first time in a really long time."

My chest tightened. "Hana⁠—"

"Let me finish." Her smile was fragile but genuine. "I've spent years thinking I was broken because I couldn't feel things the way I was supposed to. Because I couldn't just... want someone without knowing them first. And last night, you all just... accepted it. Like it wasn't a flaw."

"It's not a flaw," Mari said quietly from the dinette beside me.

"I know that now." Hana's eyes glistened, but she didn't look away from me. "You made space for me. All of you. Without expecting anything in return."

She stepped closer, and I held perfectly still—letting her control the moment, whatever it was.

Hana rose slightly on her toes, wrapping her arms around my neck in a tentative hug. I wrapped my arms around her carefully, returning the embrace without crushing her. She felt even smaller in my arms, all lean muscle and subtle strength, and for a moment she just... held on.

When she pulled back just enough to press a soft, deliberate kiss to my cheek. Tender, cautious—not sexual, but deeply intimate.

"Piper's right about your dad vibe," she whispered close to my ear, before she pulled back to look at me as her smile grew. "It's... comforting. Safe."

I could only nod, as my throat was too tight for words.

Hana stepped back, swiped quickly at her eyes. "Okay. That's it. I'm done being emotional before seven.”

Piper rose to stand at her side, threading their fingers together. "You're allowed to have feelings, Han."

"I know. Doesn't mean I have to like it." But she squeezed Piper's hand, and the tension in her shoulders eased.

Mari stood while I was still rigid with shock and emotions I couldn’t name, and moved to the coffee maker. "Practice cook starts in two hours. Everyone should try to get a little more sleep."

"Agreed," I managed, finding my voice again. I caught Hana's eye one more time. "You do belong here. That's not charity. That's just true."

She nodded, small and certain. "I'm starting to believe that."


CHAPTER 9
THE INEVITABLE LINK


The Galveston fairgrounds sprawled before us in the late afternoon sun as the Gulf Coast humidity mixed with the salt air. The tourist energy of the beach town hummed through the competitor lots. Eighty-plus teams had converged on this strip of asphalt, their rigs gleaming under the Texas sky like a temporary city built on smoke and steel.

I eased the Winnebago through the entrance, Mari calling out directions from the passenger seat while consulting her phone. Behind us, the custom trailer tracked perfectly, Hector's smoker secured and ready. No Sprinter van this time—just our rolling home and everything we needed to compete.

"B-18," Mari said. “Second row. Decent spot."

I spotted it and started the wide turn. The setup had become second nature over the past few months—Houston, Corpus, San Antonio, now Galveston. What had felt like controlled chaos in February now flowed with the practiced efficiency of a well-oiled machine.

Three lots over, I caught sight of the massive crimson gooseneck trailer that belonged to Los Torres BBQ. Salvador stood beside his smoker, arms crossed, surveying his domain with that same air of patriarchial authority I'd seen at every competition. He didn't wave. Didn't nod. Just watched us pull in with his calculating eyes. I saw Mari’s jaw clench before she rose and turned and joined Hana.

They opened RV door as I came to a stop, idling as Hana emerged from the main cabin, already moving with purpose. She strode to the trailer hitch and released the safety chains. Mari joined her, and together they guided the tongue jack down while I edged the Winnebago forward a few feet. The trailer settled with a solid thunk.

"Locked," Hana confirmed, already moving to the next task.

Piper slid into the passenger seat as I made a circuit, watching out the front window as I lined up the RV to drive through our lot from behind. “Good spot, close to water hookups, and—" She turned, grinning at me. "We can keep an eye on our friends over there.” She pointed toward the big red gooseneck trailer with Los Torres in bold lettering. I followed her gaze. Salvador was still watching us, his expression unreadable across the distance.

"Smaller field than San Antonio," Piper observed as we exited, joining Mari and Hana in the infield formed by the RV and trailer. "but tougher competition."

"Good," Mari said, from inside the kitchen trailer. "We need to test the Korean brine treatment."

Hana moved beside her, setting up a station with practiced ease. "If it works, we'll know by chicken turn-in tomorrow."

We all worked together—four people moving in concert, each knowing their role without being told. Hana directed equipment placement alongside Mari with the same quiet authority. Her suggestions met with nods of agreement rather than surprise. Our quartet had found its rhythm.

By the time the sun started its descent opposite the Gulf, we'd transformed our plot into a functional compound. The awning extended, smokers positioned, prep tables arranged in our established configuration inside the kitchen trailer across the front of our lot. Every movement was economical, every decision already made through repetition, and consistent communication.

"Friday evening prep starts in an hour," Mari announced, checking her phone. "Hana, you want to walk me through the Korean brine one more time? Make sure I've got the ratios right."

"Sure." Hana wiped her hands on a towel. “Remember, it's all about increasing the salt concentration. We need to keep the skin from holding too much moisture, but if we pull it from the brine too early, it doesn't penetrate."

They disappeared into the kitchen trailer, heads bent together over Hana's notebook. I heard the murmur of their voices—technical discussion, flavor profiles, the kind of shop talk that had become the soundtrack of our lives.

Piper appeared at my elbow, passing me a cold Shiner from the cooler. "They're good together."

"Yeah," I agreed. "They really are."

"You notice how Hana just... claimed her space today? No asking permission, no checking if it's okay. She just moved the equipment where it needed to go."

I had noticed. The shift had been gradual over the past week, but today it felt complete. Hana wasn't a guest anymore. She was home.

"Progress," I said quietly.

Piper bumped my shoulder with hers. "Big progress. And tonight's going to be interesting."

I raised an eyebrow. "Interesting how?"

"You'll see." Her grin was knowing, mischievous. "Just... pay attention."

Before I could press for details, my phone buzzed.

Hector:


Transmission work almost done. Truck will be ready for pickup Tuesday, maybe Monday. Runs like new.




I showed Hana when she and Mari emerged from the trailer. She read the message, her expression carefully neutral, then nodded once.

"Good timing," she said. "We'll be back by then."

But I caught the flicker of something in her eyes—not relief, exactly. Something more complicated. Her truck getting fixed meant options. Mobility. The ability to leave if she wanted. She met my gaze, held it for a beat longer than necessary, then looked away.

"Let's get the brine started," she said to Mari. "We've got a lot of chicken to prep."

The evening unfolded in practiced rhythm. Korean brine application became a group effort—Hana demonstrating the technique while Piper and Mari prepped the birds. I handled the overnight cook setup, building fires in both Hector's custom rig and my old Academy Sports stick burner.

By nine PM, the briskets and pork shoulders were on, rolling clean smoke into the humid Gulf air. The four of us gathered around the prep table under our awning, exhaustion starting to settle into our bones.

“I’ll take the first watch.” I announced. “Who’d like to help?”

Hana's hand went up instantly. Interesting.

"We've got it," Hana confirmed. "You two get some rest."

Hana and I would take the shift until 2 AM. Solitude during the quiet hours by firelight. Mari and Piper exchanged one of those wordless communications that came from months of reading each other. Then Mari nodded.

"Wake us if you need anything," she said, but her tone suggested she knew we wouldn't.

They retreated to the Winnebago, leaving Hana and me alone with the smokers and the sound of distant waves.

The hours passed in comfortable silence. I tended the fires while Hana monitored temperatures. Our movements became synchronized without discussion. Around eleven, she settled into one of the camp chairs, her gaze fixed on the orange glow of the firebox.

"I've been watching you," she said quietly. "All three of you."

I paused mid-adjustment of the intake damper. "Yeah?"

"The way you touch each other. The way you fit." She didn't look at me, just kept staring at the fire. "Piper rests her head on Mari's shoulder without thinking. Mari finds your hand when she's processing something. You kiss Piper's temple when she's tired."

I lowered myself into the chair beside her, giving her space but staying present.

"Does that make you uncomfortable?" I asked.

"No." She finally turned to look at me, firelight catching in her dark eyes. "It makes me... curious. And maybe a little frightened."

"Frightened of what?" I asked, keeping my voice gentle.

"Of wanting something I don't know how to have." Her fingers drummed against the arm of the chair. "I spent so long thinking I was broken. That I couldn't feel things like a normal person. And then you three just... existed. And I started feeling things I didn't have the context for. You’re all together, no drama, no games."

I watched the smoke curl from the chimney, giving her space to continue or retreat as she needed. After a comfortable beat I spoke into the quiet. “We make it work. It takes patience and communication. Knowing each other, trusting each other.”

"Piper explained demisexuality," Hana replied. "Mari gave me the framework. You showed me it was okay to take time." She paused. "But knowing the vocabulary doesn't make it less scary."

"What scares you?"

"That I'll disappoint you. Any of you. All of you." She looked down at her hands. "That I'll ruin what you three have built."

"You couldn't ruin it if you tried," I said quietly. "And you don't have to know how to do anything yet. We have time."

She met my eyes then, searching for something. Reassurance, maybe. Or permission.

"Do we?" she asked. "My truck will be ready on Tuesday. I could leave. Go back to solo operation."

"You could," I agreed. "Is that what you want?"

"No." The word came out fast and sure. "But I don't know what I want. Not completely."

I reached over, rested my hand on the chair arm near hers—close but not touching. "Then we figure it out together—all of us. No pressure. No timeline."

Her pinky finger stretched out, hooked over mine. The smallest contact, but deliberate. Chosen.

"Okay," she whispered.

We sat like that for a long time, fingers barely touching, watching the fire and listening to the waves in the distance. Around two AM, I checked the smokers one last time, then went to wake Piper and Mari for their shift.

When I returned, Hana was standing by the fire, her profile illuminated by the orange glow. She looked small, strong, and uncertain all at once.

"Thank you," she said. "For being patient with me."

"Nothing to thank me for. You're worth the wait."

Her slight smile was genuine. "We should get some sleep."

Dawn arrived too early, as it always did on competition day. I woke to the sound of the three of them moving in the kitchen with soft padded steps. Then, inhaling the scent of coffee, I stretched and opened the door to join them.

The competition itself unfolded like a well-choreographed dance. No drama, no disasters. Just four people executing their craft with the confidence that came from repetition and trust. Hana's Korean brine had done its work overnight—the chicken skin looked perfect, ready to crisp under smoke and heat. The ribs were shiny from their rub. Checked the brisket and pork, bark forming just right, feel and temp on track.

Chicken turn-in at one-thirty: six thighs with skin like lacquered amber, the Korean brine having worked its magic.

Ribs at two: Hana's umami-boosted glaze glistening under the Texas sun.

Pork at two-thirty: money muscle sliced and fanned, the rest pulled and sauced with Piper’s twist on a KC-style sauce.

Brisket at three: our best work yet, each slice showcasing a perfect thick smoke ring with bark dark as midnight.

Results came at four-thirty. We gathered with the other teams under the pavilion, exhaustion mixing with anticipation.

"Second place ribs," the announcer's voice boomed through the speakers, "from Corpus Christi, Texas... Chef's Kiss Barbecue!"

Piper shrieked, throwing her arms around Hana. Mari grabbed my hand, squeezing hard. We stumbled forward through the crowd to collect our trophy—it was cheap, but it felt heavy like solid gold.

Back at our setup, Mari pulled up the full results on her phone. "Fifth in chicken. Up seven places from San Antonio."

"The brine worked," Hana said quietly, but I could see the satisfaction in her eyes.

"Your technique," Piper corrected. "Our execution. Perfect collaboration."

"Fourth overall," I added, reading over Mari's shoulder. "We're getting better. Every time."

The teardown was efficient despite our exhaustion. We had the system down now—equipment stowed, trailer loaded, everything secured in under an hour. By seven PM, we were back in the Winnebago, and the four of us collapsed in various states of exhaustion.

"Dinner?" I suggested halfheartedly.

"Leftover brisket," Mari decided. "I'm too tired to cook."

We ate standing in the galley, the meat still warm from the competition. Conversation was sparse—everyone was too tired for banter. Around eight, Piper suggested a watching TV.

