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            "There are men who watch because they have no power, and men who watch because they have chosen to give it away. The second kind feel it twice as hard."
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The gravel crunched under Owen's tires and Sloane was already leaning toward the windshield, eyes on the lake through the tree line, making that soft sound she made when something surprised her pleasantly. He killed the engine and sat there a second, watching her take in the house—cedar and glass, wrap-around deck, the lake going silver in the last of the August light—and felt the usual mixture of pride and something else he'd never named correctly.

Cole's house. Cole's arrangement. It always was.

Sloane stepped out in cutoff denim shorts cut high enough that the bottom of her ass showed when she stretched her arms above her head, and a loose white linen button-down she'd knotted at her navel. Thirty-one years old, dark wavy hair she never did anything about because she didn't need to, legs that went on too long for Owen to think clearly when she wore shorts. He'd watched men lose their train of thought for twelve years around this woman. He'd stopped being surprised by it. He'd never stopped noticing it.

Cole was on the deck with a beer in his hand like he'd been born holding it.

"Owen." The grin. "My man." And then his eyes moved to Sloane and something settled in his face—not changing, exactly, just landing. Like confirmation of something he'd already suspected. "And this is Sloane."

"That's me," she said, looking up at him.

Cole came down the steps barefoot, easy in worn jeans and a grey Henley, and he shook Owen's hand and pulled Sloane into a hug that lasted three seconds too long, his hand flat against the small of her back. Owen felt the hug in his jaw.

"Three years I've been asking him to bring you," Cole said to her. Not to Owen. To her.

"He's protective," Sloane said, with the genuine laugh she used when she was comfortable.

"Obviously," Cole said, and he was still looking at her when he said it.

Jared and Nate were inside. Jared was at the kitchen island with a whiskey and stood up when Sloane walked in, immediately more animated than he'd been sixty seconds ago. Nate gave her a nod and a handshake, quiet the way Nate always was, but Owen watched his eyes do a single pass down her body when she turned away and felt the familiar low-current hum of this—of being the man who brought her into a room and watched what rooms did.

They ordered food. Cracked the first case of beer around eight. The table got loud with the usual garbage—last year's draft disasters, trade regrets, whose quarterback was cooked. Sloane sat between Owen and Cole, drinking hard cider, laughing in the right places, asking questions that were smarter than the guys expected, and Owen watched Cole turn toward her more and more as the night went on—elbows on the table, body angled away from everyone else, giving her his full attention like the three other men at the table had stopped existing.

It wasn't even subtle. Cole had never been subtle about Sloane. Every time they'd been in the same room—the live draft three years ago, Jared's party, the one bar thing after the Super Bowl—Cole had this particular ease around her that existed in no man's land between appropriate and not, the kind of ease that assumed permission it had never been granted.

Owen had never said anything about it. He'd thought about it constantly and never said anything.

They moved to the deck after ten. The lake went black and flat, the sky doing the thing it only did this far from a city, stars in quantities that felt slightly aggressive. Someone turned the interior speakers up so the music carried outside, low and bass-heavy. The beers kept coming. Sloane had moved to wine. Owen was on the far end of the deck with Jared, half-following something about receiver depth, and mostly watching Cole lean against the railing next to his wife with his shoulder six inches from hers, telling her something that made her throw her head back laughing—really laughing, the full thing—and put her hand briefly on his forearm.

Nate appeared beside Owen with a fresh bottle. Said something. Owen nodded without processing it.

Cole tucked a strand of Sloane's hair behind her ear. One she'd already tucked herself. Just reached over and did it, like it was nothing, like it was already his right, and Owen watched her not move away, watched something shift in her posture—softer, closer—and the thing he'd been carrying in his chest for years got heavier and warmer and stranger.



Midnight. They were all back inside, the lights dimmed down to almost nothing, bottles collected on the coffee table, music still going. Sloane was on the sectional with her legs folded under her, wine glass mostly empty, flushed warm in the way she got when she felt genuinely good rather than performing good. Cole was next to her—turned toward her, not beside her, toward her, one knee up on the couch cushion between them.

He told a stupid embarrassing draft story. The table laughed. They went around. Owen told his. Jared told a disaster with a waiver pickup. Nate said four words. Cole turned to Sloane.

"You're in the circle. Contribute."

"I don't have a football moment."

"Any moment."

She considered. Hair behind the ear again. "Junior year. I told a guy at a party I was great at pool. Scratched on the break. Twice."

"Did you get the guy?" Jared asked.

"I did not."

"Did you deserve him?" Cole asked.

She met his eyes. "Probably not."

Cole smiled the kind of smile that didn't need anything else. Sloane looked at him a half-second too long before she looked away, and Owen watched her chest move with a breath she was trying to make invisible.

Then Cole reached over and tucked that same strand of hair behind her ear again—the one she kept moving—and said, quietly, "You deserved better."

Jared looked at his phone. Nate looked at the ceiling. Owen sat in the armchair across the room and felt his pulse in his throat.

"Owen," Cole said. Not looking at him. Still looking at her. "You've been watching all night."

Owen kept his voice flat. "Have I."

"You have." Cole finally turned, and looked at him directly, and there was no cruelty in it and no apology. Just certainty. "We all know what this is."

Sloane said, "Cole—" and it wasn't a warning. It was the sound of standing at an edge.

"Tell me I'm wrong," Cole said. To both of them. To neither.

The room was very quiet.

Owen looked at Sloane. She was looking back at him. Her expression was doing three things at once and she was waiting for him to set the temperature, the way she always did when the temperature was his to set.

He said, "You're not wrong."

It cost him something. He felt it leave him. Something else loosened to replace it.

Sloane held his gaze for one long moment—checking, reading him—and he gave her the smallest nod, barely anything, and he watched her exhale through her nose and turn back to Cole.

"Okay," she said.

Cole kissed her.



Slow. Deliberate. One hand along her jaw, tilting her face, and Sloane turned into it—that was the part that carved itself into Owen's memory immediately, the turning into it, not passive, actively moving toward Cole's mouth—and the kiss went deep and unhurried and she made a sound against his lips that Owen recognized from years of private knowledge, a sound he'd thought belonged only to him, and it hit him in the stomach and the cock simultaneously.

Jared looked up from his phone.

Nate watched from the armchair.

Nobody moved for a moment. Then Jared said, low, "Shit," and Owen almost laughed except his throat had seized.

Cole broke the kiss and looked at her face.

"There she is," he said.

She laughed—breathless, undone—"You are genuinely a problem."

"Tell me to stop."

She looked at Owen again. Owen said nothing. His hands were gripping the chair arms. His cock was already hard and had been for the last twenty minutes if he was being honest with himself.

She turned back to Cole. "Don't stop."

Cole pulled her onto his lap. Kissed her again, harder, both hands gripping her waist, and her hips rolled against him without consulting anyone, instinctive, and Owen sat across the room and watched his wife grind on another man's cock through two layers of denim and felt the world tilt.

Cole's hands moved under her shirt, found the bare skin of her ribs, and she inhaled sharply through her nose. He worked the knot of her linen shirt open and pushed it off her shoulders, and then reached behind her and unclipped her bra in one motion—one-handed, practiced—and pulled it off
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