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Chapter 1 – The Rule
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The problem wasn’t desire.

It was what desire did to silence.

Mila knew that as she stood at the kitchen island, palms pressed flat against cool marble, trying to slow her breathing. The apartment windows were open, letting in the hum of late summer traffic from the street below. The city felt alive, restless — mirroring the energy tightening the air behind her.

Adrian leaned against the far counter, sleeves rolled to his forearms, jaw set in that careful, controlled way that meant he was already five moves ahead of a conversation no one had started yet.

Luka paced.

Of course he did.

Back and forth between the living room and kitchen like a storm looking for somewhere to land.

None of them spoke about what had almost happened the night before.

The almost-kiss.

The almost-choice.

The almost-shattered line.

Mila pushed off the counter and turned around. “We need rules.”

The words sounded steadier than she felt.

Luka stopped pacing. Adrian’s gaze sharpened.

“Rules,” Luka repeated, not mocking — but close.

“Yes.” Mila crossed her arms, as if bracing against an impact. “Because if we don’t have them, we’re going to cross something we can’t uncross.”

Silence settled between them.

It wasn’t awkward. It was charged.

Adrian straightened slowly. “What kind of rules?”

Mila’s pulse thudded harder at the question. The kind that kept her safe. The kind that kept them from unraveling.

“No more late nights alone,” she said first. “Not like yesterday.”

Yesterday had been a mistake of timing. A shared bottle of wine. Luka’s knee brushing hers under the table. Adrian’s hand lingering too long at her waist when he moved behind her in the narrow kitchen.

Then the look.

That look between the two men — not rivalry, not exactly — but something primal and aware.

And then Adrian’s fingers had tipped her chin upward.

Luka had stepped closer.

The air had gone thin.

And Mila had felt herself leaning in.

Toward both of them.

She swallowed. “And no touching that means something.”

Luka’s mouth curved faintly. “What qualifies as meaning something?”

She shot him a look. “You know exactly what.”

Adrian didn’t smile. He nodded once, decisive. “Physical boundaries. Agreed.”

Luka exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. “So we just pretend this isn’t happening?”

Mila’s stomach tightened. “We protect what we already have.”

“That’s not an answer,” Luka said, softer now.

It wasn’t.

What they had wasn’t simple friendship anymore. It hadn’t been for months. It was too intense. Too loaded. Every glance held weight. Every shared laugh lingered too long.

And the jealousy.

God, the jealousy.

Mila stepped around the island and moved to the window, needing space from both of them. “We said we weren’t going to risk this,” she murmured. “We agreed.”

Adrian’s voice came calm and steady. “We agreed because we weren’t sure what it would cost.”

“And now?” Luka asked.

Mila turned back.

Luka was looking at her, not Adrian. Always at her when things got raw.

She forced her voice to remain even. “Now we hold back.”

The words felt like pressing a bruise.

Adrian pushed off the counter and came closer — not close enough to touch, but close enough that she felt his presence like heat at her side.

“It’s not weakness,” he said quietly. “It’s discipline.”

Luka let out a low laugh. “You call this discipline? I call it torture.”

Mila’s breath hitched before she could stop it.

Adrian heard it.

Luka saw it.

The awareness between the three of them shifted — thick, electric.

Mila stepped away immediately. “See? That’s exactly what I mean.”

She needed clarity. Distance. Control.

“If we’re going to stay... whatever this is,” she continued, “we can’t blur lines every time we’re in the same room.”

Luka studied her face like he was searching for something deeper than her words. “And what if the lines are already blurred?”

Adrian’s jaw tightened slightly. He looked between them — measuring.

“That’s why we define them,” Adrian said. “Right now.”

He moved to the dining table and pulled out a chair, sitting with deliberate calm. It was such an Adrian move — turn chaos into structure.

Mila joined him across the table.

Luka remained standing for a moment longer before finally sitting beside her.

Too close.

Her thigh brushed his.

All three of them froze.

Mila shifted instantly, creating space. The movement felt louder than it was.

Adrian noticed.

Of course he noticed.

“Rule one,” Adrian said, voice steady. “No being alone together past midnight.”

Luka leaned back in his chair. “That’s specific.”

“It needs to be.”

Mila nodded. “Midnight changes things.”

It had changed everything yesterday.

“Rule two,” she added, “no physical contact unless it’s... normal.”

Luka’s brow arched slightly. “Define normal.”

“Handshake normal,” she said firmly. “Not hand-at-the-small-of-my-back normal.”

Silence again.

Adrian’s gaze flickered briefly to Luka.

There it was — that quiet undercurrent. Not competition. Not yet. But awareness.

“And if one of us feels...” Luka hesitated, searching for the right word. “Jealous?”

The word landed like a dropped glass.

Mila’s heart lurched.

Adrian didn’t look away this time. “Then we say it.”

“Immediately,” Mila added. “No brooding. No passive-aggressive silence.”

Luka’s lips curved faintly. “That aimed at me?”

“It’s aimed at all of us.”

Adrian inclined his head. “Radical honesty.”

Mila swallowed. The phrase felt heavy. Dangerous.

She nodded anyway.

They sat there, three people pretending they were building walls when really they were mapping a fire.

