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Author's Note
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Book 3 was never going to be about distance. Distance implies a choice. This book is about what happens when the choice is removed entirely.

Riona doesn't leave. She's taken. And the story splits in two: a concrete room with one light and twenty steps to an interrogation door, and everything Celeste does on the other side of that wall.

I knew early on that I didn't want to write Riona falling apart. That's not how she survives. She counts steps. She catalogs guards. She keeps her mind moving — noting the water stain that looks like Bruno, tracking Eli's shift pattern, giving herself small tasks so there's no space left for the thing she can't afford to feel yet. What breaks through anyway, quietly, around day four, isn't fear. It's something she doesn't have a word for at first. She wants to go home. She's never wanted that before. She's never had anywhere specific enough to want.

Celeste on the other side is harder to write — not because she shuts down, but because she doesn't. She burns the Varela alliance in one phone call. Signs the Soriano concession without pausing. Her advisor tells her she's destroying everything she built for one person, and she says yes without stopping to consider whether he's right. Writing that version of Celeste — still calculating, still precise, but no longer managing how she appears — felt like finally seeing who she actually is underneath everything the family made her.

This is also the book where the Voss Job stops being background. Celeste finds the file while she's coordinating the rescue, reads it, closes it, opens it again. By the time Riona is out of that room, there's a name neither of them can unhear. Viktor has been in every scene since Book 1, saying the right things in exactly the right order. Some things, once you see them clearly, can't be unseen.

Thank you for staying with Riona and Celeste through this one. If the book moved you, a review really does help other readers find the series. 

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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Chapter 1 - RIONA - "Waking Up"
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The waking was the worst part. Not the pain, not the cold—those were constants now. The waking. That slow, sick lurch from nothing to everything, where for three full seconds you didn't know you were a captive in a concrete box. Then your shoulder remembered the fire, your wrists remembered the metal, and the concrete walls remembered to press in.

Inventory. First rule. Never panic. Panic is wasted energy.

Body: Right shoulder was a throbbing, hot thing. Re-injured. They'd yanked it during... extraction. Memory fuzzy there. Good. Wrists: raw. The metal on the restraints hadn't been polished. Sloppy work. The skin was broken, weeping. Hunger: a dull, distant ache. Manageable. Feet: bare, cold on the concrete. They hadn't taken her boots immediately. Sloppy again.

Room: Concrete. A single, too-bright overhead bulb that cast no shadows, only flattened everything into a monochrome photograph of misery. A cot, metal frame, thin mattress. The reek of bleach and something vaguely metallic—old blood, her blood, probably. There was a bucket in the corner. Functional. No window. One heavy steel door. No handle on this side.

The door was her clock.

She pushed herself up with her left arm, a slow, deliberate process. The cot groaned. Every sound meant something. She counted. Twenty steps from cot to door. They'd taken her to the interrogation room yesterday. Left, down a hall. Twenty steps. Turn left. Another thirty to the chair. Memory was a weapon. They wanted names. Structure. Celeste. They wanted Celeste.

Not for you.

The thought was a shield. A hot coal in her chest.

Voices outside the door. Two men. Different gaits. One heavy, one light. The light one fumbled keys. That was Eli. Nervous. The other one, she hadn't gotten a name on. Heavy steps. No fumbling. He liked his job too much.

Eli brought a tray. Slid it through the narrow slot at the bottom of the door. A bowl of something gray. Water. The routine was forming.

"Morning," Eli's voice, thin through the steel.

Riona didn't answer. You talk, they know you're broken. You stay silent, they wonder. Let them wonder.

She ate with her fingers. The gruel tasted like nothing. She chewed slowly, methodically. Counting the bites. Twenty-seven. An odd number. A new thing to hate.

After the food, she stood. Twenty steps to the door. Back to the cot. Twenty steps. She paced the perimeter. Sixteen by fourteen feet. She counted her breaths. In for four. Hold for seven. Out for eight. Control in a place with none.

The water stain had grown. Or maybe it was just the light. It looked a little like Bruno. Bruno, Celeste's monster dog, with the jowls and the dopey, trusting eyes. A ridiculous thing to see in a water stain. A ridiculous thing to miss.

