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Adult-only fiction. Consent-forward.

All characters are 18+

Thank you for choosing this book. I'm curious:

Did Owen's hand on Claire's shoulder in Chapter 6 feel like more than a yoga adjustment?

Did the moment Claire realized Aaron was never going to see her break your heart a little?

And did the ending of Book 1 leave you needing to know what happens next?

Share your thoughts in a review—I read every single one, and your voice helps this story find readers who need it.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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A Note from Caden Rowen
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I didn't set out to write a story about mistaking longing for love. But once Claire showed up in my head — setting a 5:15 AM alarm for a man who didn't notice her — I couldn't look away.

Claire doesn't have a villain. That's the point. Aaron isn't cruel. He's just indifferent. And indifference, it turns out, is its own kind of damage — because it leaves you no one to blame but yourself.

Owen was never supposed to be the love interest. He was supposed to be the backdrop. Then he kept doing these quiet, unbidden things — adjusting a student's pose, staying late to lock up, refusing to pretend he was fine — and I realized he'd been the story all along.

This is Book 1. It's the part that hurts. The part where Claire builds a man out of stolen glances and wishful thinking, and doesn't realize what's standing right beside her.

If you've ever loved someone who only existed in your head — this is for you. You're not foolish. You were just looking in the wrong direction.

Okay. Deep breath. Let's start on a Tuesday morning, with a woman who set her alarm fifteen minutes early for someone who didn't even know her name.

Content warning: This story contains depictions of one-sided infatuation, emotional unavailability, workplace tension, and the quiet devastation of being overlooked. No graphic content in Book 1. Book 2 contains explicit intimacy — consent-forward and emotionally grounded.

— Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 "First Morning"
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The alarm went off at 5:15 AM.

Claire's eyes fluttered open to darkness, the city outside still breathing its quiet, pre-dawn breath. For a moment, just a second, she forgot why she'd set it. Then yesterday's conversation in the office breakroom trickled back. Aaron, mentioning he'd started 6 AM yoga. How it helped him "center before the chaos."

Her heart did that familiar little skip, the one she'd conditioned herself to associate with any piece of information about him. She sat up, the apartment cold on her bare feet. On her phone screen, the Serenity Flow Studio booking confirmation glowed.

Self-improvement. That's what this was. Aaron liked women who were disciplined, who took care of themselves. Women with purpose. She needed to be one of those women.

Her yoga mat, still stiff with newness, smelled faintly of plastic and promise. The morning air bit at her exposed ankles as she walked the four blocks to the studio. The city was asleep. Garbage trucks rumbled in the distance. A single streetlight cast a long, wavering shadow ahead of her, and she walked straight through it, as if crossing into another world.

The studio door opened with a soft click. Warmth. And light—not harsh fluorescence, but the gentle, amber glow of lamps set low against exposed brick walls. The wooden floor was clean, scented with something like sandalwood and maybe lemongrass. It was quiet. So quiet compared to the constant buzz of her thoughts.

She chose a spot near the back, unrolling her mat with nervous precision, making sure its edges ran perfectly parallel to the lines in the wood. Other people drifted in, silently laying out their own mats, faces soft with sleep. They all seemed to know what they were doing. Claire felt like an imposter in her new leggings and slightly-too-tight top.

Then the instructor walked in.

He moved with an unhurried grace, his dark hair slightly messy, bare feet silent on the floor. He didn't have the sculpted physique of a gym trainer; he was lean, with the quiet strength of a willow tree. He had kind eyes—dark, a little tired—but she didn't linger on them. She was here for herself. Well, for Aaron, really. It was the look of someone carrying something heavy.

He greeted the class with a soft, deep voice. "Good morning. I'm Owen. Find your seat."

His voice was calm. Steady. Claire found herself unconsciously straightening her spine, wanting to be presentable for him, before catching herself. Wrong person. Not that it mattered. Maybe Aaron came to this studio too. Maybe she'd run into him someday, post-class, both of them glowing and centered. He'd suggest coffee. She'd say yes, and it would feel like the universe aligning.

