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A Note from the Author
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This story isn't about revenge.

It's not about the "right" brother winning, or the "wrong" one losing. It's not even about the cheating—not really.

It's about what happens after. When the anger fades and you're left standing in an empty apartment, wondering if you were ever enough. When someone shows up, not with apologies or explanations, but with quiet patience and the kind of care that asks nothing in return.

Sophie didn't want to be saved. She wanted to remember what it felt like to be chosen—on purpose, with intention, by someone who saw her clearly and stayed anyway.

Callum didn't want to be the rebound. He'd loved her long enough to know the difference between being wanted and being needed. And he was willing to wait until she knew it too.

I didn't set out to write a love story. I set out to write the week after — when you're still answering emails and doing laundry and your whole life has already changed but nobody around you knows yet. Callum isn't a cure. Sophie doesn't need one. This is just what happened next.

There's heat here but it's not gratuitous. Every touch, every question, every moment of vulnerability serves the story. This is There's heat here but it earns its place. Every scene is in service of the story.

If you've ever felt like you lost yourself in someone else's betrayal, this one's for you.

If you've ever wondered whether you could trust again—whether you were brave enough to want again—this one's for you too.

— Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - "One Week Before the Wedding"
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I found the ring box before I found them. Tucked between Dylan's basketball trophies and a stack of old Sports Illustrated magazines. Small, black velvet. The same kind he'd used for my ring, which was currently snug on my left hand. For a few more minutes, anyway.

The key turned in the lock with a familiar click. I was supposed to be dropping off the last of the wedding favors—tiny succulents in handmade burlap pouches, because "rustic charm." A stupid idea now. The air in Dylan's apartment was stale, like closed windows and lingering takeout. My keys jingled as I placed the tray of tiny plants on his kitchen counter. That's when I saw the ring box.

Curiosity, mostly. I picked it up. Not my birthday. Not our anniversary. A "just because" gift from the man who rarely remembered to buy milk. I lifted the lid.

Empty.

The sound from the bedroom wasn't muffled well enough. A laugh—high and familiar, like a coworker I'd met once at an office holiday party. Then a grunt. A rhythmic squeak of the mattress frame I'd picked out myself from IKEA, spending an hour assembling it while Dylan played video games in the living room.

My body moved before my brain caught up. One foot in front of the other down the short hallway. The bedroom door was ajar. Through the crack, I saw a slice of skin. The back of a tattoo I recognized—Dylan's trident symbol, right between his shoulder blades. He was on top. The woman beneath him had red hair.

Not me.

Nothing came. Not rage, not tears. Just my own breathing, too loud in the hallway. I walked back to the kitchen. My ring was still on my finger. That felt wrong. I took it off.

I set it next to the succulents on the counter and walked out.

In my car, I blocked his number. At a red light, I blocked the woman's, whose name I found in my recent contacts—Jenna from accounting. Back in my own apartment, the one I was moving out of in two days, I called the venue.

"I need to cancel the September tenth reservation. The Miller-McCoy wedding."

There was a silence on the other end. "Oh, dear. Are you sure, hon? The non-refundable deposit..."

"I'll forfeit it. Please cancel the catering, the florist, the DJ. All of it." My voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. Calm, steady, business-like. Like I was canceling a subscription I no longer needed.

I made six more calls. The photographer. The dress shop. The bakery. Somewhere between the florist and the caterer, I stopped being able to hear myself talk. I was just dialing numbers and saying the same sentence. 'I need to cancel.' 'Yes, the whole thing.' 'No, I don't want to reschedule.'

Then I called my parents.

"It's off," I said when my mom answered. "The wedding."

"What? What happened? Was there a fight?" Her voice, usually warm and steady, fractured.

"No fight." I stared at my wedding dress, hanging in a garment bag by the door. A beautiful, expensive lie. "I found him with someone else."

The sound of my mother's sobbing echoed through the phone. My dad took the phone from her, his voice grim. "We'll be there in the morning, sweetie."

"I'm fine." The lie tasted like ash. "I don't need anything. I just need some space."

The next three days were a blur of cardboard boxes and quiet efficiency. My parents helped me move into a smaller, cheaper one-bedroom apartment that I could actually afford on my own. The lease was signed in my name only. Every box I unpacked was a rejection of shared spaces and future plans. The framed photo of us on the beach in Mexico went into a trash bag without a second glance. His favorite coffee mug, the one I bought him last Christmas, followed. Methodical. Detached.

Mutual friends sent texts. "Stayed neutral" was code for "chose Dylan." I didn't reply.

One week after the discovery, as I was arranging books on a new shelf, there was a knock at the door. Not a tentative rap or a loud pound. Three firm, measured knocks. Confident. Unfamiliar.

Through the peephole, I saw him. Callum. Dylan's younger brother. He was holding a cardboard box, the last of my things from Dylan's place, I assumed. I hadn't even realized anything was left behind. His hair stuck up the way it always did—like he'd just rolled out of bed, or never cared to fix it in the first place, and he wore that flannel shirt he seemed to live in. Hazel eyes that always looked too serious for his age.

I opened the door a crack. "What do you want?"

He didn't flinch at the ice in my tone. "You left some things." He held up the box. "Books. The ceramic mug you made in that pottery class. The picture frame with the pressed flowers from your grandma's garden." His gaze didn't waver from mine. "Dylan didn't want to go through them."

"He didn't want to face me, you mean." I reached for the box, but he didn't immediately release it.

"For what it's worth," he said, his voice quiet but clear, "I'm sorry. About everything."

He said he was sorry. It was not polished. It was not useful. It was just honest.

I tugged the box toward me. This time, he let go.

"He didn't deserve you," Callum said, the words almost lost in the sudden rush of blood in my ears.
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