We settled into our established configuration: Mari joined me on the sofa, while Piper claimed the floor cushions. Hana joined her without being asked, and they started with the usual respectful distance between them.

Another cooking-competition episode played, with the judges’ commentary and dramatic music, became a backdrop to the gradual migration I observed on the floor. Their shoulders touched first, casual, like an accident.

Then Hana leaned into Piper's side, her head coming to rest on Piper's shoulder. But after a while, she shifted away from Piper and closer to me. Her head came to rest on my thigh above my knee. The weight of her head was warm through my jeans, her dark hair spilling across my thigh. I didn't dare move. Didn't want to spook her.

She stayed there. Relaxed. Claiming a proximity to me. My hand hovered for a moment before settling gently on her shoulder. She sighed—not with discomfort, but contentment. I let my fingers drift to her hair, combing through it slowly.

Another sigh, deeper this time. Her body melted further into the contact.

Beside her, Piper's face split into a grin as she looked back at Mari, whose hand found mine on the back of the sofa and squeezed once. Silent communication acknowledging the shifts in chemistry and gravity.

The movie ended around ten. Piper stretched, yawning. "Bedtime?"

Hana didn't immediately move. "Not yet. I'm... comfortable."

"Take your time," Mari said quietly.

We sat there in the dimness, just the four of us, with Hana's head still resting on my knee and my fingers still moving through her hair. The moment stretched, fragile and perfect.

Finally, she sat up slowly. Turned to look at me with something unreadable in her dark eyes. Fear, hope, and determination all mixed.

"Ryan?" Her voice was barely above a whisper.

"Yeah?"

In concert, Piper and Mari wordlessly stood and moved toward the bedroom without being asked, giving us space. The door slid closed behind them.

Hana was still on the floor cushions, looking up at me. "I've been watching you. All three of you. The way you love each other." She rose and shifted onto the sofa, sitting beside me—not crowding, leaving a little space between us.

"Piper's right about your dad vibe," she continued. "It's safe. But it's also..." She trailed off, searching for words. "Something else."

She leaned in. Slowly. Giving me time to retreat if I wanted.

I didn't want to retreat.

Her lips met mine—tentative, testing. Soft and uncertain. I responded carefully, letting her set the pace and lead this dance.

The kiss deepened slightly. Her hand rose to rest on my chest, feeling my heartbeat through my shirt. I could feel hers racing, could taste coffee and lingering smoke on her lips.

Then she pulled back, breathless.

"I wanted to know what that felt like," she whispered. "With you."

"And?" My voice came out rougher than I intended.

Her smile was worth everything. "Scary. But good, like really nice."

She stood, pulling me up with her and taking both my hands. Her fingers threaded through mine—that same deliberate contact from the night before, but stronger now. More certain.

"Can it be just you and me tonight?" she asked. "I don’t know what I want… just... More of you. But I don't want to be alone."

"Whatever you need," I said.

She took a breath, squared her shoulders. "I need to ask them. Make sure it's okay."

"They already know it's okay. They're probably celebrating right now."

"I still need to ask."

I loved her for that. For the care she took with all of us, even in her own moment of vulnerability. We crossed to the bedroom door. I knocked once, then opened it.

Piper and Mari sat on the bed in their pajamas, clearly waiting. Hana stepped forward, her hand still in mine. "Is it okay if...?" She couldn't quite finish the question.

"Yes," Piper said immediately, standing up. "Absolutely yes."

"We're happy for you," Mari added, following her. "Both of you."

Piper swept past us toward the pull-out bed. "I'll take the attic tonight."

Mari's eyebrows shot up as she followed. "Oh, so you don't want me anymore?"

Piper grinned, already pulling cushions off the sofa to access the bed frame beneath. "Fine, I'll sleep with you. Gosh."

The levity broke the tension. Hana's shoulders relaxed as I held the door open, waiting.

She turned back to them one more time. "You're not... upset?"

"We're excited for you," Piper said, crossing to wrap Hana in a quick hug. "This is what’s next for all of us. Remember, your happiness makes us happy."

Mari moved to Hana next, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "Take your time. Enjoy each other." Then she looked at me, her dark eyes serious. "She's trusting you with something precious. Don't forget that."

"I won't," I promised.

Piper hugged me too, rising on her toes to whisper in my ear. "Take care of her."

"Always."

They left, pulling the bedroom door closed softly behind them. Through the thin wall, I heard the quiet sounds of them settling on the pull-out—the rustle of blankets, Piper's soft laugh at something Mari said, then silence.

Hana and I stood alone in the bedroom that suddenly felt smaller with only the two of us. She moved toward the bed, then stopped, her fingers twisting together in that tell of internal processing I'd learned to recognize.

"I've never done this before," she said quietly. "Not like this. Not when I actually wanted it."

I moved slowly, giving her space to retreat if she needed. "We don't have to⁠—"

"I want to." Her dark eyes met mine, steady despite the tremor in her voice. "I'm scared. But I want this. With you."

"What are you scared of?"

"That I won't know what to do. That I'll disappoint you. That it won't feel the way it's supposed to." She took a shaky breath. "My ex-partner, he wanted this. And I tried. I really tried. But I couldn't feel anything except obligation and dread."

"This isn't an obligation," I said quietly. "And we stop anytime you need. No questions asked."

She nodded, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "I know. That's why I want to try. Because with you, it doesn't feel like an expectation. It feels like..." She searched for the word. "Possibility."

I reached for her hand, threading our fingers together. "Then we’ll explore the possibility. Together. At whatever pace you need."

Her smile was fragile but genuine. "Okay."

She stepped closer, rising on her toes to kiss me again. This time, there was less hesitation, more curiosity. Her hands came up to rest on my chest, then slid around to my back, pulling me closer.

I let her lead, following her cues. When she deepened the kiss, I matched her intensity. When she pulled back to breathe, I gave her space. Her fingers found the hem of my shirt, hesitated.

"Can I?" she whispered.

"Whatever you want."

She lifted the fabric slowly, and I raised my arms to help. The shirt fell to the floor. Her hands explored my chest, her touch tentative at first, then growing bolder. I stood still, letting her map my body at her own pace.

"Your turn?" I asked softly.

She nodded, stepping back to pull her own shirt over her head. The sports bra beneath was plain and practical, so perfectly Hana. She reached for the clasp, then paused.

"I'm not... I mean, I don't have..." She gestured vaguely at her chest.

"You're beautiful," I said, and meant it. "Exactly as you are."

The bra joined our shirts on the floor. She was lean and strong, all subtle curves and contained power. A small scar on her left shoulder, probably from kitchen work. Freckles across her collarbone I'd never noticed before.

I reached for her, pulled her close. Skin to skin, her warmth against mine. She trembled slightly, but not from cold.

"Still okay?" I asked.

"Still okay," she confirmed. "More than okay."

We moved to the bed together, a tangle of limbs and careful touches. I let her set every boundary and followed every signal. When she tensed, I slowed. When she sighed, I continued. When she whispered "yes" or "there" or "please," I listened.

Her jeans came off, then mine. The last barriers of cotton and hesitation fell away. We faced each other on our sides, her eyes were wide and dark and trusting in the dim light.

"I want this," she whispered. "With you. I'm scared, but I want it. Do you… want me?”

The vulnerability in her question almost broke me, and I nodded.

“God, Hana, I’ve wanted you for a long time. But we'll go slow. Your pace.” I promised. "And if you need to stop⁠—"

"I know." She kissed me to silence the words. "I know I can stop. That's why I don't think I'll need to."

I mapped her body with careful hands, learning what made her gasp, what made her arch into my touch. She explored me with equal curiosity, her fingers tracing muscles and scars, her lips following where her hands led.

I explored her petite body, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. But what I saw instead was wonder. Her eyes fluttered closed, then opened again, locking with mine. I caressed her skin, tracing fingertips across her breasts, circling her nipple as it stiffened. 

When I slid my hand down her abdomen, covering her patch of hair and feeling the slick petals just underneath, she closed her eyes. She moaned expressively as I traced my finger up and down, sliding inside her tight cleft, teasing her clit. Her mouth opened as her eyes lifted, humidly meeting mine.

I shifted between her thighs, and she glanced down at my stiff member. “Can I?” she asked, reaching to touch it. I nodded.

“It’s warm, so stiff, like steel under your skin.” She continued to describe what she felt as she stroked her hand up and down. Then she angled it down, angling her hips as she placed me at her entrance.

I paused, searching her face.

"Tell me what you need," I said.

"You, Ryan,” she breathed. "Just you. Slow. Patient. Safe."

I kissed her as I pressed my hips forward, feeling her body yield to mine. She gasped against my mouth, her nails digging into my shoulders. As her wet heat surrounded me, I slowed to a stop, giving her time to adjust. 

"Okay?" I asked.

"Okay," she confirmed. "Keep going."

I rocked slowly, pressing deeper inside her, nudging deeper. Her eyes watched me as she experienced her first penetration. Then closed shut with a gasp of pain. I stopped and kissed the tear away. 

"I didn't know," she whispered, between gasps and moans. "I didn't know it could feel like this."

"Like what?" I asked, keeping a gentle rhythm and checking my mounting desire.

"Safe. Wanted. Right." A tear slipped down her temple. She gasped, her head tossing back as I began to stroke inside her. "Like coming home. I want more, Ryan. I want all of you.”

I began to move with a deliberate rhythm, edging to quicker, firmer strokes.  She matched me, growing confident as her body learned the dance, finding the pleasure in our connection. Her breathing quickened, small gasps escaping her throat—not performance, just honest response. Watching me watch her. Feeling me feel her. It was a union, not a takeover, as we became one.

I felt her tighten around me, her whole body going rigid for a moment before she shattered. The look on her face—surprise and joy and relief all mixed—pushed me over the edge too. I buried my face in her neck as I came, her name on my lips.

We lay tangled together afterward, curled into each other, hearts pounding, skin slick with sweat. She didn't pull away, didn't retreat into herself. Instead, she curled closer, her head on my chest, listening to my heartbeat slow.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"For what?"

"For being patient. For making it..." She paused, searching for the word. "Beautiful."

I stroked her hair, pressed a kiss to her forehead. "You made it beautiful. By trusting me. By letting yourself want this."

She was quiet for a long moment. Then a soft sigh like relief, like finally able to inhale fully. "I was so afraid I was broken that I'd never feel this. Never want someone enough to..." She trailed off.

"You're not broken," I said firmly. "You never were. You just needed the right person. The right connection.”

"Demi… she murmured, nodding. "Needing trust before desire. It makes sense now. I understand myself better."

"And that's okay. More than okay."

She lifted her head to look at me, her eyes shining. "I love you. Is that crazy? Is it too soon?"

My chest tightened. "It's not too soon. And I love you too."

"I love Piper and Mari too," she continued. "Is that allowed? Can I love all three of you?"

"That's exactly how it's supposed to work," I said, smiling. "Love doesn't divide. It multiplies."

She settled back against my chest with a contented sigh. "I like that. Love multiplying."

Through the thin wall, I heard the murmur of Piper and Mari's voices. Talking, processing, experiencing their own version of this moment, and sharing their intimacy with the casual confidence that sprang from their mutual love.

"They're happy for us," I said, tipping my chin toward the closed door.

"I know." Hana's voice was already growing drowsy. "I can feel it. They're happy because we're happy."

“Well, yes. But I think they’re happy with whatever they just experienced together, too.”

“And that… makes you happy?”

“That makes me very happy.”

“I’m happy for them too.” She paused and bit her lip. I wanted to lean close and kiss her. Her eyes lifted. “Not because you said so, but because I feel that thing. Their happiness is very satisfying.

Then we kissed. Peacefully. Lovingly. Her head rested on my chest, her delicate, strong fingers tracing my jaw, feeling my stubble. Her eyes slowly drifted closed, and her hand slid to my shoulder.

