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Chapter 1 – Sparks in the Quiet
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The apartment was warm with the kind of heat that came from bodies and simmering sauce, not the radiator.

Lena stood barefoot at the stove, wooden spoon moving lazily through the pan. Garlic and chili snapped in oil. The kitchen windows were cracked open despite the cold outside, letting in a thin line of night air that cooled her shoulders but did nothing to quiet the warmth under her skin.

Behind her, Mara leaned against the counter island, scrolling through something on her phone, though she hadn’t turned the page in several minutes. Her gaze kept drifting back to Lena’s back — the dip of her spine beneath the oversized shirt, the way her hair was twisted up loosely, strands escaping to brush her neck.

Rowan moved between them with a bottle of wine, topping off glasses that didn’t need topping. He did it anyway.

It was like this most evenings lately. Not dramatic. Not wild.

Comfortable.

Soft.

Almost too soft.

“You’re staring,” Mara said without looking up.

Rowan arched a brow. “You’re one to talk.”

She smiled faintly and finally put the phone down. “She knows we’re staring.”

Lena didn’t turn around, but her mouth curved. “I can feel it. It’s very distracting.”

“Is it?” Rowan asked, stepping closer behind her.

He didn’t touch her at first. That was the thing about the three of them — touch was rarely accidental. It was chosen. Weighted.

Mara watched the space between them tighten. Her pulse did something small and involuntary.

Lena finally leaned back, just enough that Rowan’s chest met her shoulders. His hand settled at her waist, fingers warm through the cotton. Casual.

Familiar.

Chosen.

“Sauce is almost done,” Lena murmured.

“We’re not in a rush,” Mara replied.

Silence, thick but not uncomfortable, wrapped around them.

Three people who had learned the architecture of each other’s bodies. Three people who had fought for this shape of love and decided it fit.

And yet.

There was something new in the quiet tonight. Something that didn’t quite belong.

Rowan stepped away first, clearing his throat softly. “I got an email this afternoon.”

Mara reached for her wine. “You say that like it’s scandalous.”

“It might be.”

That made Lena turn.

He held up his phone, hesitating just a fraction too long.

“From who?” she asked.

“A producer I worked with years ago. Back before... all this.”

Mara felt the shift immediately. Not visible. Not dramatic. But it was there — like a change in pressure before a storm.

“Producer,” she echoed lightly. “The intense one?”

Rowan’s jaw flexed. “Yes.”

Lena turned off the stove. The click of flame disappearing felt louder than it should have.

“What does she want?” Lena asked.

There it was.

She.

Mara hadn’t asked the gender. Neither had Lena. But they both knew.

Rowan exhaled slowly. “She’s launching a new project. Big funding. International push. She wants me to direct.”

“That’s huge,” Mara said automatically.

It was. It was the kind of opportunity that could put his name in places that had only ever brushed past it before.

Lena studied him carefully. “And?”

“And she wants to meet. Tomorrow night.”

Mara’s fingers tightened around her glass before she realized she was doing it.

Tomorrow night.

They had plans tomorrow night.

Nothing monumental — just their ritual. Fridays belonged to them. No phones. No outside world. Just the three of them, sometimes loud, sometimes quiet, always intentional.

Rowan noticed the flicker.

“It’s just dinner,” he added quickly. “Business.”

“Of course,” Lena said, too smooth.

Mara felt something small twist low in her chest. It wasn’t jealousy yet. Not fully formed.

Just... awareness.

“Did you tell her about us?” Mara asked.

Rowan hesitated.

That was enough.

“I didn’t think it was relRowant to the email,” he said carefully.

Silence again — but this one was different.

Lena reached for her wine now, though she hadn’t touched it earlier. “Is she single?”

“That’s not—”

“Rowan.”

He looked between them, reading too much in their expressions and not enough at the same time.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “She’s always been... intense. Work-first. But we had a good creative connection.”

Creative connection.

The words lingered in the air, too close to other words they all understood intimately.

Mara forced a smile. “Well. That’s good, right? We’ve always said we wouldn’t cage each other’s careers.”

Lena glanced at her quickly — too quickly.

“Yes,” Lena agreed. “We said that.”

They had said it.

They had said a lot of brave things when everything felt stable.

Rowan stepped forward, setting his phone aside like it had become heavier than expected. “Hey. This isn’t a threat.”

“No one said it was,” Mara replied.

But her tone had sharpened.

He crossed to her then, brushing his fingers over her knee. “It’s a meeting. That’s all.”

“And if it turns into more?” Lena asked softly.

All three of them froze at that.

More.

The word didn’t automatically mean betrayal. Not in their world. They had built their relationship on the belief that love could expand.

But expansion required consent. Conversation. Care.

Rowan’s gaze shifted, defensive flickering. “You think I’d just—”

“No,” Mara cut in quickly. “We don’t think that.”

