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I wrote this book because I wanted to spend time with two women who were both a little too competent for their own good. One of them had a contract. The other had already started asking the right questions. Neither of them was interested in making this easy.

At the beginning, Riona tells herself this is just a job. Get close. Stay useful. Finish the contract. Celeste, meanwhile, sees more than she says and says less than most people can stand. That push and pull became the heart of the book for me — not just attraction, but the irritation of being seen by someone you were planning to lie to.

Book 1 was always going to be the sharpest version of their dynamic: failed attempts, bad timing, sharp suits, sharper conversations, and a dog with absolutely no respect for professional boundaries. I wanted the tension to feel real, but I also wanted the story to have room for humor, because Riona and Celeste are never more interesting than when one of them is trying very hard to stay in control and the other one notices.

Underneath all of that, this is really a story about choosing differently when the old version of your life would be easier. Riona knows how to complete a job. She does not know what to do with mercy, or trust, or a woman who looks at her like she already knows there is a second answer coming. Celeste knows how to run an empire, hold a room, and keep herself unreadable. What she does not expect is to want honesty from the person she should least be offering it to.

Thank you for reading Kill Me Once, Darling. If you enjoyed spending time with Riona, Celeste, and Bruno, leaving a review really does help the series find more readers.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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Chapter 1 - Riona POV - "The Job"
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The file landed in the dead drop. An SD card in a hollowed-out copy of Moby Dick left on a park bench. Tacky. Classic. Someone read too many spy novels as a kid.

Her apartment smelled of stale coffee and gun oil. A combination she’d come to associate with work. The card slotted into her laptop with a soft click. No password. One video file and a single text document.

The text was clean.

TARGET: CELESTE MARA

TERMINATION PREFERRED. ACCIDENTAL DEATH ACCEPTABLE.

TIMELINE: 30 DAYS

COMPENSATION: STANDARD RATE + 20%

SOURCE: ANONYMOUS

Anonymous meant money. Lots of it. It also meant you didn’t ask questions because you weren’t going to like the answers. Riona had learned that lesson the hard way. A lesson that still ached when it rained.

She opened the video.

Surveillance footage. High-end. A woman stepping from a black car, the door held open by a man built like a refrigerator. Celeste Mara moved like the world was a stage and she’d forgotten her lines but was determined to improvise with grace. A charcoal coat, dark hair pulled back from a face that was all sharp angles and neutral territory. She didn't smile. She didn't look around. She simply moved through the frame and vanished into a building that cost more than Riona would make in ten lifetimes.

Riona paused the video. The face filled the screen.

Pale skin. High cheekbones. A mouth set in a line that could cut glass. There was nothing soft about her. Nothing that suggested weakness. The profile Riona pulled up said she’d taken control of the Mara Syndicate at twenty-seven after her father’s conveniently timed heart attack. Five years later, the syndicate ran smoother, quieter, and with significantly higher profit margins. Celeste Mara didn't crack heads. She cracked balance sheets and let the consequences fall where they may. More effective. More cruel.

Riona’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

Her thumb found the callus on her trigger finger. A familiar, grounding roughness.

She’d stared at photos like this before. Men. Women. All of them reduced to a face in a file.This one held the screen longer than it should have. A stillness in the woman’s eyes that wasn’t peace. It was the quiet at the bottom of a very deep well. The kind of place you didn’t look into for too long.

The laptop fan whirred.

The coffee in her mug was cold.

Riona closed the profile. Opened a secure channel. Typed three words.

JOB ACCEPTED. V.

The ‘V’ for Voss. Unnecessary. Professional habit. A signature she couldn't shake.

The reply was instant.

WIRES ON COMPLETION.

No name. No face. Just a ghost and a pile of money.

She should have asked. Her history with anonymous clients was a highlight reel of bad decisions and new scars. But the money was the money. And a job was a job. It was cleaner than waiting for the past to catch up.

She booked a flight to the coast. One-way. Just in case.

Her own reflection in the dark monitor looked back at her, a ghost over Celeste Mara’s face. For a second, the two images overlapped. A flicker. Something about the jawline. A trick of the light.

Riona shut the laptop. The click was final. Loud in the small, stale room.