She fell asleep first, her breathing evening into the rhythm I'd learned meant peace, not just exhaustion. I lay awake longer, acutely aware of the gift she'd given me—not just her body, but her trust. Her vulnerability. Her first experience of desire-based intimacy.

Tomorrow, we'd figure out the logistics, the sleeping arrangements, the evolution of our quartet into something more integrated. But tonight, I just held Hana close and watched her sleep.

Through the wall, the murmur of voices had faded into silence. Piper and Mari had their own processing to do, their own version of this milestone to celebrate. I imagined them curled together on the pull-out, talking about what this meant for our collective future.

Chef's Kiss Barbecue had started as a business partnership. Three people escaping their old lives, finding connection through competence and shared passion. Then Hana had joined, and we'd become four. Four different lenses on the same problems. Four different skills that complemented each other perfectly.

And now, four hearts learning to love in a way that multiplied rather than divided.

Hana shifted in her sleep, her arm tightening around my waist. I stroked her hair, felt her relax deeper into trust.

My phone buzzed softly on the nightstand.

Jalapeño Girl:


We're so happy for you both. Get some sleep. Tomorrow we celebrate properly.




I smiled in the darkness, typed back.

Thank you for giving us space. For understanding.




Her response came immediately.

That's what love is. Making room for joy, wherever it comes from.




I set the phone aside and closed my eyes. The Winnebago creaked softly around us, settling into the night. Outside, the Gulf waves provided a steady rhythm. Inside, four people slept in various configurations, all of us choosing this unconventional family we'd built.

Chef's Kiss now had multiple meanings. The perfect execution of a dish. The name of our business. The gesture of appreciation for something done exactly right. And this—the four of us, learning to love in our own imperfect, unconventional way—this was our chef's kiss. Our perfectly crafted creation.

I fell asleep thinking about smoke and trust and the way Hana had whispered "like coming home" when she finally allowed herself to give into desire and accept the passion between us.

Tomorrow we'll figure out the rest.

Tonight, we'd already figured out what mattered most.


CHAPTER 10
THE ROTATION SCHEME


Iwoke alone, but the bed still held Hana's warmth, and the pillow beside me was dented from where her head rested as she pressed against my shoulder. But the space was empty now, and for a moment, panic fluttered in my chest.

Had she regretted it? Had the light of morning brought second thoughts?

I sat up, listening. The familiar sounds of our home on wheels filtered through the closed bedroom door—the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of voices, and something cooking.

Relief washed over me. She hadn't fled. She was just... awake before me. That’s natural. I pulled on jeans and a clean shirt, ran fingers through my hair, and opened the door.

The scene that greeted me stopped me in my tracks.

Hana stood at the stove, her back to me, wearing one of my Baylor T-shirts. It hung to mid-thigh on her petite frame with the sleeves rolled up to her shoulders. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, still mussed from sleep. She moved with her usual quiet efficiency, stirring something in the cast-iron skillet, the muscles in her bare arms rippling.

At the dinette, Mari and Piper were awake and sitting side by side, coffee mugs in hand. Like me, they watched Hana with content expressions on their faces.

"Morning," I said quietly.

Three heads turned. Hana's timid smile was slight but genuine, her cheeks flushing slightly as she registered what she was wearing. She didn't move to change her outfit, though. And I felt a pulse of arousal at her declaring herself as one of mine. Her body relaxed as she focused on me for a beat before turning back to the stove.

"Coffee's ready," Mari said, gesturing to the pot. "Hana made it."

"I noticed." I walked behind Hana to pour myself a cup, then leaned a hip against the counter beside her,” tracing my finger along the sleeve of her chosen shirt. “You raided my closet."

"It was closer than mine," she said, not meeting my eyes. "Is that okay?"

"More than okay." I wrapped my arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to her temple. She leaned into the contact, enjoying the moment, before straightening and continuing to stir the scrambled eggs in the skillet.

“Piper has a collection of my stuff somewhere, like a little packrat.” I grinned, glancing at my blonde lover.

“Hey!” Piper complained, then sighed. “Okay, I might have a bit of a hoarding problem, but can you blame me? They smell like you.”

"Scrambled eggs are ready," Hana announced, turning off the heat, hefting the heavy skillet like it was nothing, and stepping toward the dinette. "Piper made toast. Mari handled the bacon."

We settled around the table—four people in a space designed for four, but snug in the best possible way. Hana slid beside me with her thigh pressed against mine under the table. Casual. Comfortable. Cozy.

"So," Mari said, her dark eyes studying Hana with an intensity she used when assessing things. "Everything good?"

Hana's fingers found mine under the table, squeezed once. "Good doesn't begin to describe it."

Piper's foot ran up my leg under the table, and she smiled at me when I met her gaze—a silent communication that I'd done well, that she was pleased with how I'd handled Hana's trust.

I squeezed Hana's hand back, winked at Piper, and met Mari's gaze across the table—a silent nod, answering her query. Yeah, we’re good.

Breakfast unfolded with easy conversation—competition debrief, practice schedule for the week, and a new text from Hector about Hana’s Seoul Fire truck being ready on Monday. The normalcy of it felt significant. No awkwardness, no tension. Just four people who'd chosen each other, navigating the morning after a milestone.

We packed up the Galveston site and hit the road by ten. Mari was driving, Piper was shotgun with the navigation app pulled up, leaving Hana and me cuddled on the sofa behind them as the Winnebago rolled down the highway.

She curled against my side with her head resting on my shoulder, fingers tracing absent patterns on my chest. I wrapped my arm around her, pulled her closer, keeping my hand at her side. She turned, twisting until my hand covered the rise of her breast, then peered up at me.

"Comfortable?" I grinned as I squeezed, feeling her nipple harden under my palm.

"Very." She smiled, her content expression transmitting that this PDA was welcome in the shared company of our circle. Another instance of her courageously claiming her space.

We'd been driving for maybe twenty minutes down the highway outside of Houston traffic when Mari's voice carried back from the cab. "We should talk about sleeping arrangements."

Piper twisted in the passenger seat to look at us, grinning as she noticed where my hand was. “Yeah. We need to figure out the rotation."

Hana stiffened slightly against me. I felt the shift in her breathing, the tension creeping into her shoulders, before a gradual relaxation, seeing Piper’s encouraging grin.

"What rotation?" she asked carefully.

"The king bed only fits three people, and even then it’s snug,” Mari said, her tone practical and matter-of-fact. "Ryan's in the middle, because he’s too tall for the pull-out, and it’s his bed. We should agree on a rotation for the two spots.”

"Mari and I have been taking turns when it’s not all of us. Sometimes we sleep separately.” Piper added. “But now there's four of us, so..."

"We need a schedule," Mari finished. "So everyone gets equal time. No one feels excluded."

Hana was quiet for a moment, processing. "A schedule for... sleeping with Ryan?"

"A schedule for sleeping arrangements," I corrected gently. "Sharing a bed doesn't automatically mean sex. It just means... proximity. Intimacy. Whatever feels right in the moment."

"But it doesn't preclude sex either," Piper said with a grin, waggling her eyebrows. "Just to be clear."

Mari shot her a look as Hana giggled, then returned her attention to the road. "The point is balance. Fairness. Making sure everyone gets their needs met without anyone feeling neglected."

"Okay," Hana said slowly. "So how does this work?"

"Well," Piper said, twisting further in her seat, "Mari and I both want tonight. First night back at Pelican Point, celebrating your integration into the quartet..." She trailed off, grinning. "We're both feeling... inspired."

"Inspired," Mari sniggered, her lips twitching. "That's one word for it."

I felt my face heat. "You're both turned on by the idea of Hana and me together?”

"Extremely," Piper confirmed without shame. "Also, your dad vibes are irresistible when applied to someone we care about."

Hana made a slight sound beside me—half laugh, half groan of embarrassment. "I don't know if I should be flattered or mortified."

"Flattered," Mari said firmly. "Remember? Your happiness makes us happy. Including the parts that involve Ryan."

"We didn’t want to push you into a bed alone after your first night, Han." Piper said, pulling out her phone, "So we’ll flip a coin for tonight. Winner gets tonight into Monday. Then the loser gets Monday into Tuesday. Hana gets Tuesday into Wednesday. And we keep rotating from there."

"What about Wednesday through Sunday?" I asked.

"We keep cycling," Mari said. "Unless someone needs a break or wants to switch. But the base rotation keeps everyone balanced and fair. Communication is key.”

Piper pulled up a coin-flip app on her phone and showed it to Mari. "Call it."

"Heads," Mari said.

The digital coin spun on the screen. Tails.

"Piper wins," Mari announced, only slightly disappointed. "Sunday-Monday is yours."

"Yes!" Piper pumped her fist. Then she looked back at Hana. "You good with Tuesday-Wednesday?"

Hana nodded slowly. "I want to explore more… with everyone. So, yes."

"And I get Monday-Tuesday,” Mari confirmed. "Then we start over."

“And tonight, I sleep with Mari?” Hana asked? “I just want to be clear.”

“That’s right, you’re with me tonight. If that’s what you want.” Mari looked over her shoulder to grin at Hana.

“I do,” she said, nodding before pressing her cheek into my chest with her cheeks rosy from slight embarrassment. I could tell the thought of sleeping with either Mari or Piper was welcome.

I shifted on the sofa to relieve some tightness and pressure, acutely aware that I was the subject of this negotiation. "You all realize I'm going to be very busy."

“Aww. Poor baby," Piper cooed, her grin wicked. "Three women who want you. How will you ever cope?"

"I'm forty-two," I pointed out. "Not twenty-two. There are... physical limitations."

"Quickies during the day are on the table, no rotation,” Mari said. "But no pressure. If you need a night off, just say so."

"And sleepovers don't require sex," Hana added quietly. "Right?"

"Right," I confirmed, squeezing her shoulder. "Sometimes it's just... being close. Sleeping together in the literal sense. It’s still physical intimacy.”

"Good," she murmured. "Because I like that too. Just being near you." She looked at Piper and Mari. “Any of you.”

The Winnebago rolled on, carrying us back toward Pelican Point and whatever came next. Piper and Mari resumed their conversation in the cab about practice cook schedules and supply runs. Hana dozed against my shoulder, her breathing evening out into sleep.

I stared out the window at the passing Coastal Bend landscape and tried to process the surreal reality of my life. Three women. A rotation schedule. We needed to continue being supportive in our communication and in the careful negotiation of needs.

We'd breezed past weird into something I didn't have vocabulary for. But as long as I could keep up—physically, emotionally, logistically—I was willing.

More than willing.
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With Hana happily in the circle, she felt like a new facet of home. Speaking of home, taking Piper into my bed alone later that night felt like a reunion. With Mari and Hana cuddled together in the pullout, I lifted Piper into my arms and carried her into the bedroom while she laughed joyously as we crossed the threshold.

“You’re such a nerd,” she said as I lowered her to the bed. She tilted her head to meet my kiss, then I took my time undressing her. “Just relax, babygirl. Let me handle everything.”

“Okay, daddy,” she grinned as she sat up a little to let me pull her t-shirt off, an Eddie’s Seafood shirt she got on some Friday night. She wasn’t wearing a bra, so I enjoyed watching her nipples tighten as I stripped off her shorts and underwear.

“I kinda like you calling me that,” I whispered, as I pulled off my shirt and pushed down my shorts, revealing how much I enjoyed her teasing nickname.

“You’re more than just food, daddy,” she said, her fingers combing through my hair. “I like the babygirl, too. That’s us, right?”

I nodded, sucking on one nipple as she gasped. “Babygirl and daddy,” I said, testing it. “Yeah, that’s us.” We stopped chattering and started to make love, taking our time and enjoying the horizontal space of the king-sized bed.

We started slow, fingers and hands running over warm skin. Then I shifted between her legs, staring at her as I slid inside. A slow rocking at first, then shifting quicker, before backing off, changing positions, and starting again. We let our passion extend and build with soft gasps and eager moans. As we both crested, I held back, gritting my teeth as she launched into bliss. Then, after a few strokes, I buried myself inside and released into her depths, while we kissed. Breathlessly, we twisted to cuddle with me as the big spoon.