"Let's begin with breath," Owen said, moving around the room. "Inhale to expand. Exhale to release."

Claire closed her eyes, trying to follow. But her mind wouldn't quiet. Did Aaron like the way she'd styled her hair for the presentation yesterday? He'd smiled when she passed him in the hall. Was that a real smile or a professional courtesy? She should have worn a different shirt. This one made her look boxy.

Owen's hands found her shoulders. The touch was so light she almost missed it at first. Just a gentle pressure.

"May I?" he asked, his voice close to her ear. She jumped slightly, startled from her thoughts.

"Yes," she managed, her breath catching.

His fingers guided her shoulder blades down and back, creating space she hadn't realized she'd lost. "Just breathe here," he murmured. "Let your shoulders be heavy."

The contact lasted only a few seconds. His hands were warm. That was all. But in those seconds, the frantic thoughts about Aaron quieted to a whisper. For the first time that morning, she was just a body in a room, being guided, not judged.

Then he moved on.

The class flowed. Claire stumbled through sun salutations, her arms trembling in plank, her awkwardness a physical manifestation of her inner state. Owen moved with fluid ease, demonstrating poses, his adjustments always prefaced with that soft question, "May I?" His touch was respectful, clinical. A press on the lower back to keep it from arching in Downward Dog. A gentle turn of the hip in Warrior II. Each touch was brief, professional.

Yet with each one, a strange feeling bloomed in her chest. Something loosened in her chest. She didn't know what to do with it. She filed it away under "irrelevant" and kept breathing.

As they settled into final Savasana, Owen's voice floated through the dim room. "Notice how you feel. Without judgment. Just notice." Claire lay on her back, the morning light now filtering through the large windows, dust motes dancing in the golden beams. Her body felt heavy, loose. The knot in her stomach had loosened. For a moment, just a sliver of a moment, the world felt simple. Just her breathing. Just the quiet.

The class ended. People rolled up their mats slowly, the silence lingering. Claire stayed seated, stretching her hamstrings, suddenly reluctant to return to the noise of the day, to the anxiety that awaited her at her desk.

Owen was tidying blocks against the far wall. She watched him, his movements efficient and unhurried. He caught her eye and offered a small, tired smile. "Good job today."

"Thank you," she said, her voice sounding thin in the quiet space.

She packed up her things and stepped out into the now-awakening city. The morning rush had begun. The spell was broken. Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she walked toward the office.

It was him. Aaron.

Great insights in the meeting yesterday, Claire. Looking forward to seeing what you come up with for the Q3 pitch.

She read the message three times, then four times. Her heart hammered against her ribs, the familiar mix of exhilaration and self-doubt flooding her veins. He noticed. He actually noticed her contributions. This yoga, this discipline, this becoming— it was working.

She pushed through the glass doors of her office building, the recycled air immediately chilling her skin.
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CHAPTER 2 "The Observer"
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Wednesday mornings, the 6 AM class runs lean. Eight, maybe nine regulars. The ones who don't come for the trend. I know their mats, their patterns, their tells.

I check the roster before they arrive. Her name is on it.

Claire. That's the name on the roster. I remember her from Monday, the new one with the nervous energy that practically vibrated off her mat. She unrolls hers today with the same meticulous precision, lining it up perfectly with the floorboards before sitting, spine unnaturally straight, waiting.

I lead them through the opening meditation. "Let the breath be your anchor. Wherever the mind wanders, gently guide it back." My own mind wanders, but I don't guide it back. I let it drift to last night. To Caroline.

We were in our bedroom, the one we still shared but hadn't truly shared in months. The streetlight outside cast a pale, jaundiced rectangle on the floor. I reached for her, my hand on the curve of her waist, trying to bridge the vast, silent expanse between us in the queen bed that always felt too big.

She flinched. Not a big movement, just a subtle tensing of muscle under my palm. But I felt it.
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