“Good,” Adrian said after a moment. “Then we’re agreed.”

Luka didn’t answer right away.

Mila turned slightly toward him.

His gaze was on her hands resting on the table.

Without thinking — without planning — she reached for him.

And for Adrian.

Her fingers laced instinctively through both their hands.

The contact was brief.

But it was everything.

Warm. Solid. Electric.

A triangle closed.

Time seemed to suspend itself.

Adrian’s fingers tightened reflexively around hers.

Luka inhaled sharply.

Mila realized what she’d done.

She pulled back instantly, heat flooding her face.

“I’m sorry.”

The word came out breathless.

No one moved.

Adrian’s composure fractured for half a second — just enough for her to see it. Luka looked like he’d just been handed something precious and dangerous all at once.

“That,” Luka said quietly, “didn’t feel like handshake normal.”

Mila forced a shaky laugh. “Exactly why we need the rules.”

Adrian rose from his chair, the scrape of wood against floor loud in the room. “We’ll follow them.”

It sounded like a vow.

But not a promise.

Luka stood too, restless energy returning. “And if we can’t?”

Adrian’s gaze shifted to him. Calm. Controlled. Unreadable.

“Then we reassess.”

Mila hated how much that word stirred something hopeful inside her.

Reassess.

She crossed her arms again, as if holding herself together. “We won’t need to.”

But even as she said it, she wasn’t sure.

Because the truth sat between them like a fourth presence.

They didn’t want to hold back.

They wanted to see what happened if they didn’t.

Adrian moved toward the door. “I have an early meeting.”

Of course he did. Retreat into structure. Into predictability.

Luka watched him go, then turned to Mila.

“You really think we can do this?” he asked softly.

She held his gaze longer than she should have.

“I think we have to.”

He stepped closer — careful now, deliberate.

Not touching.

But close enough that she felt the pull.

“That’s not the same thing,” he said.

Her breath caught again.

“No,” she admitted.

It wasn’t.

He studied her face for a long moment, then gave a slow nod — as if committing to something unspoken.

“Midnight,” he murmured. “I’ll remember.”

And then he walked past her, leaving her alone in the apartment.

Alone with the echo of their hands touching.

Alone with the truth she hadn’t said out loud.

Desire wasn’t the danger.

It was what happened when all three of them stopped pretending they could control it.
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Chapter 2 – Shared Space
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The email confirmation should have felt routine.

It didn’t.

Mila stared at her phone as the car pulled up in front of the lakeside retreat center — a renovated manor turned corporate escape, all glass walls and minimalist luxury. The drive from the city had been too quiet, each of them wrapped in their own thoughts, the unspoken rules from two nights ago hovering like invisible ink between them.

No late nights.
No meaningful touch.
Radical honesty.
She had repeated them to herself like a mantra.

Adrian stepped out first, calm as ever, already in professional mode. Dark blazer, composed posture, the kind of presence that made hotel staff stand straighter without realizing why.

Luka followed, stretching as though he’d just finished a workout instead of sitting through ninety minutes of tension.

Mila exhaled slowly and got out last.

It was just a two-day strategy retreat with a client. Meetings, presentations, networking dinner. Nothing dramatic.

Nothing personal.

Except they were sharing a car.

And apparently, now, something else.

Inside, the lobby was warm wood and quiet lighting. A fireplace flickered even though it wasn’t cold enough to justify it. The place smelled faintly of cedar and something expensive.

Adrian handled the check-in.

Mila wandered a few steps away, pretending to admire the view of the lake through the tall windows. She could feel Luka beside her before he spoke.

“This place is too romantic for a business trip,” he murmured.

She didn’t look at him. “It’s a corporate retreat.”

“Mm.” A pause. “With fireplaces.”

Her lips twitched despite herself. “Behave.”

“I am behaving.”

That was the problem.

Adrian approached, expression controlled but eyes sharper than usual.

“There’s an issue,” he said evenly.

Mila’s stomach dipped. “What kind of issue?”

“They overbooked. A wedding party extended their stay.”

Luka blinked. “And?”

Adrian held up two key cards.

“Only two rooms available.”

Silence.

It wasn’t dramatic. No music swelled. No one gasped.

But something shifted.

“Two rooms,” Mila repeated carefully.

“Yes.”

Luka huffed a soft laugh. “That’s manageable.”

Adrian’s gaze flickered between them, assessing. “It’s practical.”

Practical.

Mila nodded once. “Of course. We’re adults.”

She said it too quickly.

Adrian continued smoothly. “One room has a king bed. The other has a queen and a sofa.”

“I’ll take the sofa,” Luka said immediately.

Too immediately.

Mila turned toward him. “You don’t have to martyr yourself.”

He gave her a sideways look. “It’s not martyrdom. It’s logistics.”

Adrian’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

Logistics.

Yes. That was what this was.

Not temptation.

Not fate laughing at their carefully constructed rules.

Just logistics.

They rode the elevator in silence.

Mila stood between them.

She was aware of everything.

Adrian’s sleeve brushing faintly against her arm when the elevator shifted. Luka’s warmth at her back. The faint scent of his cologne — something clean and sharp that made her pulse misbehave.

She kept her gaze fixed on the numbers
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