She didn’t believe in omens. But she’d learned to recognize a door you shouldn’t walk through.

She always walked through anyway. It was the walking away that was the problem.
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Chapter 2 - RIONA POV - "Attempt One"
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The shot was clean. The angle was clean. Everything about this was clean, right up until the dog. A fact Riona would meditate on later, from the safety of a very different city.

For now, there was only the rooftop.

A gravel surface under her boots, the grit a familiar texture. The air smelled of salt and distant traffic. A perfect perch. Three buildings away, diagonal. A high-velocity round would punch through penthouse glass like paper, then through a skull, then out the other side into a wall nobody would ever check. The wind was a steady, predictable breath from the east. Her calculations were solid.

She assembled the rifle with the economy of long practice. Each click a satisfying finality. No wasted motion. She settled prone, the stock nestled into the pocket of her shoulder, the cold of the metal seeping through her thin jacket. The world shrank to the circle of the scope.

And there she was.

Celeste Mara, backlit by a floor-to-ceiling window that showcased the city like a carpet of diamonds. She was at her desk, a glass of what looked like whiskey in one hand, the other making a small, precise gesture as she spoke to someone out of frame.

Riona's breathing slowed. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. A metronome for death.

She let the crosshairs drift. Center mass. Easy.

Instead, they drifted up. To the face in the scope. The pale skin, the sharp line of her jaw, the way she held her head. A study in control. Riona’s finger rested on the trigger, a feather-light pressure. Too light. Not ready.

Just a beat. One beat too long, watching the woman through a circle of glass. The way her lips moved, forming words Riona couldn’t hear. A stillness that wasn’t peace.

The crosshairs settled. Back where they belonged. Center of the chest.

Her finger tightened.

And that was when the universe decided to have a laugh.

From inside the penthouse, a frantic scrabbling. A blur of golden fur launched itself from a couch, a missile of fur and bad timing, and slammed directly into a pedestal in the corner of the room. A pedestal holding a truly obscene vase of crystal, full of lilies.

The vase wobbled. Tipped. Fell. A silent, beautiful disaster in slow motion.

Riona's finger compressed the last millimeter.

The shattering of crystal was a sound you felt in your teeth.

Celeste Mara didn't flinch. She didn't gasp or drop her glass. She simply... moved. A single, fluid shift to the left, as if she’d choreographed it. A dancer’s grace in a moment of chaos.

The round punched through the window where her head had been.

A starburst of glass.

And then the dull, musical thunk of the slug hitting something much softer than a skull.

What in the goddamn hell was a dog doing in a penthouse assassin’s target?

Celeste stood perfectly still, her head tilted slightly, listening to the tinkle of falling glass. She looked at the window, then at the dog, which was now sniffing the shattered crystal with profound interest. No panic. No fear. Just a quiet, assessing calm that was, frankly, more terrifying than screaming.

She picked up a phone from her desk. Spoke two words. Her voice, even muffled by distance, was a blade.

"Sweep it."

Riona was already moving. A practiced ballet of disassembly. Rifle broken down in seven seconds, pieces slotted into a sleek, padded case. No evidence. Not a single shell casing. She wasn’t an amateur.

She didn't run for the stairs. Too obvious. The fire escape was a scab of rusted iron on the side of the building, groaning under her weight. Down three flights, a drop into a stinking alley, the smell of rot and damp garbage. She pulled a worn ball cap from her pocket, shucked her jacket, turning it inside out to a dull gray. She was just another face in the city’s bloodstream.

A block away, she slowed her pace, falling into the rhythm of the late-night crowd. She risked a single glance back.

Up in the penthouse, a dark figure stood in the ruined window. Celeste Mara. Scanning the skyline. Her face was a pale, unreadable mask. Not searching for an assassin. A surgeon looking for a splinter.

Their eyes didn't meet. Impossible at this distance.

Still. The back of her neck knew it anyway. A calculation taking place. A data point being logged. A problem being defined.

Professional assessment, Riona thought, turning a corner and melting into the neon glow of a storefront. Target is not an easy kill. And has a very stupid dog.

That was all. It had to be. The alternative was a failure she couldn't afford. Not after the last one.
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