“You make it hard for me to share when you take such good care of me, Daddy.” Piper breathed, reaching behind her hip to stroke my thigh.

“Babygirl,” I said quietly. “I love you.”

She turned to face me in the dimness, and it hit me I’d never said those words aloud directly to her. Her eyes widened, glittering in the dim light. She watched me, seeking my eyes like she was trying to find the lie. Seeing only the sober truth, she kissed me lightly. “I love you too, Ryan.” Her voice was low and serious.

“I have for a long time, babygirl.”

“I know, daddy.
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Monday morning, Piper and Hana left to pick up the Seoul Fusion truck after breakfast. I stood at the sink, rinsing plates while Mari dried the dishes beside me in a familiar domestic rhythm. We heard the Sprinter's engine fading into the distance as they headed to Hector's shop. Being alone with Mari felt as right as my night with Piper.

Her hand slid across my lower back. Casual. Then, not casual, as she gripped my ass.

"They'll be gone at least an hour," she murmured, pressing against my side, her hand cupping my groin as she kissed my shoulder.

I set the plate down carefully. "Babe⁠—"

"I can't stop thinking about you with Hana." Her dark eyes held mine, pupils dilated. “Hearing how caring and patient you were with her. Gentle. It was..." She trailed off, squeezing my ass and coaxing the response she wanted.

"Inspiring?" I offered, remembering Piper's word from the drive.

"Extremely." She rose on her toes, kissed the corner of my jaw. "I want you. Right now. I don’t want to wait until tonight."

My body had already responded before she said it aloud, but I overthought it and stuttered out. "We just agreed—last night I was with Piper. There is a rotation."

"I know. But quickies are in play." Her fingers found my belt. "And tonight we can just cuddle if I wear you out. But right now? This moment, I need your dick, lover.”

She pulled me toward the bedroom, and I followed because saying no to Mari when she wanted something was like trying to stop the tide. Besides, her blatant arousal triggered mine—I was already stiff in my shorts. The door closed behind us. Her shirt hit the floor. Mine followed. Bra. Shorts. Panties.

We fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs and urgent need. No slow buildup, no careful exploration. Just raw want and the familiarity of bodies that knew each other well. The first night with Hana, I recalled that Mari and Piper could hear us through the RV’s walls. With just Mari, I was much more expressive.

I kissed her hard, my hands mapping curves I'd memorized months ago. She arched into my touch, already breathless, already slick when my fingers slid between her thighs.

"Don't make me wait," she gasped against my mouth, then twisting onto her knees.

I didn’t, swinging behind her and slotting into her with a slow thrust. She moaned, nails digging into sheets as her head lowered and back arched. When I moved to a rapid rhythm, she was gasping my name.

"God, Ryan—" Her head tipped back, exposing the line of her throat. "Just like that. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. Couldn’t, if I tried. The tight heat of her, the way she moved beneath me, the small sounds she made—and her eyes, those dark pools staring at me over her shoulder with such devotion it felt like worship. I reflected the same commitment as we fucked, staring into each other’s eyes. This goddess who stirred a primal, urgent need within me. All of the sensations pushed me toward the edge faster than I expected.

"Mari—I'm close⁠—"

"Me too,” she gasped as her hand slid between us, fingers finding her clit. "Come with me, lover. Please."

We shattered together, her inner walls clenching around me as I emptied myself deep. I collapsed beside her, both of us breathing hard, skin slick with sweat.

She curled against my chest, laying her head on my shoulder as her fingers traced lazy patterns across my ribs. "That was intense."

"Yeah." I pressed a kiss to her hair. "You ambushed me."

"You loved it." She tilted her head to look at me, a satisfied smile playing on her lips. "Admit it."

"I loved it," I confirmed.

We lay quiet for a moment, heartbeats slowing, the Gulf breeze through the cracked window cooling our skin.

"Can I ask you something?" Mari said quietly.

"Always."

"Does it feel strange? Sleeping with Hana on Saturday, then Piper last night, and then me this morning?"

I considered the question carefully. "Strange isn't the right word. Different, maybe. But not wrong."

"But it’s good, right?"

"Yeah. It’s good like living in the best dream." I stroked her shoulder. "Why? Does it bother you?"

"No." She propped herself on one elbow, studying my face. "Actually, it turns me on. Thinking about you with each of them. Is that weird?"

I laughed, the sound rough. "Babe, we've breezed past weird into surreal. But as long as I can keep up with all of you, I'm game."

Her expression turned serious. "You need to be honest with us, Ryan. Make sure you're taking care of yourself. Not every sleepover means sex. With or without you involved."

"Good point." I pulled her closer. "We need to stay on the same page."

"I think we are." She kissed my chest. "But if you need a break⁠—"

"I'll tell you." I squeezed her hip. “I promise, babe.”

The sound of the Sprinter returning filtered through the window. Mari sat up, stretching. "They're back. We should get dressed before they find us like this."

"Probably." But neither of us moved immediately, savoring the afterglow a moment longer. I wondered what would happen if we didn’t. But by the time Piper and Hana walked through the door, we were fully clothed, failing to look innocent sitting on the sofa.

Piper took one look at us and grinned. "Told you."

Hana blushed, but her smile was knowing as she focused on Mari. "That's kind of hot, Mar.” She turned to Piper. “Are we still on for tonight?"

"Oh yeah, Han," Piper grinned, confirming. "You and me tonight. Seeing that daddy couldn’t keep his hands off Mar, which I agree with Han, totally—hot. But he’d better get some rest tonight.”

I did not get rest Monday night. Seeing Piper and Hana snuggling and making out together triggered something in both of us, and our afternoon tryst reminded us of how we fit together. Mari liked it rougher, including hard smacks on her ass, her lush black hair pulled, and even holding her down while I rutted into her in this raw, feral space that we both craved.

We even forgot about thin walls, unable to keep our passion quiet. As we cuddled, enjoying the tender aftercare that followed our intense tryst, I worried it was too much for Hana, then reminded myself that she was with Piper, the most empathetic woman I knew. She also understood the context of my rougher play with Mari and could explain if Hana asked. I fell asleep hard after that bit of overthinking.

Tuesday morning arrived with the familiar scent of Hana's coffee and the sound of waves through open windows. I emerged from the bedroom to find all three of them already awake—Mari at the dinette with her laptop, Piper at the stove making eggs, Hana measuring coffee grounds for the next pour-over pot.

"Morning," I said, moving to the counter.

Three voices responded in unison, and I couldn't help smiling at the domestic symphony we'd become.

Breakfast unfolded with easy conversation—practice cook plans, supply inventory, and the upcoming competition. But I noticed Hana's fingers drumming that familiar pattern against her mug. Tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there yesterday.

"What's wrong?" I asked quietly.

She looked up, startled. "What makes you think⁠—"

"You have a tell," Piper said gently, nodding at Hana's drumming fingers.

Hana set the mug down carefully. "The truck repair. Hector's colleague did amazing work, but it cleaned out my savings. I've got to save up. I need, maybe, two thousand for startup costs when competition season ends."

Mari's expression shifted to operational mode. “Besides start-up cost, how much were you planning to invest in your own expansion?"

"Ten to fifteen thousand. Enough for upgrades, maybe a commissary deposit." Hana's jaw tightened. "Now I'm looking at starting from zero again and trying to keep up with the maintenance on my aging equipment.”

"Or you don't start from zero," I said. "We buy you out. Chef's Kiss acquires Seoul Fire, and together we use the commissary agreement and a working food truck."

"No." The word came out sharp. Hana's eyes flashed. "I don't want to sell out. I might want to go back to solo operation someday."

"Is that what you want?" Mari asked, her tone neutral but probing.

"I don't know." Hana's frustration bled through. "I love what we're building. But Seoul Fire is mine. It’s my legacy, rooted in my grandmother’s recipes and my vision. I can't just... give that up."

Piper had been quiet, but now she leaned forward. "What if instead of a buyout, we do a merger? You get an equal stake in Chef's Kiss in exchange for bringing Seoul Fire into the partnership. We get the commissary agreement and a working food truck. You keep creative control over the Korean fusion menu."

Silence settled over the table as we all processed.

"Equal stake," Mari repeated slowly. "That means restructuring. Four partners, each with a twenty-five percent stake.”

"I can accept a quarter vote," I said. "It's the same principle we've been operating under—we talk, we vote on important things. Democracy, not dictatorship."

Hana's fingers had stopped drumming. "You'd really do that? Give me equal partnership?"

"You're already equal," Piper said simply. "This just makes it official."

"We'd need to formalize it," Mari added, already pulling up notes on her phone. "Update the LLC, revise the operating agreement, and file with the state. But it's doable."

"What about my creative control?" Hana asked. "The Korean fusion menu—that's non-negotiable."

"Agreed," I said. "You're the CCO for fusion concepts. Piper handles traditional BBQ creativity. You two collaborate where it makes sense, but you each have your domain."

"And the commissary agreement?" Mari pressed. "That's critical for our expansion timeline."

"It's portable," Hana confirmed. "Tied to my food service license, not the specific business entity. We can transfer it to Chef's Kiss once the merger is official."

The four of us looked at each other across the small dinette. Four people. Four equal stakes. Four different lenses on the same dream.

"I'm in," Hana said quietly. "If you're sure."

"We're sure," Piper said, reaching across to squeeze her hand.

"Then let's make it official," Mari said.

“I’ll call my attorney. Get the paperwork started,” I said before continuing. “A merger is a bit more complex than incorporating. I want to make sure it’s all proper and clearly defined. We’re all in agreement to build this unconventional family business together?”

Three heads nodded, giving me all the confirmation I needed.

The rest of the day was devoted to logistics and planning, including renaming our business to Chef’s Kiss Barbecue with Seoul Fire Fusion. Piper said she and Hana would update the logo. By the time evening rolled around, exhaustion and anticipation settled over all of us. Piper and Mari retreated to the pull-out bed without prompting, giving Hana and me the bedroom for her second night in the rotation.

Hana stood at the side of the bed after I slid the door shut. She had an uncertain expression. "Can we just... talk for a bit first?"

"Of course, honey." The pet name slipped out naturally, and her slight smile showed she liked it.

We settled on the bed, her back against the headboard, while I sat on the edge, facing her as my hand found hers. "What's on your mind?"

"Saturday night was amazing," she said quietly. "But it was also overwhelming. You led everything, and I just... followed."

"That's okay⁠—"

"I know it's okay. But tonight, I want to try something different." Her dark eyes met mine. "I want to be on top. In control. To see what that feels like."

Heat flared through me at her directness. "Whatever you want, honey. This is your exploration."

Her smile turned shy but determined. "Then help me figure this out?"

Clothes came off slowly this time, her hands more confident than Saturday night. When we were both bare, she straddled my hips, her slight weight settling against me. Her hands pressed to my chest, steadying herself.

"Like this?" she asked.

"However feels right to you, honey." I kept my hands light on her hips, supporting but not controlling.

She shifted, rose slightly, reached down and positioned me before she sank slowly. Her eyes fluttered closed as she took me in, adjusting to the angle. A soft gasp escaped her lips.

"Okay?" I asked.

"More than... Fuck—sorry. Ohhhh." She began to move, finding her rhythm. Tentative at first, then growing bolder as she discovered what felt good. Her hands slid from my chest to my shoulders, using the leverage to lift and lower herself.

I watched her face—the concentration, the wonder, the building pleasure. She was beautiful, moving with her physical grace, taking what she wanted as she followed her desires.

"You can touch me," she whispered.

My hands moved from her hips to her breasts, thumbs brushing across her nipples. She moaned, arching into the contact. Her rhythm faltered, then steadied. I held her hip with one hand, guiding her movements, helping her keep the pace.

"That's good," she breathed. "Don't stop."

I didn't stop, but continued to enjoy her pace, adjusting to what she asked for. When her movements grew urgent, I slid one hand between us, finding her clit.

