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Author's Note
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When I started writing this book, I knew I didn’t want the second installment to be about bigger feelings in a vague sense. I wanted it to be about pressure. About what happens after two people stop pretending they feel nothing and still don’t know what to do with what’s left.

In book 1, Riona and Celeste could hide behind roles. In book 2, that gets taken away from them piece by piece. A betrayal turns the house into a target, the safe houses stop feeling safe, and every choice starts costing more than either of them expected. The story became less about whether they were drawn to each other and more about what trust looks like when both people have very good reasons to withhold it.

Riona is carrying debt, training, and a name she does not want back. Celeste knows more than she says, waits longer than most people would, and keeps choosing control even when it hurts her. Writing them in close quarters — long drives, temporary rooms, bad coffee, sealed files, forty-eight-hour windows — made me realize that intimacy in this story was never going to come from grand speeches. It had to come from restraint, from observation, from the moments where neither of them looks away.

I also knew I wanted this book to end the way it does: not with peace, but with motion. Some truths move closer. Some dangers finally show their face. And just when these two women begin to understand what the other one means, the world makes sure understanding is not the same thing as keeping.

Thank you for spending time with Riona and Celeste. If you enjoyed the book, leaving a review really does help more readers find the series.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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Chapter 01 - Riona POV - "Weeks Later"
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Riona was seventeen days into not naming it when Bruno ruined the eighteenth attempt. It wasn’t even a good attempt. Just Celeste, leaning over the grand dining table, a spill of blueprints beneath her fingers, the morning light catching the pale skin at her nape. A place Riona’s thumb had been itching to find for about ten of those seventeen days.

She was supposed to be scanning the perimeter logs. A task that should have taken twelve minutes. That was an hour ago.

Now she was just... watching. The way Celeste’s hair fell, the slight furrow between her brows when a line didn’t add up. The quiet authority in her stillness. Riona’s entire career had been built on reading people, on predicting the twitch of a finger before a trigger was pulled. But this.This was a language she didn't have a name for. She noted it. Kept watching.

She took a step closer. The air in the room felt thinner.

Celeste didn’t look up. “Anything?”

Her brain, usually reliable, produced nothing useful. The correct answer. A status report. Instead, what came out was, “You have a smudge. On your jaw.”

Celeste’s hand went to her face, her fingers brushing the spot. They came away clean. A lie. A stupid, obvious lie.

Then Celeste looked at her. And the room changed. Not the light, not the air — something more fundamental. The kind of shift that costs something. Her eyes held something Riona couldn’t parse. A question she wasn’t asking aloud.

Riona’s body made the decision for her. She leaned in.

A wet nose nudged the back of her knee.

Bruno. Tail thumping a frantic, happy rhythm against the leg of the table. A silent, slobbery referee.

The moment shattered. Riona straightened so fast her spine cracked. Celeste’s gaze dropped to the dog, then back to the blueprints. The distance was back. The professional, seamless distance.

“His timing is impeccable,” Celeste said. She was already looking at the schematic. She tapped a point on the schematic. “This ventilation shaft. It’s a vulnerability.”

Riona forced her own face into professional lines. “I’ll have Marcus check it tomorrow.” She turned, her escape route clear. Her workstation across the room. Safe distance.

She had almost crossed the room when her phone, the burner, the one she kept in a false bottom of her go-bag, buzzed. Not a text. A call. A single, hard vibration against the bag’s lining.

She didn’t stop walking. She didn’t look at Celeste. She just kept going, her steps even, her breathing measured, until she was in her own room with the door shut behind her.

The buzzing stopped.

She waited. One minute. Two.

Then she opened the false bottom. The phone was dark. One missed call. No number, no message. Just the ghost of a connection. Someone checking to see if the line was live. Someone from before.

Her thumb hovered over the block function. A useless gesture. They’d find another line. Another way in.

Instead, she tucked the phone into a small, locked drawer in the nightstand. The metal click of the key turning was loud in the quiet room. A small, final sound. She left it there and went back out to the dining room, to the blueprints, to the woman who didn’t ask where she’d gone.

Celeste hadn’t moved. “Marcus is in the east wing.”

Riona picked up her tablet. “Right.”

They worked in silence for the next three hours. The only sounds were the scratch of Celeste’s pen and the distant, rhythmic thump of Bruno’s tail against the marble floor. A metronome for a song that never started.

—-
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CHAPTER 02 - RIONA POV - The Firm Moves
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The message was eleven words. She deleted it in under four seconds. She already knew it by heart. Debt is being called. The collector is on her way. The message was clinical. A final notice on a loan she never agreed to. Her stomach, a traitorous thing, went cold. She didn’t clench her fists. Didn’t let her expression change. Just stood there in the dim light of her bedroom, the phone a dead weight in her palm.

She pulled up the mansion's security grid on her tablet. Scrolled through the camera feeds with a focus that felt like old muscle. Not a threat assessment. An inventory. Every door. Every window. Every blind spot. She was mapping it. Not as Head of Security. As the person who would need to know every weak point.

Her eyes caught a glimpse of Celeste in the feed from the dining hall. Leaning over the table. A flicker of her profile as she turned a page. The image was grainy, black and white. It shouldn’t have mattered.

But it did.

Riona’s breath hitched. A tiny, insignificant betrayal from her own lungs. She slammed the tablet shut. The sound echoed. A crack in the quiet she was trying so hard to build.

She went back to the dining room.

Celeste looked up. Something careful moved behind her eyes, then went still. “Problem?”

“Just a software update. Needed a reboot.” The lie came easily, smooth as polished glass.

Celeste watched her for a beat longer than necessary. Then she nodded, her attention returning to the plans. “Good. Because this south entrance still bothers me.”

Riona stood beside her, the blueprints a meaningless sea of lines. She wasn’t looking at the schematics. She was looking at the curve of Celeste’s throat, the pulse beating just beneath the skin. Just a pulse. Ordinary and impossible to ignore.

All this. And it was built on a debt she hadn't paid.

Later that night, after Celeste had gone to her room, after the house had settled into its heavy silence, Riona sat at her desk. She pulled out a single sheet of paper. A pen.

Her handwriting was neat, block letters. No emotion.

Re-route west fence sensors.

Secondary escape route. Celeste only.

False IDs. Two sets. Cash. Go-bag ready.

Check garage fuel levels.

Inventory non-perishables.

She paused, the tip of the pen hovering over the paper.

Keep Celeste out of it.

She stared at the words. They looked wrong on the page. A foolish, impossible order to herself. She drew a single, sharp line through the sentence. The ink bled, a small, dark wound on the paper.

She folded the list twice. Tucked it into the false bottom of her go-bag. Next to the silent burner phone.

Then she went to the window. Looked out at the grounds, at the sweeping darkness where the security lights couldn’t quite reach. The collector was on her way. And Riona had no intention of letting her anywhere near the collection.
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