She lay back down on the cot, facing the stain. Bruno. The warmth of Celeste's study. The taste of her coffee. Those were real. This cell was temporary. A parenthesis. She would close it.

She closed her eyes. Not to sleep. To plan. To map. Eli's nervousness was a loose thread. She would find it. She would pull. The heavy footsteps faded down the hall. One guard gone. One left. The light gap was coming.

The light above flickered. A tiny, almost imperceptible pulse. Too fast for a human eye to track. Too slow for a camera. A weakness.

She began. 
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Chapter 2 - CELESTE - "The Search Begins"
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Celeste had four phones, one city map, and exactly twelve minutes before the first person disappointed her. The conference table in the west wing was not a table anymore. It was a chart of her burning world. Red pins for dead ends, blue for favors called in, yellow for people who would soon learn that owing Celeste Mara was a terminal condition.

She hadn't slept in forty-seven hours. The air in the room tasted stale, recycled. Her own reflection in the dark window was a stranger—hollowed cheeks, eyes fixed somewhere beyond the glass. She did not look at herself for long.

"You look terrible."

Viktor's voice. He stood in the doorway, perfectly composed, his suit immaculate. The sight of him, so neat, so calm, was a physical insult.

"Get out."

"Celeste—"

"Get out before I have Marcus drag you out." Her voice was flat. Empty of anything but the order.

He left. Silence, then the faint scratch of a pen on paper as he made a note in the small book he always carried. Always watching. Always noting.

She turned back to the map. Her right hand, bandaged where she'd punched a concrete wall six hours ago, trembled. She balled it into a fist. Stillness was a cage. Movement was a weapon. She picked up the primary phone.

The call connected on the second ring.

"Varela," she said, no preamble. "Your shipment tonight. I need the manifest. Every truck, every driver, every route. Now."

A protest, sputtering from the other end. A reminder of their 'alliance.'

Celeste cut him off. "The alliance is over. The port concession is forfeit. Your people on my docks have one hour to clear out. You will give me the manifest, or the next call I make is to the Italians. I think they'd be very interested in your shipping lanes through their territory."

Silence. Then, capitulation. Weak.

She hung up without saying goodbye. A flick of her wrist, and the Varela alliance was ash. A ten-year relationship, dissolved for a truck manifest that would probably lead nowhere. The calculation was simple: Riona was worth more than all of it. All of them. She was discovering this about herself, a clean, terrifying certainty.

The second phone. A disposable. She dialed from memory. A number no one else in her organization had.

"Information," a clipped, mechanical voice answered.

"I need a ghost. Four days ago, a black van, no plates, left the financial district heading north. I need to know where it went."

"The cost is high."

"Bill me." She didn't care about cost. Cost was a concept for other people, for the Celeste who had existed three days ago. That woman was a ghost herself now.

The line went dead. She set the phone down and picked up the map. Her finger traced the same dead-end routes she'd traced a hundred times. North. Where? The city sprawled, a grid of failures. She needed a new angle. A different kind of leverage.

The third phone rang. It was her man at the morgue. The one who'd ID'd the driver of the van. Dead. A professional cleanup. Too clean. That meant The Firm. Not a rival crew, not a random grab. A precision operation.

"Anything?" she asked.

"Nothing. The van was torched. Forensics got nothing but melted plastic. But there was this." He paused. "A single dog hair. Golden retriever."

Celeste's breath hitched. One second. Then it was gone, stamped out under the weight of what came next. Bruno. Not possible. But Riona's keys had that stupid, fluffy golden keychain on them. Maybe. Maybe it was a message. Or a coincidence. She didn't believe in coincidences anymore.

"Run it anyway. Cross-reference it with every vet, every breeder, every pet store in a fifty-mile radius. I want a list yesterday."

"Boss, that's a thousand places."

"Then you better get started."

She hung up. Her advisor was hovering in the doorway again, holding a coffee cup as if it were a peace offering.

"Celeste. You need to rest. Just for an hour."

She looked at him. Truly looked at him. For the first time, he flinched.

"Rest?" Her voice was dangerously quiet. "I will rest when I have her back. And if you suggest it again, you'll be sleeping in the morgue you seem so fond of. Am I clear?"

He nodded once, backing away.

Celeste turned to the fourth phone. This was the expensive one. The government contact. The kind of call you make once in
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