She cried out, her whole body tensing. "Ryan⁠—"

"I've got you, honey. Let go."

She shattered around me, her inner walls clenching as pleasure rolled through her, and she gushed her release around the base of my cock. The sight and feel of her climax pushed me over the edge, too. I gripped her hips, holding her steady as I came, hips flexing in jerks as I emptied inside her.

She collapsed against my chest afterward, both of us breathing hard. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed a kiss to her hair.

"That was..." She trailed off, searching for words.

"Amazing," I finished. "You were amazing."

"I felt powerful," she said quietly. "In control. Like I could ask for what I wanted and you'd give it to me."

"Always, honey. Whatever you need."

She lifted her head to look at me, her expression softening. "I love you. Is it still okay to say that?"

"More than, honey." I cupped her face, kissed her gently. "I love you too."

We stayed tangled together, her head on my chest, listening to each other breathe. Through the thin wall, I heard the murmur of Piper and Mari's voices, then silence.

"They're happy for us," Hana whispered.

"Yeah. They are."

She was nearly asleep when the knock came soft but insistent, pulling us both from the edge of sleep.

"Guys?" Piper's voice, muffled through the door. "Are you awake?"

Hana sat up, reaching for my t-shirt. "Yeah. Come in."

The door opened slowly. Piper stood silhouetted in the doorway, Mari behind her with a hand on her shoulder. Even in the dim light, I could see the tension in Piper's posture.

"What's wrong, babygirl?” I asked, sitting up.

"I need to talk to you. Both of you. All of you." Her voice wavered. "I can't get it out of my head."

Mari guided her to sit on the edge of the bed. Hana moved closer, her hand finding Piper's.

"Talk to us," Hana said gently.

Piper took a shaky breath. "My period's late. Like, two weeks late. And I know my implant expired last month, and we've been..." She gestured vaguely. "I think I might be pregnant."

The words hung in the air, heavy and impossible.

"Have you taken a test?" Mari asked, her voice steady despite the tension.

Piper held up a paper CVS pharmacy bag I hadn't noticed she’d been carrying. "Got three tests two days ago. Mari, will you help me?"


CHAPTER 11
THE PERMANENCE TEST


Piper and Mari disappeared into the mid-cabin bathroom, the door clicking shut with a finality that made my chest tight. The sound of the pharmacy bag crinkling in Piper's grip echoed in my mind. Three pregnancy tests that would determine—what, exactly? Our future? Whether we'd accidentally created a life while building a business?

I stood frozen in the bedroom doorway until Hana's hand found mine.

"Come on," she said quietly, tugging me toward the sofa. "Sitting is better than hovering."

We settled onto the cushions, her shoulder pressed against mine. Through the thin bathroom door, I heard the murmur of voices—Mari's steady tone, Piper's shakier responses. Water running. Silence.

"Dammit." My voice sounded harsh as I finally spoke my mind aloud to the room. "I should have checked. Should have asked. Been paying attention to something other than brisket temps and competition schedules."

"Ryan—"

"I've been completely reckless." My hands fisted against my thighs. "Three women, and I never once had a conversation about protection. Sexual history. Basic responsible adult shit."

Hana shifted to face me. “Ryan, the three of us talked about it. Weeks ago, before you and I—" She paused. "We all had protection. I have an implant for my hormones. Mari's been tracking her cycle. Piper had an implant."

"Had," I repeated. "Past tense. Which expired. And I never even knew she had one, let alone that it needed renewing."

"Because we were all busy." Hana's voice carried that particular precision she used when making a point. "Driving all over the Coastal Bend, running competitions, building a business. She forgot. It happens."

“But that's still on me." I stood, unable to sit still with the self-recrimination churning through me. "I'm the one with experience here. The older guy who's supposed to know better. Complete failure of basic responsibility."

"No." Hana rose and stepped into my space, hand on my heaving chest. "We're all adults, Ryan. We all have agency and responsibility for our own bodies and choices. You don't have that kind of power over us—to make our decisions, carry our mistakes. It was an oversight. A mistake we all made by not communicating clearly enough."

"And Piper's going to bear the weight of the consequences⁠—"

"Can you go back and change it?"

I stopped and looked at her.

"Can you?" she pressed. "Undo the last few weeks, make different choices?"

Silence. Even the accusing voices that swirled in my mind stopped.

"You all have taught me that we make mistakes as a team." Hana’s dark eyes held mine. "And we celebrate successes as a team. It's the same principle. We don't get to pick and choose when that applies."

"A thirtieth-place brisket isn't the same as being pregnant." I grasped at something, anything to justify my guilt.

"No," she agreed. "It's not. But the framework is. We own this together, whatever the result is."

The bathroom door opened. Mari emerged first, Piper's hand clasped in hers. Both their faces were carefully neutral—the kind of blank that could mean anything.

"Two negative tests," Mari announced.

Relief hit me like a physical force. My knees actually weakened.

"We're saving the last test for two weeks from now," Mari continued, her tone clinical. "Because stress can delay ovulation, which means the timing might be off. We need to retest to be sure."

I crossed to Piper in three strides and pulled her into my arms. "My fault, babygirl. I should have⁠—"

"Stop it." Her voice was muffled against my chest, but firm. "We heard you. Through the walls. And you're wrong."

She pulled back to look at me, her blue eyes fierce as her hands rested on my chest. "It's like Hana said. We all need to take responsibility. I have agency. I knew the risks when my implant expired. I messed up by not getting it renewed on time." Her jaw tightened, and she huffed out a breath. "But I also messed up by not telling you or Mari that I was late. That's on me."

Sleep didn't come easily that night. Hana swapped places with Mari, wanting to show Piper her care and support. So Mari and I went back to bed, holding hands, but silent as we climbed under the sheets and settled into a comforting closeness.

I lay in the darkness with Mari curled against my side, acutely aware of Piper and Hana's quiet voices through the thin wall. Processing. Working through the fear and relief in a whispered conversation that I couldn't quite make out.

"You're not sleeping either," Mari murmured against my chest.

"Can't shut my brain off."

"That's new," she said dryly. "You? Overthinking something?”

I huffed a quiet laugh. "Fair point."

Her hand found mine in the darkness and threaded our fingers together. "We'll handle it. Tomorrow. Together."

"Yeah."

But sleep still didn't come.

Seven arrived with the alarm I'd set the night before. All four of us moved through our morning routines with unusual quiet—coffee brewed, showers taken, clothes chosen with more care than usual, as if we were preparing for something significant.

"CVS first," Mari announced, checking her phone. "Then the clinic opens at nine. I already made appointments."

"When did you do that?" Piper asked.

"Around three, when I couldn't sleep. Planned Parenthood has an online portal.” Mari's smile was slight. "Might as well be productive with insomnia."

The Leaf was crowded with all four of us, but nobody suggested taking two vehicles. We needed to do this together.

The CVS parking lot was nearly empty that early. Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as we navigated toward the family planning aisle. A teenage employee stocking shelves glanced up, then quickly looked away when he registered what we were shopping for.

"Trojans or Durex?" I asked, studying the overwhelming wall of options. I leaned closer to examine one brightly colored box. “They make flavored?”

"Both," Mari said decisively, ignoring my curious question and grabbing two boxes of each. "And we're getting the variety pack—some of the others. Large, of course,” She said, narrating her selections. “We’ll figure out what works best. And lube." She tossed two different lube packages into the hand basket.

The cashier—a woman in her fifties with kind eyes and a knowing smile—rang up our purchases without comment. But as she handed over the bag, she said quietly, "Good for you. Being responsible."

"Thank you," Piper said, and I heard the relief in her voice. Validation from a stranger that we weren't completely screwing this up.

Back in the Leaf, nobody spoke as I drove toward the Planned Parenthood clinic. Abortion might be illegal in Texas, but the organization shifted focus to family planning and women’s health. The building was small and discreet, with a few protesters gathered near the entrance, holding signs about life and sin.

"Ignore them," Mari said firmly as we approached. "They don't know our story."

“Apparently, they don’t know their side won.” I shook my head, remembering the decades-long struggle over Roe v. Wade, the Dobbs ruling that overturned it, and the Texas legislature’s swift response by banning abortion in the state.

Inside, the waiting room was quiet. A receptionist greeted us with professional warmth, handing over clipboards with forms. We settled into chairs that were too close together, filling out medical histories in silence.

When they called us back, we went together—all four of us trying to cram into the consultation room together until the nurse practitioner smiled and said, "I appreciate the solidarity, but I need to see you individually for exams."

Piper went first. I sat with Mari and Hana in the waiting room, my knee bouncing with nervous energy until Hana's hand settled on it, stilling the motion.

Twenty minutes later, Piper emerged. "Confirmed negative. She wants to see me again in two weeks for the retest, and I can get a new implant inserted today if I want."

"Do you want to?" Mari asked.

Piper hesitated, glancing at me. "Can we talk about it first? After everyone's seen the doctor?"

"Of course, babygirl,” I said, knowing that we were long overdue for that adult conversation.

Mari went next, then Hana. Both confirmed their birth control status—Mari admitted she'd been relying on the rhythm method tracking, a diligent routine she’d learned from her mother. Hana's implant was current for another eighteen months.

When they called my name, I stood, a strange sensation of being the only man in a women's health clinic. But the nurse practitioner—a woman named Dr. Wilson—immediately put me at ease.

“An STI panel is standard," she explained, prepping for the blood draw. "We'll also do a basic fertility check—sperm count and motility—if you're interested in knowing your baseline. And don’t mind leaving a sample.”

"Yeah," I said. "That would be good to know."

She worked efficiently, labeling vials. Then she paused, meeting my eyes. "Your partners mentioned you were considering a vasectomy. Would you like to discuss that?"

"Maybe. I don't know." I rubbed the back of my neck. "I'm forty-two. Wasn't planning on kids before all this. But now..."

"Now it's complicated," she finished gently. "Vasectomies are reversible, but success rates decrease over time. If there's any chance you might want biological children in the future, I'd recommend waiting until you're certain."

"That's what I figured."

"The good news is you have options. Condoms work. Your partners are getting their birth control sorted. You don't have to make permanent decisions today."

Relief washed through me. "Thank you."

"Come back in a week for your results. We'll go from there."

She left me alone with a plastic cup for my sample. I don’t need to give you the details, but with my three lovers, I had plenty of memories to inspire me.

Back at Pelican Point, we gathered around the dinette with the afternoon sun slanting through the windows. Water was the beverage of choice. I’d been jittery all morning; caffeine was the last thing I needed.

"We need to talk about what this means," Mari said, breaking the silence. "The scare. The clinic visit. What we're actually building together.”

I nodded, my hands wrapped around the cold water bottle for something to hold onto and ground me. "Yeah. We do."

Piper had been quiet since we left the clinic, her fingers tapping an anxious pattern against the table. Hana noticed and covered Piper's hand, stilling the motion.

"What's wrong, babygirl?" I asked gently.

She looked up, blue eyes swimming with something I couldn't quite read. Fear, maybe. Or guilt.

"I need to confess something," she said quietly, then stood up facing the table.

Mari turned toward her. "What's wrong?"

"I knew I was late. Before Galveston." Her voice wavered as she looked at me. "I didn't tell you because... part of me wanted to see what would happen."

The words hung in the air. I felt my chest tighten, but I kept my expression neutral. "What do you mean?"

"I kept thinking—so what if I am pregnant? Like, would that be so bad?" Tears spilled over, tracking down her cheeks. "You as a dad, us raising a kid together... it felt right. Scary as hell, but right."

Hana's voice was gentle. "So why didn't you say anything?"

"Because I was scared you'd think I was trying to trap us. Or that I was being irresponsible." Piper's hands fisted at her sides. "And I felt like I was betraying you. Ryan—you trust me, and I kept this huge secret while I wrestled with what I actually wanted."

