
Table of Contents

Soft Flames (Threefold Desire, #11)

Chapter 1 – Embers

Chapter 2 – Close Enough to Feel

Chapter 3 – Old Sparks, New Heat

Chapter 4 – The Thing We Don’t Say

Chapter 5 – Watching

Chapter 6 – Heat Without Touch

Chapter 7 – Fracture Lines

Chapter 8 – Soft Flames

Chapter 9 – Pulling Away

Chapter 10 – What We Risk

Chapter 11 – Crossing Lines (Emotionally)

Chapter 12 – Jealousy, Unmasked

Chapter 13 – Choosing to Stay Warm

Chapter 14 – Rekindling

Chapter 15 – The Shape of Us

Chapter 16 – After the Heat

Chapter 17 – Glow

Sign up for David Smith jr.'s Mailing List


Soft Flames

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Embers
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The apartment had learned their rhythms.

Morning light slid across the floor at the same hour every day, catching on the low table, the edges of books, the back of the couch where someone always draped a sweater instead of hanging it up. Coffee brewed at seven. Shoes collected by the door in a messy, familiar pile. It was the kind of domestic harmony people mistook for passion cooling, when really it was passion settling into the walls.

Alex noticed the change first.

It wasn’t dramatic. No fights. No slammed doors. No sudden distance. If anything, they were gentler with each other lately—more considerate, more careful. That, more than anything, set Alex on edge.

He stood at the kitchen counter, mug warming his hands, listening to the soft sounds behind him. Mark flipping through his phone at the table. Jonah moving around the bedroom, drawers opening and closing as he dressed for work. Three lives braided together so seamlessly it was hard to remember when it had felt fragile.

But something had shifted.

Not away. Inward.

Mark looked up, catching Alex watching him. “What?”

Alex shook his head. “Nothing.”

Mark smiled, small and easy, and went back to his screen. No tension. No suspicion. And still—Alex felt it again, that low, almost-forgotten pull in his chest. Like heat buried under ash.

Jonah emerged a moment later, buttoning his shirt. His hair was still damp, curls looser than usual. Alex’s gaze snagged, uninvited. Jonah noticed—he always noticed—and paused, fingers stilling.

“What?” Jonah asked, mirroring Mark’s earlier question.

Alex almost laughed. “Do I have a look?”

“Sometimes,” Jonah said lightly. Then he leaned in, brushing a kiss to Alex’s temple before reaching for his keys. Casual. Familiar. Intimate in a way that no longer demanded attention.

That was the problem.

The kiss lingered after Jonah left, like a ghost of warmth. Alex pressed his lips together, trying to ignore the sudden awareness of his own body, of the space Jonah had occupied seconds ago.

Mark stood, stretching. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. Too quickly. He took a sip of coffee he didn’t want. “Just tired.”

Mark studied him for a beat longer than necessary. Not suspicious—curious. Open. It made Alex want to confess something he didn’t yet understand.

After Mark left, the apartment fell into its daytime quiet. Alex stayed behind, working from home, the silence wrapping around him. He tried to focus, tried to sink back into the comfort of routine. But his thoughts kept drifting—not toward sex, not exactly, but toward moments.

Hands brushing in hallways.
Shared looks held half a second too long.
The way Jonah’s voice dropped when he spoke late at night.
The way Mark had been watching him lately, too.
That evening, they regrouped like they always did—takeout on the couch, plates balanced on knees, a show none of them were really watching. Their shoulders touched. Jonah’s leg pressed warm and solid against Alex’s. Mark’s foot nudged Alex’s ankle absently, unconsciously.

Alex felt like a live wire pretending to be furniture.

“Did you finish that proposal?” Jonah asked Mark.

“Almost,” Mark said. “Alex helped earlier.”

Jonah glanced at Alex, smiling. “You always save us.”

Alex shrugged. “I like being useful.”

Jonah’s smile softened. “You’re more than useful.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

The room went quiet—not awkward, just... attentive. Alex became acutely aware of both of them looking at him now. Not hungry. Not demanding. Something gentler. Something that asked instead of took.

Alex’s breath caught. He didn’t know why.

“Hey,” Mark said, voice careful. “You sure you’re okay?”

Alex nodded. Then stopped himself. He exhaled slowly. “I don’t know. I feel... off.”

Jonah shifted closer. Not touching yet. Giving space. “Off how?”

Alex searched for language that wouldn’t turn into accusation or fear. “Like I forgot something important. And my body remembered before my brain did.”

Mark let out a soft huff of a laugh. “That’s not ominous at all.”

Alex smiled, grateful. “I don’t mean it badly. Just... different.”

They sat with that. The show continued in the background, canned laughter filling the gaps no one rushed to close. Jonah’s fingers brushed Alex’s wrist—accidental, maybe. Alex didn’t pull away.

Neither did Jonah.

The touch stayed.

Not gripping. Not claiming. Just present. And suddenly Alex’s chest felt tight, heat blooming slow and steady. This wasn’t the rush of early desire. This was something older. Deeper. The kind that scared him because it didn’t announce itself with urgency—it waited.

Mark noticed. Of course he did.

His gaze flicked to Jonah’s hand, then to Alex’s face. Something unreadable passed through his eyes—not anger, not hurt. Something closer to awareness. Maybe even longing.

Alex swallowed. “I don’t want things to change,” he said quietly.

Jonah’s thumb stilled. “Neither do I.”

Mark leaned in, forearms resting on his knees. “Change doesn’t always mean loss.”

Alex met his eyes. Saw the truth there—and the risk. “Sometimes it means fire.”