But did they?

Or did they think exactly that — not because he was unfaithful, but because desire was unpredictable?

Lena stepped closer now, bridging the physical distance the conversation had created. She reached for Rowan’s hand and then for Mara’s, linking them between her palms.

“This isn’t about trust,” she said quietly. “It’s about... feeling it.”

“Feeling what?” Rowan asked.

“The shift.”

He swallowed.

There it was again — that subtle imbalance.

They had been steady for months. Strong. Confident in their triad. They had navigated outside interest before, even flirted with the idea of expanding once or twice.

But this was different.

This was someone from before.

Someone who knew him without them.

Mara felt heat creep up her neck. “Did you ever sleep with her?”

Rowan blinked. “No.”

“Did you want to?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

And that hesitation — small, human, honest — burned.

Lena’s grip tightened around both their hands.

“I might have wondered,” he admitted. “Once. A long time ago.”

The confession was careful, restrained.

But Mara felt it like a match struck against dry wood.

She laughed softly — not cruelly, but not gently either. “So she’s not just a producer.”

“She’s a professional contact,” he insisted.

“And an old almost,” Lena murmured.

That landed harder than anyone expected.

Rowan pulled his hands free, pacing a step away. “You’re turning this into something it isn’t.”

“Are we?” Mara asked.

The room felt smaller suddenly. The scent of garlic too sharp.

They had promised honesty. Radical, uncomfortable honesty.

And here it was — the first real test in months.

Lena moved first. She crossed the space between them and slid her arms around Rowan’s waist from behind, pressing her cheek between his shoulder blades.

“I don’t want to fight,” she said softly. “I just don’t want to be surprised.”

He relaxed slightly into her.

Mara watched them — watched the ease of it — and felt something unexpected flare inside her.

Not anger.

Not exactly.

But something close to possession.

She stood and stepped into them, pressing her body against Rowan’s chest this time, forcing him to meet her eyes.

“If you go,” she said quietly, “we go in knowing.”

“Knowing what?”

“That it might stir things.”

His breath hitched.

Jealousy had always been the sharpest current between them — not destructive, but powerful. They had used it before. Turned it into fuel. Into heat.

Tonight, it felt different.

Uncertain.

“I’m not choosing her,” he said firmly.

“We know,” Lena whispered against his back.

Mara held his gaze. “But if she chooses you?”

The question hung, heavy and electric.

Rowan reached up, cupping Mara’s jaw. His other hand found Lena’s wrist, keeping her anchored to him.

“I choose you,” he said, voice low. “Both of you. Every time.”

Mara believed him.

That was the dangerous part.

Because belief didn’t quiet the flicker in her stomach.

Lena slid around to face them both now, eyes dark, thoughtful. “Then go to the meeting.”

Both of them looked at her.

“But afterward,” she continued slowly, “we talk. All of it. No filtering. No protecting us from the truth.”

Rowan nodded.

Mara exhaled slowly.

The agreement settled between them — fragile, glowing.

Lena leaned up and kissed Rowan first. Slow. Claiming without being aggressive.

Then she turned and kissed Mara, softer but no less intentional.

Mara’s hands found both of them, drawing them back into the warmth they understood.

The fire hadn’t started yet.

But the spark had.

And somewhere, beneath the steady rhythm of their breathing and the quiet clink of cooling pans, jealousy inhaled for the first time — small, curious, and very, very alive.
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Chapter 2 – Heat Beneath the Surface
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Mara

She woke before the others.

That almost never happened.

Usually it was Lena — soft-footed, already half inside the day before the sun caught the windows. Or Rowan — restless, mind always running ahead of the clock.

But this morning Mara’s eyes opened to gray light and a tightness in her chest she couldn’t name.

For a moment she didn’t move.

Rowan lay on his back, one arm thrown above his head. Lena was curled into his side, her palm resting low on his stomach like it had fallen there in sleep and decided to stay.

Mara lay on his other side.

Close.

Touching.

Included.

And yet—

They don’t need me the same way anymore.

The thought came uninvited, sharp and humiliating.

She almost laughed at herself. It wasn’t logical. Nothing had happened. A dinner meeting didn’t dissolve a relationship.

But logic had never been the language of jealousy.

She studied them in the quiet. The way Lena fit against Rowan’s body so easily. The way his hand, even asleep, curved protectively at Lena’s hip.

Mara’s throat tightened.

When had she started watching instead of simply belonging?

She shifted slightly, and Rowan stirred. His eyes opened slowly, warm and unfocused until they landed on her.

“Hey,” he murmured.

She forced a smile. “Hey.”

“You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

He reached for her automatically, brushing his fingers over her shoulder. The gesture was familiar. Intimate.

But she felt like she was
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