I stood and cupped her face in my hands, thumbed away the tears. "Babygirl, you're allowed to have complicated feelings. You're allowed to want things that scare you."

"But now you're talking about a vasectomy, and I'm panicking." Her voice broke. "What if you change your mind? What if we want a baby someday and you're already snipped?"

She looked at Mari and Hana, then back to me.

"Shouldn't we all agree before taking that step? I know it's your body, Ryan, your choice. But I..." She steadied herself, straightened her shoulders, and focused on me. "I want to be a mom, specifically the mother of your child. I've never seen a better model of a father than you."

The confession landed like a physical weight. I pulled her tightly against me, wrapping her in my arms, and felt her shake against my chest.

"You didn't betray me," I murmured into her hair. "You were processing. That's allowed."

Mari's voice was quiet from across the table. "I've been thinking about it too. Not actively, but... watching you with us. The way you take care of people." She met Piper's eyes. "You're not wrong about the role model father thing."

Hana shifted in her seat, her expression thoughtful. "I hadn't let myself think that far ahead yet. But..." A small smile. "Piper's right. We should decide together. All of us."

I guided Piper back to her seat, but kept my hand on her shoulder. Grounding. "I'm not getting a vasectomy tomorrow. Or next month. It was just... me trying to be responsible after screwing up.” I looked at each of them in turn. "If kids are something we want—any of us, all of us—then we plan it. Together. When we're ready."

“But, when would that be?" Mari asked, processing timelines. "Piper's twenty-five. Hana's twenty-eight. I'm thirty-two. You're forty-two. Biology doesn't wait forever."

"No," I agreed. "It doesn't. But we also just barely got through a pregnancy scare. We're building a business. We don't have to decide everything today."

"But we need to know if it's even on the table," Piper said, her voice stronger now. "Because if it's not—if you don't want kids, Ryan, or if any of us don't—we need to know that."

Silence settled over the table. Heavy with implications. The thought of her walking away was like a cold blade under my ribs. If I lost any of them…

"I never thought about kids before," I admitted. "My entire life was about building my business. After that, it was a matter of escaping the corporate world. Then it was barbecue and finding you.” I paused, glancing at Piper, then each in turn. “Each of you. But I have to admit watching you all together? The way we've built this family? I can see it. Someday. If that's what we want."

"I want it," Piper said immediately. "Not now. But someday."

Mari nodded slowly. "Me too. Eventually. After we're established. After the business is stable."

Hana's response came quieter. "I don't know yet. My parents would... it would not be easy. But I'm not saying no. Just... not ready to say yes. I would love to be the fun aunt, though.”

That broke the tension, and we all chuckled at Hana’s dry humor.

"Then we table it," I said, after a pause. "We use condoms until everyone's implants are current. We don't make permanent decisions until we're all sure. And we revisit this conversation in six months. A year. Whenever it feels right."

"Agreed," Mari said, and I heard the relief in her voice.

Piper leaned across the table and grabbed my hand. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner."

“It’s okay, babygirl. You were figuring it out. That's what we all do."

Through the window, the Gulf waves rolled steady and sure. Outside our small world, the competition season waited. Practice cooks. Merger paperwork. The daily rhythm of building something that mattered.

But inside, we'd just navigated something bigger than brisket or business plans. We'd faced the question of permanence—what we were building, and whether it could hold the weight of a future neither planned nor entirely unwanted.

The answer wasn't clear yet. But the fact that we could ask it together, process it without panic, and defer the decision without resentment?

That felt like progress. Like moving closer to permanence, and that thought didn’t frighten me.


CHAPTER 12
THE BRINE CONCLUSION


Thursday morning arrived with the comforting aroma of coffee, the sound of waves through open windows, and a sense of normalcy. I emerged from the bedroom to find Mari at the dinette with her laptop, Piper at the stove making eggs, and Hana measuring coffee grounds for another flask of her pour-over coffee.

"Morning," I said quietly, noticing their coffee cups were empty.

Three voices responded in unison, and despite yesterday's emotional gauntlet, I couldn't help smiling at the domestic symphony that remained after our uncertain day.

Breakfast unfolded without mention of the pregnancy tests sitting in the bathroom trash. Nobody brought up the clinic visit or the family conversation that had stripped us all bare. We just... existed together as we ate scrambled eggs and toast while enjoying Hana's perfect coffee. The Gulf breeze through the windows reminded us that the world kept turning.

“A practice cook today?" Piper asked, breaking the comfortable silence.

"Korean brine chicken," Hana confirmed. "Need to dial in the timing before the next competition."

"I'll prep the offset," I said, grateful for the familiar task.

My phone buzzed.

A text from my attorney:

Check your email.




I handed my phone to Mari as I pulled out my laptop, opened the attachment, and clicked the e-sign link. I turned the screen so we could all see it as Mari scanned and read the highlights aloud. The terms and conditions of the merger. Equal twenty-five percent stakes. Seoul Fire BBQ Fusion will be integrated as a division of Chef's Kiss Barbecue.

"That was fast," Piper observed.

“He is efficient, which is why I keep him on retainer. He helped my business grow with mergers and acquisitions.” I replied.

Mari scrolled through the document. "Looks clean. Standard liability protections, voting procedures, and termination provisions.

“Termination?” Hana's voice carried a slight edge.

"Standard legal language," Mari assured her. "Every partnership agreement has exit strategies. Doesn't mean we're planning to use them."

Hana nodded slowly, but I saw the tension in her shoulders. The permanence question we'd wrestled with last night wasn't just about babies. It was about everything we were building.

"Let's review it together," I suggested. "Make sure we all understand what we're signing."

We crowded around the dinette, four people reading legal prose that somehow felt more intimate than any contract should. Voting procedures. Profit distribution. Decision-making authority. The mechanical framework for what we'd already been living.

"This section," Piper said, pointing to a clause about creative control. "It says Hana retains final approval on all Seoul Fire fusion concepts, and I retain final approval on traditional BBQ applications. That's what we agreed, right?"

"Right," Hana confirmed. "You don't mess with my gochujang, I don't mess with your Jalapeño Girl sauce."

"And if we disagree on something that crosses both domains?" I asked.

Mari tapped another section on the screen. "Majority vote. Any three partners can override one dissenting vote. But it requires discussion first—no ambush voting."

“And if it’s a tie?” Hana asked?

“Effectively tables the decision. We don’t act without a discussion and a fair majority vote. A democracy," I said. "Not dictatorship."

"Exactly." Mari looked at each of us in turn. "Everyone comfortable with this?"

Piper nodded immediately. Hana took longer, her fingers drumming before she nodded too, then leaned forward.

"I need to say something first," she said quietly.

We waited.

"Seoul Fire was mine. My grandmother's recipes. My vision. My way out from under my parents' expectations." Her dark eyes met mine, then Piper's, then Mari's. "Giving it up—even to become part of something bigger—it's scary."

"We're not taking it away," Piper said gently. "We're just... sharing the load."

"I know. And that's what makes it okay." Hana's slight smile was genuine. "I've spent three years doing everything alone. Building walls. Keeping everyone at arm's length because trusting people meant risking disappointment."

She looked at me. "Then you three showed me what partnership actually means. What family can be when you choose it instead of just inheriting it."

Mari's hand found Hana's across the table. "We're choosing you, too."

"I know." Hana took a steadying breath. "So yes. I'm comfortable with this. More than comfortable. I'm ready."

We signed the documents electronically, one by one, making them legally binding. My lawyer would file the change to the state to make it official. But seeing our four names on a legal contract somehow felt less binding than the unspoken commitments we'd already made to each other.

"There,” Mari said, shutting the lid on the laptop. “We're officially merged."

"At least we didn’t accidentally merge," Piper said, and the joke broke the remaining tension. We laughed. Too hard, maybe, but it felt good to release the pressure.

"Practice cook," I said, standing. "Let's get back to what we're actually good at."

The outdoor kitchen became our sanctuary. I built fires in both smokers while Hana prepped chicken with that surgical precision I'd learned to appreciate. Piper mixed her dry rubs, measuring and adjusting by feel rather than recipe. Mari organized our prep stations, fine tuning the details.

The Korean brine chicken went on at ten. Hana had calculated the timing down to the minute—two hours total, with specific temperature checkpoints to test whether her technique could scale up to competition quantities.

"Temp check at noon," she announced, setting a timer. "If the skin's developing right, we'll know the brine concentration is correct."

Around eleven, I found myself watching them with a growing pride. Hana's focused intensity as she monitored temperatures. Piper's casual grace as she tested the sauce’s viscosity. Mari's quiet satisfaction as she updated the competition calendar on her phone.

My family. Not by blood or law, but by choice. By showing up every day and choosing each other again.

"What are you thinking about?" Hana asked, catching me staring.

"How lucky I am," I said honestly.

"We're all lucky," Mari corrected. "That's how this works."

The noon temp check confirmed Hana's calculations. The chicken skin was developing perfectly—crisp exterior, moist interior, the Korean brine working its magic without waterlogging the skin.

"This is it," Piper said, examining the test piece. "This is what we serve in two weeks."

"Agreed," Mari said. "Add it to the competition protocol."

We ate the test batch for lunch, sitting in our Adirondack chairs under the awning, watching the Gulf waves roll steadily against the shore. The chicken was perfect. The day was perfect. The quiet contentment of four people who'd survived a crisis and come out stronger was perfect.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. Competition prep. Business logistics. The ongoing navigation of a relationship structure that didn't come with an instruction manual. Maybe, someday, we’d continue the family planning conversation we'd opened but not resolved.

But today? Today we had smoke and fire and each other.

That was enough.

More than enough.

It was everything.


CHAPTER 13
THE SINISTER FAMILIA


Monday morning arrived with the smell of hickory smoke and the sound of waves through open windows. We'd settled into our routine—Hana measuring coffee grounds for her pour-overs, Mari updating the practice schedule, Piper sketching logo variations at the dinette. I tended the offset smoker outside, building the fire for our Korean brine chicken test.

The practice cook had become our sanctuary. After the pregnancy scare, the clinic visit, the heavy conversations about permanence and family planning—we needed this: smoke and fire, and the patient art of making something beautiful from raw ingredients.

"Temp's holding at 250º,” I called through the open door.

"Chicken goes on in twenty minutes," Mari confirmed, checking her phone. "Hana, how’s the brine looking?”

"Ready." Hana emerged from the RV carrying the prep tray, six thighs glistening with her Korean brine treatment. Two weeks of testing had perfected the formula—salt concentration, timing, the delicate balance that created crispy skin without waterlogging it, and still keeping the chicken meat tender and moist.

Piper joined me at the smoker, her hand finding the small of my back. Casual intimacy that had become second nature. "How are you feeling, daddy?"

"Good, babygirl." I kissed her temple. "Really good."

And I was. Our quartet had found its rhythm. The rotation worked. The business was formalized. We'd survived the challenge of an unplanned pregnancy scare and come out stronger. It felt like we'd built something stable and lasting.

As I loaded Hana’s prepped chicken on the grill grates, the sound of tires on gravel pulled my attention from the smoker.

A crimson Ford F-350 rolled into Pelican Point's main drive, diesel engine rumbling. I didn't recognize the truck, but I immediately sensed Mari’s energy shift. Her whole body went rigid, phone forgotten in her hand.

"Fuck," she whispered.

The truck parked directly in front of our site—blocking our exit, I noticed. Deliberate. Territorial.

Salvador Torres stepped out, moving with that patriarchal authority I'd seen at competitions. Fifty-something, barrel-chested, silver streaking his dark hair. He wore pressed jeans and a Los Torres Barbecue polo, boots polished despite the beach setting.

His eyes swept our setup with cold assessment. The Winnebago. The custom trailer with Hector's smoker. The way the prep tables were arranged in our established configuration. Then his gaze landed on Mari, and his jaw tightened.

"Marisol," he said, not a greeting. It was a summons.

Mari set her phone down carefully. I saw her hands trembling slightly before she fisted them. "Papá. What are you doing here?"

