
STICKY RICE & STREET FIRE

Book Two of The Flavour Hunters

by

Rowan Atlas



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STICKY RICE & STREET FIRE: BANGKOK

    

    
      First edition. July 14, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Rowan Atlas.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235258419

    

    
    
      Written by Rowan Atlas.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE | Different Kind of Heat

CHAPTER TWO | Taling Chan

CHAPTER THREE | Yaowarat at Night

CHAPTER FOUR | Egg, Fried, Once

CHAPTER FIVE | The Notice on the Post

CHAPTER SIX | Wat Arun

CHAPTER SEVEN | Meeting Fah Properly

CHAPTER EIGHT | Two Kinds of Real

CHAPTER NINE | An Uncomfortable Realisation

CHAPTER TEN | Learning the Boat

CHAPTER ELEVEN | Filming It Properly

CHAPTER TWELVE | The Committee Meeting

CHAPTER THIRTEEN | Nam Speaks

CHAPTER FOURTEEN | What the Video Did

CHAPTER FIFTEEN | The Second Page

THE END

Further Reading: Noodles and Neon - Tokyo

Also By Rowan Atlas

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CONTENTS

[image: ]


1.  Different Kind of Heat

2.  Taling Chan

3.  Yaowarat at Night

4.  Egg, Fried, Once

5.  The Notice on the Post

6.  Wat Arun

7.  Meeting Fah Properly

8.  Two Kinds of Real

9.  An Uncomfortable Realisation

10.  Learning the Boat

11.  Filming It Properly

12.  The Committee Meeting

13.  Nam Speaks

14.  What the Video Did

15.  The Second Page

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE

Different Kind of Heat
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Pippa Henley had a system now.

This was, she felt, an important upgrade from six weeks ago, when she'd stepped off a plane into Tokyo knowing precisely nothing about anywhere. Now she had a system: follow your nose, trust the crowd outside a restaurant more than the one inside it, and never, ever let Pieter finish a sentence about ratios before you'd already ordered.

"I have a system," she informed Pieter, the moment they stepped out of Suvarnabhumi Airport, and the heat hit them both like a wall.

It was not, she would admit approximately four seconds later, a system built for this kind of heat.

Tokyo's humidity had been a nuisance, something that frizzed hair and fogged glasses. Bangkok's was something else entirely, thick, wet, immediate, wrapping around them the second the airport doors slid open, carrying with it the smell of exhaust and frying oil and something green and sharp underneath, lemongrass maybe, or the ghost of chilli from a food cart three streets away that had somehow travelled the whole distance on the back of the humidity itself.

"Okay," Pippa said, fanning herself with the in-flight magazine she'd apparently forgotten to put back, "this is a completely different kind of heat."

"It's the humidity," Pieter said, already writing, notebook open before they'd even found the taxi rank. "Tokyo's was bad. This is worse. Higher moisture content in the air traps the heat against your skin rather than letting it—"

"Pieter, I don't need the science of why I'm sweating. I can feel the science happening."

"I'm just saying it's worth noting."

"Everything is worth noting to you."

"That's not inaccurate," Pieter admitted, and closed the notebook, mostly because a tuk-tuk had just roared past close enough to ruffle the page, three wheels and a canopy and an engine that sounded like it had opinions about being rushed anywhere.

They were, if anything, more confident than they'd been landing in Tokyo six weeks earlier, which Pieter if pressed, might have identified as exactly the kind of thing that goes wrong right before something goes wrong. They had a system now. They had a green notebook with one full city's worth of notes in it, tucked carefully into Pippa's daypack, its cover a little more worn than when they'd bought it, corners softened from two weeks of being carried everywhere. They had, in short, done this before.

Bangkok, it turned out, did not particularly care that they'd done this before.

*  *  *
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THEIR FIRST MEAL HAPPENED almost by accident, barely twenty minutes after checking into the hotel, when Pippa spotted a small noodle cart tucked into the shade of a side street, a woman working two woks at once with a speed that made Pieter's tamagoyaki-rolling look positively leisurely by comparison, steam and smoke rising in twin columns, the whole street thick with the smell of garlic and fish sauce and something else, something Pippa couldn't place yet but wanted immediately.

"System," Pippa announced, already crossing the street. "Follow your nose."

"That's not really a full system," Pieter called after her, though he followed anyway, because his own nose had led him to precisely the same conclusion.

The cart had no English menu, same as the yakitori counter all those weeks ago, and Pippa, feeling entirely capable after Tokyo, did what had worked perfectly well there: she pointed at a bowl a nearby customer was eating, gave her most confident smile, and held up two fingers.

