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      Ava jolted awake, her heart racing. Is it truly possible to love more than one person equally?

      She looked over at the two sleeping beauties entwined in her sheets, their bare limbs intertwined, faces blissfully peaceful.

      Had she genuinely embarked on a three-way relationship? What hidden truths lay behind their tender smiles? Could this daring non-monogamous lesbian throuple truly thrive.
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      Ava Montgomery’s fingertips traced the gallery wall with deliberate slowness, the textured white paint whispering against her skin like a lover’s breath. The space pulsed with the last throes of preparation—the low, rhythmic hum of track lighting being tuned to just the right warmth, the hushed rustle of interns carrying portfolios like secrets, the sharp snap of black velvet drapes unfurling like a promise. Her gaze devoured the emerging collection: bold, geometric abstractions pressed against liquid-smooth figurative studies, each piece arranged with the precision of a kiss placed just below the ear.

      She paused beside Marco, the newest installer, as he crouched to adjust a bronze sculpture, his fingers brushing the metal with reverence. The way his biceps flexed beneath his rolled-up sleeves wasn’t lost on her, but neither was the tremor in his grip.

      “The patina on this piece drinks the light from the east,” she murmured, sinking to her knees beside him, close enough that the heat of her thigh might have grazed his if he’d dared to shift. Her green eyes followed the shadows pooling in the sculpture’s curves, the oxidized surface glinting like sweat on skin. “Rotate it fifteen degrees—toward the Klimt homage. Let it hunger for that gold leaf.”

      When he hesitated, her hand found his shoulder, fingers pressing just firm enough to feel the tension in his muscles coil tighter. “You matched the base to the floor’s undertones perfectly,” she purred, her voice a slow drag of silk. “That kind of attention to detail…” A beat. A breath. “It’s why I chose you.”

      Further down the corridor, Lily—the intern curator—stood frozen before a wall label draft, her chest rising and falling in shallow, nervous waves. Ava plucked the paper from her trembling fingers, their hands brushing just long enough to make Lily’s breath hitch. “Post-modern deconstruction of patriarchal iconography?” Ava’s eyebrow arched, her lips curling as Lily’s face flushed with recognition. “We talked about this yesterday, didn’t we?” Her thumb traced the edge of the revised text, slow, deliberate, as if teasing the spine of a book—or a lover’s collarbone. “The female gaze as both weapon and caress.” Her voice dropped, rich and dark as aged wine. “Yes. That’s the bite of it.”

      The fifth room stole her breath entirely.

      Between two slashes of neon graffiti—vibrant as the gasp of a kiss—hung a single oil painting: a woman’s back arched in something between ecstasy and ruin, her body rendered in thick, greedy strokes of impasto that made the air thicken. Violet and indigo swirled where her shoulder blades should have been, the exact hues Ava had drowned in during those 3 AM sessions, hunched over spreadsheets in the gallery’s infancy, a cigarette burning between her fingers, ash falling like confessions. The phantom scent of smoke curled through her memory now, bitter and familiar, and her knuckles paled against the wall. They’d told her a woman couldn’t build an empire on instinct and nerve. They’d been wrong. Mostly.

      Her phone buzzed against her hip, Cassie’s ringtone spilling into the silence—the opening bars of that Indigo Girls cover they’d once sung drunk and breathless at their senior talent show, bodies pressed close, lips brushing during the chorus like an accident neither had corrected.

      “Tell me you’re not still obsessing over the font sizes on the cocktail napkins,” Cassie’s voice spilled into her ear, warm and knowing, the way her hands had been that night in Barcelona, sliding up Ava’s thighs under the tablecloth.

      Ava’s shoulders loosened just enough to let the tension unspool. “They’re not cocktail napkins⁠—”

      “—they’re erotic textual artifacts, yes, darling, I’ve read your grant proposals.” A rustle, the sound of Cassie shifting the phone to her shoulder, the clink of a spoon against ceramic—Earl Grey, two sugars, the way Ava liked it when she stole sips. “Did you at least eat today? I can hear your ribs rattling from here.”

      Ava’s fingers twitched toward the memory of stolen pastry. “I liberated a croissant from the caterer’s sample tray.”

      “Stolen carbs.” Cassie’s laugh was a slow, smoky thing. “How très scandal.” Another clink, the sound of tea being stirred like a thought too dangerous to voice. “Thursday’s still on, then? I want to hear about Jade’s new series before the vultures descend. I’ve been dreaming about it.”

      Ava’s reflection flickered across the painting as she turned, her silhouette bleeding into the bruised purples and fever-gold of the canvas. “You know I can’t play favorites.”

      “Please.” Cassie’s voice dropped, a velvet whisper. “You’ve been obsessed with her work since Berlin. I remember how you looked at that piece—‘The Unraveling’—like you wanted to lick the paint off the canvas.”

      Ava’s throat went dry. True enough. Jade’s art did something dangerous to the air—charged it, thickened it, made it taste like salt and skin and the slow drag of silk slipping off bare shoulders. But Cassie didn’t need the details. Not yet. “Bring decent champagne,” Ava deflected, her voice rougher than she intended. “The last bottle you opened tasted like finals week tequila and bad decisions.”

      Their laughter tangled together, familiar as the layout of the gallery, as the way Cassie’s fingers had once mapped the dip of Ava’s waist. As the call ended, Ava’s thumb lingered on the screen’s fading glow, the painting watching her with its bruised, hungry colors. She straightened her blazer, palms pressing flat against her thighs until the tremor in her hands stilled.

      The triptych on the south wall caught her eye next—three panes of fractured light slicing through oil-slick shadows, the kind of thing that made her think of teeth on skin, of breath held too long. Then her phone vibrated again, Cassie’s face filling the screen, steam curling around her like a halo, her lips parted as if she’d just been caught mid-thought.

      “Don’t make me remind you of Barcelona,” Cassie murmured, her voice layered with the rhythmic click of her keyboard, the sound of nails—painted that sinful red Ava loved—tapping against the keys. A loose strand of blonde hair clung to the curve of her neck, damp from the steam of her tea. “When was your last proper date? And don’t count that Swiss collector who tried to buy you with truffles and a Rolex.”

      Ava’s stomach tightened. She remembered the way his cufflinks had glinted under the gallery lights—cold, precise, nothing like the heat of Cassie’s hands.
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