"We need to talk." His tone left no room for negotiation. "Ahora."

Piper moved closer to Mari, a subtle show of solidarity. Hana set down the empty chicken tray, her posture straightening, and I closed the smoke chamber lids. I stayed by the smoker, but every instinct screamed to step between them.

"I'm busy," Mari said, her voice steadier than her hands. "We're in the middle of a practice cook."

Salvador's eyes finally acknowledged the rest of us. His gaze lingered on me—calculating, dismissive. Then Piper. Then Hana. His lip curled slightly.

"This won't take long." He pulled a stack of folded papers from his back pocket. "I know you went to the clinic last week. Planned Parenthood, ¿en serio? What are you doing with your life, mija?"

Mari froze. "How did you⁠—"

But Salvador was already unfolding another folded paper. For the looks of it, a form for an LLC that hadn’t been publicly posted yet. "And this. Chef's Kiss Barbecue with Seoul Fire Fusion? Twenty-five percent owner?” His dark eyes locked on hers. "You think I wouldn't find out?"

Salvador's eyes narrowed at Mari's silence. "Marisol, this has gone on long enough. You're not going to have a family with this man." He gestured dismissively at me. "You're not staying with this loco company. You're coming back to Los Torres, where you belong. Familia over everything."

Piper scoffed beside me. "She has a family. Right here."

Salvador's gaze flicked to her with barely concealed contempt. "You don't understand our culture, güerita. This is family business."

"You sound like my parents," Hana said quietly, her voice carrying more steel than I'd ever heard. "Control disguised as tradition."

Salvador's jaw tightened, but before he could respond, Mari stepped forward. Her hands had stopped trembling. Something had shifted in her posture—from defensive to dangerous.

"How did you know about the clinic?" she asked, her voice deadly calm. "That's private medical information."

"I have friends everywhere, mija. People who care about you, and let me know when you're making mistakes."

"Your friends." Mari's laugh was bitter, but her eyes narrowed, making a connection. “The same friends that you introduced to Jorge? The ones who got him arrested?"

Salvador's expression flickered—just for a second, but I caught it. So did Mari.

"That's none of your concern," he said.

"You brought him into it, didn't you?" Mari's voice rose. "Your business. Tried to make him part of the family."

The word now had a sinister undertone that made my gut tighten, then twist.

"Familia takes care of familia," Salvador said, his tone hardening. “Jorge was weak. Made mistakes. Couldn't handle the responsibility."

"Responsibility,” Mari repeated the word, as if it tasted foul and she wanted to spit it into the sand. "Is that what you call it? When the Feds came, when Jorge got sentenced to fifteen years, you called that responsibility?"

"He made his choices⁠—"

"And when it went to shit, you brought me back home." Mari's voice cracked, but she didn't back down. "Tried to pass me to the next one. Who was it going to be, Papá? Sergio? One of your socios?"

The silence that followed felt like the moment before a smoker backfires—pressure building, ready to explode from a grease fire. Mari’s eyes widened from shock to fear as she put something together, something sinister.

"You were protected, mija," Salvador said finally, his voice cold as January wind. "Provided for. That's what Familia does."

"I was currency,” Mari shouted, hands fisted at her sides. "A way to bind your deals. A-and Mamá knew."

Salvador's expression went flat—the look of a man who'd revealed too much and knew it. "Your mother understands loyalty. Something you've forgotten."

"Get out," Mari said. "Now."

Salvador studied her for a long moment, then shifted his gaze to me. "You think you can protect her? Keep her safe from what she's running from?"

"She's not running," I said quietly. "She's choosing. There's a difference."

"We'll see." Salvador turned back to Mari. "You want to play at independence? Fine. But when you need family—real family—don't come crying back." He paused at his truck door. "I'll see you at the next competition. Los Torres will show you what a real Familia looks like."

The diesel engine roared to life. We stood in silence as the crimson truck disappeared down the gravel drive.


CHAPTER 14
THE ALERT CONDITION


Before the dust settled, Mari pulled out her phone with shaking hands.

"Mari—" Piper started.

"I need to call her," Mari murmured. "I need to know."

She walked away from us, phone pressed to her ear. Walking into the sand toward the waves of the Gulf. Under the breeze, I heard her voice—tight, controlled, breaking.

"Mamá? Did you know? About Papá's business. About why he wanted me with Jorge.”

Silence. Then Alva's voice, tinny through the speaker. I couldn't make out the words through the distance and the waves, but the tone was careful. Evasive.

"That's not an answer," Mari said—another pause. "I knew... what? What did you know?"

More silence.

"He was using me as currency, Mamá. To secure favor with them. And you let him."

Whatever Alva said next made Mari's shoulders hunch. "It is exactly that simple. I have to go."

She hung up. Stood there for a moment, phone pressed to her chest, staring at the horizon like she couldn't quite believe the conversation had ended. Then she turned back to us, tears streaming down her face.

Piper moved first, wrapping Mari in her arms. Hana appeared with a water bottle from somewhere, her movements efficient even in crisis. I stayed back, giving them space but ready to step in if needed.

"I knew he was controlling," Mari said against Piper's shoulder. "I didn't know he was... this."

"You don't have to deal with him anymore," I said. "We've got you."

"He can't touch you here," Piper murmured. "You're safe."

"And at championships," Hana added, her voice quiet but fierce, "we'll beat him. Prove you made the right choice."

My gut tightened and twisted. Mari wasn’t coming clean with everything that had shocked her. The fear in her eyes was new, sinister.

Mari pulled back from Piper, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. The tears had left tracks through the dust on her face—evidence of the morning's work interrupted by her father's ambush.

"Should we be concerned?" I asked carefully, unsure how to wade into these trouble waters. "What is this actually about?"

Mari's jaw worked for a moment before she answered. "I don't know the details. Jorge was involved with Los Hermanos Del Mar. The Gulf Cartel—that's what got him fifteen years in federal prison for money laundering and trafficking charges. I think my father might be, or may have always been, too. But..." She shook her head. "I might just be going crazy. I don't know enough to be sure."

"You're not crazy," Hana said quietly. "Your father tacitly admitted he tried to 'make' your ex-husband. That's not normal family business."

The sound of footsteps on gravel made us all turn. Chuck approached from his RV pad beside ours, but the easygoing beach bum demeanor I'd grown used to had vanished. His posture was different—focused, assessing. The way he scanned our setup and the road Salvador had taken reminded me of security consultants I'd hired for the startup.

"Why was Salvador Torres here? What did he want?” he asked, and even his voice had changed. Flatter. More controlled.

“He’s Mari's father," Piper said. "He's... complicated."

"Complicated how?" Chuck's eyes swept our defensive formation around Mari, the tension still crackling in the air. "That didn't look like a family reunion."

Mari took a shaky breath. "He wants me back on his competition team. Los Torres Barbecue. When I said no, things got ugly."

"How ugly?" The question came sharp and professional.

"Ugly enough that he knows about private medical appointments and LLC filings before they're public record," I said carefully. "Ugly enough that he implied connections to criminal organizations."

Chuck was quiet for a long moment, his gaze tracking back toward where Salvador's crimson truck had disappeared. When he spoke again, his coastal drawl evaporated completely.

"You don't get a competition rig like Los Torres on taco truck margins," he said, almost to himself. His eyebrows raised like an lightbulb had gone off. "Custom smoker, top-tier equipment, full-time crew. Somebody's bankrolling that operation." His eyes cut back to Mari. "And in my experience, that somebody usually wants something in return."

Something cold settled in my gut. This wasn't the retired Coast Guard beach burnout making connections. This was something else entirely.

"Chuck—" Mari started.

"I wasn't kidding when I said I know a guy," he interrupted, his tone leaving no room for doubt. "Let me make some calls, get some confirmations. I've got resources you don't know about."

Mari looked between us, clearly processing options and risks. Then her gaze shifted to the smokers still running behind us, the practice cook we'd abandoned when Salvador arrived.

"Hill Country is next week," she said, and I heard her anger dissolving into something rawer. Fear. "We have seven days to perfect four proteins, and I can't... W-we don't have time for this."

"We make time," Piper said firmly. "Chuck handles whatever this is. We handle barbecue. That's how teams work."

"Should we be concerned?" I asked Chuck directly. "What are we actually dealing with here?"

Chuck studied Mari for a moment before answering. “Has your father ever mentioned the Los Hermanos Del Mar? Does he know Sergio Esteban?”

Mari's face hardened. “Jorge—my ex-husband—he was involved with them. Sergio… cold eyes… esto es una locura. I’m going crazy.”

"You're not crazy," Chuck said quietly. He pulled out his phone, flipped through things, and showed Mari the screen. "This Jorge?”

Mari's sharp intake of breath was answer enough.

“Fuck. Okay, thought so." Chuck pocketed the phone. "Let me make those calls. You focus on Hill Country. Competitions have witnesses, cameras, and judges. They won’t do anything with a crowd around."

“They?”

“Del Mar.”

My blood turned to ice. “And after the competition season?" I asked.

"Cross that bridge when you get there." Chuck's expression softened slightly. "For now, you've got a week to get ready for Fredericksburg. To show Salvador what you've built is better than anything he could offer."

"I have a contact at DEA," I said, as the pieces started falling into place. "Government contacts from my startup days. Should I reach out?"

Chuck's eyes sharpened with interest. "Yeah. Do that. Run Salvador Torres through him. See what flags. Don’t mention me or my name. Ryan—this is top secret.”

The way he said it—like he already knew what would come back—made the hair on my neck stand up.

"Who are you really, Chuck?" The question came out before I could stop it.

He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Right now? I'm your neighbor who's good at asking the right questions in the right places. That enough?"

It wasn't. But Mari's hand found mine, squeezing once. Later. We'd figure it out later.

"Thank you, Chuck,” Mari said quietly.

Chuck nodded once and headed back to his site, looking around with alert eyes at the trailers nearest to us. I watched him go, processing the shift in dynamics. Our easygoing neighbor had just revealed layers of competence and connections that went way beyond being a retired Coast Guard officer.

And the way he'd recognized Jorge’s photo without hesitation? That wasn't casual knowledge.

"Babe?" Mari's voice pulled me back. "You okay?"

"Yeah," I lied. "Just processing."

"Process later," Hana said firmly. "Chicken's at 157º. Thirty minutes to pull."

"Ribs need another hour," Piper added. "Bark's developing nicely.”

I checked the brisket probe. "195º. Probably another hour in the wrap."

Mari pulled up her practice schedule, fingers moving with mechanical precision. Processing through action. Controlling the controllable. I ran my fingers through my hair, letting go of the panic, and embracing the denial I needed until we had confirmation of … what?

"We run this same cook tomorrow," she said, interrupting my thoughts. "And then twice more. We'll have it dialed in perfectly."

"And then?” Piper asked.

“Then, we rest, pack, and drive to Hill Country. To Fredericksburg.” Mari's dark eyes met mine. “There we’ll show Salvador exactly what we've built."

We didn’t forget what happened with Salvador or Chuck; we just let it linger in the back of our minds as the week that followed became a blur of smoke and precision. Competition prep filled all of our focus.

Over the next few days, we ran the same simulated competition run three more times. Korean brine chicken with Hana's adjusted timing. Ribs with Piper's Jalapeño Girl glaze. Pork shoulder with our competition rub. And brisket with the bark and smoke ring that had taken me months to master. Hector’s offset smoker worked 24-7, holding temp as we fed it wood and flowed smoke over our four different proteins.

With each cook, we shaved minutes off our time. Found efficiencies in our choreography. Hana's knife work got faster. Piper's sauce application was more consistent. Mari's turn-in box arrangements approached perfection. My fire management became instinctive—reading the smoker's mood through sound and smell rather than constant temperature checks.

Two days later, my DEA contact called back. I stepped away from the outdoor kitchen to take it, watching the sunset paint the Gulf in oranges and purples.