The woman running the cart glanced at Pippa, really looked at her, the precise assessing look of someone deciding how much to trust a stranger's stomach, said something in Thai that might have been a question, and when Pippa simply nodded enthusiastically, shrugged in the universal gesture of your choice, your problem and got to work.

Pieter, watching the small mountain of dried chillies she added to the wok, not one pinch, but three separate, unhurried additions, each one going in like it was completely normal, opened his notebook and, for once, did not write anything at all. He simply watched, with the specific stillness of someone doing a probability calculation he did not like the answer to.

"Pippa," he said carefully, "I think that woman just asked you how spicy you wanted it, and I think you may have accidentally said 'yes' to something rather significant."

"I said the same thing I always say," Pippa said. "I smiled and nodded. That's basically my whole system."

"Your system worked in Tokyo because tamagoyaki isn't traditionally served with three separate helpings of dried chilli."

The bowls arrived a minute later, a rich, dark broth, noodles, a scattering of herbs, and a very small mountain of fried garlic on top that smelled, Pippa had to admit even before tasting it, genuinely incredible.

She took a large, confident, thoroughly Tokyo-system bite.

For approximately one and a half seconds, nothing happened, and Pippa allowed herself a brief, smug glance at Pieter, who was watching her with the caution of a scientist observing an experiment he suspected was about to go badly.

Then it happened.

It started somewhere at the back of her tongue and spread with what felt like genuine architectural ambition, climbing up through her sinuses, down her throat, out to the very tips of her ears, until Pippa Henley, who had eaten street food fearlessly across an entire city without flinching, who had once eaten a whole grilled chicken heart on a stick without so much as a raised eyebrow, made a small, strangled noise and grabbed for the nearest available liquid, which turned out to be a glass of iced Thai tea that did absolutely nothing to help and, if anything, seemed to make things marginally worse.

"Oh," she said, eyes streaming, voice several octaves higher than usual. "Oh, that's, okay. Okay. That's a lot."

"Milk," Pieter said, already flagging down the cart owner and pointing frantically at a nearby drinks stall. "Not water, water spreads capsaicin, milk actually helps break it down—"

"I don't need the science, Pieter, I need—"

A carton of cold milk appeared, procured with impressive speed by Pieter from a stall two doors down, and Pippa drank most of it in a single, undignified go, gasping slightly as the fire finally, gradually, began to bank down to something merely intense rather than catastrophic.

"Okay," she said finally, wiping her eyes, voice returning to something closer to normal. "New rule. New system rule. In Bangkok, we ask before we point and smile."

"I did try to mention that."

"You mentioned it approximately four seconds before it was too late to matter, which is not the same as a useful warning."

The noodle cart owner, watching all this with an expression that had shifted somewhere between concern and open amusement, said something to a nearby regular customer that made them both laugh, and slid a small plate of plain jasmine rice across the counter to Pippa without being asked, along with a sympathetic pat on the counter that needed no translation at all.

It was, once Pippa's mouth had recovered enough to actually taste anything properly, extraordinary, rich and complex in a way that made the residual burn feel less like punishment and more like the price of admission for something genuinely worth it, layers of flavour she hadn't even noticed the first time through, too busy being on fire to appreciate them.

"Okay," she admitted, considerably more humbly this time, eating small, careful, rice-buffered bites, "that might be the best thing I've eaten in my life. Possibly including the tamagoyaki. Don't tell Michiko."

"I won't," Pieter said, though he was smiling, notebook finally open again, writing something that looked, from the angle Pippa could see, suspiciously like Bangkok: system requires immediate revision.

It was while they were finishing the last of the rice-cooled noodles, the worst of the fire settled into a pleasant, lingering warmth, that Pippa noticed the girl.

She was sitting on an overturned crate at the edge of the noodle cart's small cluster of plastic stools, phone held up at a careful, practised angle, narrating something quick and fluent in Thai directly to camera, occasional English words dropped in, street food, Bangkok, spice level, with the easy confidence of someone who had done this exact thing hundreds of times before. She looked about their age, maybe a little older, dark hair pulled back neatly, completely unbothered by the heat in a way that suggested actual, lifelong immunity rather than Pippa's temporary, painfully earned tolerance.

She had, Pippa realised with a slight prickle of embarrassment, almost certainly filmed the entire milk incident.

The girl lowered her phone for a moment, caught Pippa's eye, and offered a small, polite, entirely unconvincing attempt not to look amused.

"First time with real Thai spice?" she asked, in English, careful but confident, an easy warmth underneath the teasing.

"That obvious?" Pippa said, still slightly hoarse.

"The milk was a good call," the girl said, nodding at Pieter with something like approval. "Most tourists just
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