A beat.

Jonah smiled faintly. “Fire can be warm.”

Alex laughed under his breath. “Or it can burn everything down.”

Mark reached out then, placing his hand over Jonah’s, over Alex’s wrist. The contact sent a quiet shiver through Alex’s body. Three points of connection. Deliberate. Grounding.

“We’ll go slow,” Mark said. “Whatever this is.”

Jonah nodded. “No rushing.”

Alex let his eyes close for a second, breathing them in—familiar scents, familiar weight, familiar presence suddenly sharp again. Like embers stirred with careful hands.

When Alex opened his eyes, nothing looked different.

But he felt it.

The warmth hadn’t gone away.

It was waiting.
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Chapter 2 – Close Enough to Feel
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Saturday arrived without ceremony.

No alarms. No rushing. Just the muted light of late morning filtering through the curtains and the slow realization that no one had anywhere urgent to be. Alex lay awake longer than usual, listening to the apartment breathe—pipes shifting, the low hum of the city outside, movement from the kitchen.

Someone was already up.

He rolled onto his side and watched Jonah pass the bedroom door, barefoot, wearing one of Mark’s old shirts. It hung loose on him, soft with age. Jonah didn’t notice Alex watching, which somehow made the sight feel more intimate, like witnessing something not meant to be shared.

The smell of coffee followed.

Alex eventually joined them in the kitchen, hair still rumpled, body heavy with sleep. Mark stood at the counter, slicing fruit. Jonah leaned against the fridge, scrolling on his phone, shoulder relaxed, posture open.

They looked... comfortable. Domestic. So ordinary it almost hurt.

“Morning,” Alex said.

Jonah looked up first, smiling. “Hey.”

The smile lingered. Not flirtatious. Not coy. Just... present. Alex felt it settle somewhere low in his chest.

Mark turned next. “You sleep okay?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Better than I expected.”

Mark nodded, then went back to cutting. His movements were slow, unhurried. Alex watched his hands without meaning to—the way his fingers curled, precise and familiar. When had he started noticing hands again?

They ate together at the small table by the window. Knees brushed under the surface, once, then again. No one shifted away. Jonah’s foot stayed pressed lightly against Alex’s ankle, a quiet point of contact that made it hard to focus on anything else.

Conversation drifted lazily. A show they might watch later. Groceries they needed. A friend’s upcoming birthday. Ordinary words layered over something that hummed beneath them, unacknowledged but unmistakable.

Alex reached for the coffee pot at the same moment Mark did.

Their hands collided.

Not hard—just enough.

Mark’s fingers slid against Alex’s knuckles, warm, lingering a fraction too long. Alex looked up automatically, breath catching in a way that surprised him.

Mark froze.

For a second, neither of them moved.

The contact should have ended there. It didn’t.

Mark’s thumb brushed lightly over the side of Alex’s hand, not quite intentional, not quite accidental. Alex felt it everywhere.

Jonah noticed.

Alex didn’t have to look to know—he felt Jonah’s attention like a shift in air. When he finally glanced over, Jonah’s gaze was steady, unreadable. Not sharp. Not amused. Just aware.

Mark cleared his throat softly and withdrew his hand. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Alex said, too quickly. His voice sounded different to his own ears.

Jonah set his mug down. “I can grab the pot.”

“No,” Mark said. “I’ve got it.”

Another pause. Small. Weighted.

They finished breakfast slower than necessary, stretching the moment without admitting it. Afterward, Jonah started washing dishes while Mark wiped the table. Alex hovered uselessly, unsure where to put himself.

“Sit,” Jonah said, nodding toward the counter. “You’re just in the way.”

Alex smiled and did as told, perching on the edge. Jonah stood close as he worked, shoulder brushing Alex’s knee now and then. Each touch felt amplified, like skin remembering something it had forgotten.

At one point, Jonah reached past Alex for a towel. His arm crossed Alex’s chest, close enough that Alex could feel warmth without contact. He inhaled sharply before he could stop himself.

Jonah stilled.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

Alex nodded. “Yeah. Just—cold.”

It wasn’t convincing. Jonah’s eyes lingered on him for a moment longer than politeness required. Then he nodded and stepped back, giving space that felt like loss.

Mark leaned against the counter across from Alex, watching the exchange. His expression was soft, thoughtful. When Jonah turned away again, Mark’s gaze met Alex’s and held.

Too long.

Alex felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with nakedness. He swallowed, heart beating faster, and still neither of them looked away.

Jonah broke the moment by laughing at something on his phone. The sound snapped the tension without dissolving it.

Later, they sprawled in the living room—Jonah on the rug, Mark on one end of the couch, Alex in the middle. The afternoon sun warmed the space, casting lazy shadows. Mark’s arm rested along the back of the couch, close enough that Alex could feel it behind his shoulders.

Close enough to feel the heat.

Alex shifted slightly. Mark’s fingers brushed his shoulder as he did, the lightest contact. Mark didn’t move his hand away.

Alex didn’t lean into it.

Jonah rolled onto his back, eyes drifting closed. “You ever notice how quiet it gets on days like this?”

Mark hummed in agreement. “Feels suspended.”

Alex stared at the ceiling. “Like we’re waiting for something.”

Jonah opened his eyes, glancing at him. “Are we?”

Alex didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he knew.

The room held them gently. No declarations. No decisions. Just three bodies sharing space, every small movement suddenly meaningful.

A hand that could have moved but didn’t.
A look that lasted too long.
A warmth that hadn’t faded—only spread.
No one said anything.

But everyone felt it.
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