"Salvador Torres," Agent Carlos Martinez said without preamble. “I can confirm his name is in our system. He’s a person of interest in relation to Los Hermanos Del Mar, the brothers of the sea, aka the Gulf Cartel. Suspected involvement in money laundering operations, but nothing actionable. He's careful. Keeps his hands clean."

"Is he dangerous?"

"To your girlfriend? Probably not directly. But he runs with people who are. Del Mar has been known to be ruthless.” A pause. "Wait—where are you calling from? You're not in Austin anymore, are you?"

"Corpus Christi area," I said. "Been here since I cashed out last year."

The silence that followed was longer than comfortable.

"When exactly did you move there?" Martinez asked, his tone shifting.

"September. Why?"

"Because Los Hermanos Del Mar operates out of Corpus Christi, Ryan. That's their territory. Port access, access to the intercostal waterway, the bay, and marina traffic. They run cash businesses up and down the coast, which we suspect is part of their money laundering operations run by Salvador Torres.” Another pause. "If you're in his backyard dating his daughter, you need to be very fucking careful."

My stomach dropped, icy tendrils of fear. "I didn't know⁠—"

"Of course you didn't. That's why I'm telling you now." Martinez's hushed voice carried the weight of experience. "Stay alert. Don’t make any sudden changes? But you need to have a plan."

"What kind of plan?"

"The kind where you're not living in an RV park with minimal security in the middle of his operational zone." A beat. "You said Corpus area—where specifically?"

"Pelican Point. Mustang Island."

"Jesus Christ, Ryan." Martinez actually laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You're parked on a primary surveillance point for the Port Aransas corridor. That's a major smuggling route."

"How was I supposed to know that?"

"You weren't. But now you do. Get security cameras. Don’t vary your routines; they are probably watching you, and a change might tip them off. And seriously consider relocating after competition season ends. Salvador might tolerate his daughter's defection, but he won't tolerate her broadcasting his business to federal contacts."

A long pause. "Ryan."

"Yeah?"

"Right now, you're looking like a federal undercover contact. You see that now?"

"Right. Got it."

I thanked him and hung up, my hands shaking slightly. Mari was watching me from the prep table, her expression carefully neutral.

"Person of interest," I said quietly. "Nothing actionable, but he's connected." I hesitated. "Martinez says we're in Salvador's operational territory. Pelican Point overlooks a smuggling corridor."

Mari's face went pale as she made the connections. “That’s how he knew. Eddie’s. The marina… ” She couldn’t name the rest, but I could tell by her eyes she was making connections.

"I didn't know⁠—"

"I know you didn't." Mari’s jaw tightened with frustration. "But my father did. He knows exactly where we are. Has probably known since the day you parked here. The night I met you and Piper.” She nodded once, processing as her eyes shifted. “Fredericksburg will have 150 teams and judges from three states. Doesn't get more public than that." She looked at me. “We’ll be safe there. Away from here.”

"Exactly." But the knowledge of what we had stepped into the middle of made my chest tight. I had to protect my family, but from whom? From what?

Later, Chuck stopped by with his own report. Catching Mari and me sitting in the Adirondack chairs watching the color of the sky as sun dipped toward the horizon behind us. His usual beach casual attire had been replaced by something sharper—cargo pants with too many pockets, a tactical watch I hadn't noticed before.

"Salvador Torres moves money for the Gulf Cartel," he said without preamble. "Stays three steps removed from actual operations. Smart. Careful. Dangerous if cornered, but unlikely to risk exposure over a daughter's defection."

"How do you know that?" Mari asked.

Chuck's smile was thin. "I told you. I know a guy."

"How long have you been here?" I asked. "At Pelican Point."

"Eighteen months. Arrived six months before you did."

"And you just happened to be right next to where we parked?"

"I didn't arrange your spot assignment, if that's what you're asking. But when Salvador Torres's daughter moved into my surveillance zone?" Chuck shrugged. "I started paying closer attention."

He turned to Mari. "Watch your back at Fredericksburg. And maybe invest in some security cameras for the RV."

"Already ordered them, on Ryan’s friend’s advice,” Mari said. "Arrive tomorrow morning.”

"Good." Chuck's expression shifted slightly, something almost protective crossing his features. He tapped on his pockets, then reached in and pulled out an old flip phone and tossed it at me. “Burner. Has my number. Don’t call it, I’ll call or text you. Keep it on you at all times. I’ll be at Hill Country watching. You won't know where, but I've got your back. We’ve heard some chatter; something might be going down.”

“We?” I asked. “Who’s we?”

Chuck’s eyes lifted and locked onto mine. “Ryan. We never had this conversation.” He turned and walked back to his motorhome, shutting the door.

After he left, I scanned his RV, looking at it closer than I ever had. The satellite dish on the roof was larger than standard. The solar panel array was more extensive than needed to meet a retiree’s power needs. And now that I was paying attention, I noticed the way he positioned his lawn chair—always with sight lines to the main road, the marina, and our site.

"He's not retired Coast Guard," I said to Mari quietly.

"No," she agreed. "He's not."

"Does it matter?"

She considered that. "Not if he's on our side."

"Is he?"

"I think so. But I also think we're going to find out in Fredericksburg.”

The next day, we rested. Watched movies on the pull-out bed, all four of us tangled together in a way that had become natural over the past weeks. Nobody mentioned Salvador, cartels, or Chuck's mysterious resources. We just existed together, recharging.

The following morning, Mari called her mother from the mid-cabin bathroom. I heard the conversation through the thin walls—brief, stilted, painful.

"I'm competing at Hill Country," Mari said. "I wanted you to know."

Alva's response was too quiet to make out.

"I'm not asking you to choose between us," Mari continued. "But I am choosing myself. For the first time in my life."

When she emerged from the bedroom, her eyes were red, but her shoulders were straight.

"She's not…” she said, unable to complete her thought. "She said it would upset Papá if she took sides.”

Piper wrapped her in a hug. Hana squeezed her hand. I just pulled her close, letting her process in silence.

Mari and I finally came clean and told Piper and Hana the sketchy details of what we knew. They asked questions, but we didn’t know the answers. We could only control what we could, and that remained competing as planned, just with more awareness of what might be happening around us.

We packed the Winnebago's undercarriage storage with our equipment. Hector's custom smoker was locked down in the trailer with our prep tables, turn-in boxes, Piper's sauce arsenal, Hana's knife kit, and Mari's organizational systems—everything we'd built over three months of learning to work together. Then I installed security cameras around the RV, giving me full coverage with motion sensors.

When we hit the road. Mari drove the first shift, Piper riding shotgun with navigation pulled up on the console display. Hana and I settled on the sofa in the main cabin, her head on my shoulder, both of us watching the Gulf Coast landscape roll past.

"You nervous?" she asked quietly.

"Terrified," I admitted. "Not about the barbecue. About Salvador. Del Mar.”

"He can't touch us there. Too many witnesses." Hana repeated what we’d told her, what Carlos and Chuck had told me.

"I know. But after..." There was a time limit, but it was also uncertain. I couldn’t let my imagination go wild.

"After? We figure it out." She tilted her head to look at me. "Together. Like we always do."

Through the windshield’s reflection, I saw Mari's hands tighten on the steering wheel. Piper's hand rested on her thigh—grounding, reassuring. In the rearview mirror, Mari's eyes met mine—a slight nod. We were ready.

The Hill Country BBQ Championship competitors sprawled across the Fredericksburg fairgrounds, 150 teams from across Texas and beyond. We pulled into our assigned spot after an almost four-hour drive. I immediately spotted the crimson Los Torres rig one row over. We were practically neighbors.

Salvador stood beside his smoker, arms crossed, watching us park. But he wasn't alone. Two men in suits, pressed jeans, sunglasses, and expensive boots flanked him—the kind of guys who looked like they'd never touched a smoker in their lives but knew exactly how to make problems disappear.

Mari shifted the RV into park, ready to disconnect the trailer. She took a slow breath, turning to face us from the the cab. "Let's show him what we've built.”


HANA’S TEXAS BRISKET BIBIMBAP


Ingredients

Yesterday’s brisket, sliced thinly

Rice, steamed white

Egg, fried, sunny side up

Vegetables, steamed or sauteed: mushrooms, spinach, carrots, bean sprouts, etc

Gochujang Sauce (Hana recommends O’Food from HEB)

Instructions

Heat or cook steamed white rice

Slice brisket in thin slices

Sautè your preferred vegetable with garlic and sesame oil to taste

Whisk together gochujang paste, sesame oil, garlic, soy sauce, sugar, and rice vinegar

Assemble in a bowl with rice on the bottom, arrange vegetables and sliced brisket, top with a fried egg, and drizzle generously with the sauce.

Stir everything together and enjoy this fusion of Texas and Korean cuisines
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SNEAK PEEK - RADIANT HEAT

Chapter 1 - The Fredericksberg Setup

At Pelican Point, our Winnebago and trailer setup seemed large. However, at the Hill Country Championships in Fredericksburg, Texas, it was only medium-sized compared to the other rigs and setups around us. One hundred fifty competitors from six states were in attendance, ranging from families and amateurs to corporate-sponsored pros. The competition grounds were arranged in a series of arcs, with thirty-foot lanes between adjacent bends. We set up in a forty-foot by twenty-foot rectangular lot in the third row. Los Torres, because of its size, was assigned an even larger lot in the front row.

There was one row between us, but we had a direct line of sight into Los Torres’s setup, meaning both camps could watch the other. Mari stared out at her father, standing on the top of their crimson goose-neck trailer and surveying his team as they set up their gear.

“Are we just gonna stare at ‘em?” Piper asked, nudging Mari. “Come on, Mar, we do our talking with Ryan’s meat.”

I snorted, and Mari’s hard stare finally broke as she slapped Piper’s shoulder. Hana laughed into her fingers as she got out and headed to unhook the trailer.

“You’re right,” Mari said, turning toward the trailer with a grim expression. “Let’s focus on what we can control, kicking ass.”
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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.
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Hank Dolworth pens scorching hotwife and freeuse tales brimming with sizzling sex, mind-melting orgasms, and feel-good romance.
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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.
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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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When tech burnout meets Texas BBQ, sparks fly hotter than hickory smoke.

Ryan Mitchell cashed out of the startup world and hit the road in his RV, seeking something real. He found it in the smoky art of barbecue—and incredible women who'd change everything.

Full of witty banter, explicit heat, and mouth-watering BBQ, this contemporary harem romance serves up age-gap attraction, polyamorous passion, and the ultimate found family. Each book is a complete 2-hour read of Ryan's adventures as he learns that the best things in life are worth the wait—and the heat.

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

Chef’s Kiss Barbecue

https://books.macklandry.com/chefs-kiss-barbecue


HOME OFFICE HAREM
AGE GAP HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dive into the complex world of Matt Lewis—a flawed workaholic wrestling with his demons and the intoxicating pull of taboo desire. Grasping at straws after his wife leaves him, he hires the tempting babysitter next door as his nanny while he figures out the next steps.

Home Office Harem

https://books.macklandry.com/home-office-harem


THE CANDY MAN’S HAREM
A SUGARY SWEET MFF+ HAREM FANTASY ROMANCE


Dominic Butterworth inherited the Rocky Cove Candy Company after his grandfather's death. Dom has focused on preserving his grandfather's legacy and has started trying his secret recipes. Things shift when his co-workers start looking at him differently. Can love be mixed in without destroying what he's built?

The Candy Man’s Harem

books.macklandry.com/rocky-cove-candy


CASCADE MOUNTAIN HAREM
SECOND CHANCE HAREM ROMANCE


Kurt Darby's impromptu vacation in the Cascade Mountains takes him back to growing up nearby and some old friends from high school. The years have passed, but Kurt and Amy's connection as teenagers sparked a fire between the old flames. Kurt's challenges grow when Amy's friends join them to spend a wild weekend in Amy's mountain cabin resort.

Cascade Mountain Harem

books.macklandry.com/cascade-harem


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.

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: Goodreads icon]
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