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Author's Note
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Book 4 started as the Viktor book and ended up being something else entirely.

That's not to say Viktor isn't central — he is, and the reckoning with him is real. But the thing I kept coming back to while writing it wasn't the confrontation. It was everything that had to exist for the confrontation to matter. The years of small decisions. The files nobody thought to look at twice. The way a person can be standing in a room with someone for months and understand, on some level, exactly what they're looking at, and still not say it out loud because saying it out loud makes it real.

Riona has always been better at knowing things than at feeling them. Book 4 is what happens when the knowing and the feeling run out of room to stay separate.

Celeste in this book is someone who has already done her grieving. Not loudly — she doesn't do anything loudly — but by the time the story opens, she's moved from what does this mean to what do I do with it. That version of her was one of the most satisfying things I've written in this series. Watching her take apart Viktor's network the way she takes apart everything, from the inside, without a word out of place, felt like finally handing her the book she'd been waiting for.

The flea market table at six in the morning is real. The cipher is real. The moment where Riona reads a page and doesn't fall apart, just refolds it — that's the scene I wrote first and built everything else around.

Also, Marcus gets a win. It felt only fair.

Thank you for reading Book 4. If the series has meant something to you, a review is the best way to help someone else find it.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RIONA - "The Files"
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The file had been on the table since six in the morning. One of many. Piles of them, actually. Stacks and drifts of Viktor’s life, spilling onto the scarred oak they’d found at a flea market last month. Celeste had been at it for hours, glasses perched on her nose, a fine line of concentration etched between her brows. The coffee pot had gurgled its last half an hour ago. Bruno, a furnace of golden fur sprawled on the rug, hadn’t moved except to thump his tail against the floorboards when a particularly good dream came along.

Riona had come in, poured a cup, and started on the third stack from the left. Logistics. Shipping manifests. The mundane machinery of a criminal enterprise built over three decades. Nothing personal. Just numbers.

At 8:17, Celeste slid a single, slim manila folder from the top of the tallest stack. The motion was quiet. She didn’t clear her throat. She didn’t look up. She just pushed it across the table until it stopped an inch from Riona’s mug. The tab was labeled in Celeste’s sharp, block capitals: VOSS.

Riona’s hand stilled over a ledger entry for smuggled olive oil. She watched the steam wisp from her coffee. Then she reached for the folder.

No clips. Just a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds.

She unfolded it. The paper was thin, institutional. A copy. The ink was a faded, washed-out black.

Directive: Eliminate Voss nuclear family. Assets compromised. Leverage potential in surviving child. Terminate with extreme prejudice.

Then a signature. A flourish.

She'd seen it on old checks. On holiday cards.

A man who used to press hard candy into her palm. Viktor.

She read it once.

The words didn’t rearrange themselves. They didn’t bloom into some new, horrible meaning. They were just ink on a page. A fact. A closed door she’d been banging on for ten years, now suddenly open to a room she’d already known was there. Her jaw had been tight since six in the morning.

She hadn't noticed until now.

The anger wasn't new. What was new was the address. A place to put it.

She refolded the paper. Exactly as it had been. Three neat creases. Placed it on top of its folder.

Celeste’s head was still bowed over her own work, her focus absolute. She hadn’t moved. But she’d been listening. To the silence. To the way the air had stopped moving.

Riona picked up her coffee mug. The ceramic was warm against her palms. She took a drink. It was cold.

She set the mug down with a soft click.

Bruno lifted his head, ears perked, and looked at her. One soft whuff.

Celeste finally looked up. Her glasses caught the morning light, hiding her eyes. She didn’t say are you alright. She didn’t ask what do you need. She reached for the coffee pot, poured the dregs into Riona’s mug, and set it back down without a word. Black and bitter.

Riona looked at the stack of files. At the mountain of a man’s life, reduced to paper and ink. At this room, with its flea market table and its ridiculous dog and this woman who didn’t ask questions she already knew the answer to.

She picked up the next file in the stack.

“I want to know what comes next,” she said. Her voice was even. “Not just what already happened.”

Celeste’s hand came to rest on the table near hers. Not holding. Just close enough to feel the heat. Close enough to know. The file she’d been reading was turned over. The page facedown.

“The Voss file was the key,” Celeste said, her own voice stripped of anything but fact. “Everything he built afterward was to cover that single act. The shell corporations. The ghost accounts. It’s a maze designed to lead back to nothing.”

Riona opened the new file. manifests. Dates. Ports of call. The ghost of a trade empire.

“I’m good at mazes,” she said.

She turned a page.

—-
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CHAPTER 2 - VIKTOR - "Viktor's Patience"
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Viktor Mara had always understood that power was not taken.

It was waited for. Cultivated. Encouraged to grow in the direction you desired. A gardener, not a conqueror.

The council room smelled of old leather and the lemon polish the staff used on the table, a scent that meant order. He sat at the head. Not because it was his by right, but because the others had left the space for him, a natural gravitational pull. He laced his fingers on the polished wood. The large ruby on his pinky ring caught the light, a drop of blood.

Antonio Soriano was speaking now, gesticulating with a lit cigarette, ash threatening the clean surface. His territory, a concession Celeste’s father had granted, was bleeding. Minor raids. Disruptions to his supply lines. A nuisance.

“She’s too soft, Viktor,” Antonio was saying, not looking at Celeste, who sat to Viktor’s right, perfectly still. “Lucas was a snake, but he understood balance. Fear. This one... she sends reports. Wants meetings.”

Viktor let him talk. Let the frustration curdle in the room. He did not look at Celeste. He could feel the stillness coming off her, a deep, quiet cold he’d never associated with her before. Lucas’s cold had been sharp and brittle. This was different. Solid. Unmoving. He would have to analyze that later.

“Patience, Antonio,” Viktor said, his voice smooth as worn stone. “What is perceived as softness can be a recalibration. The girl is finding her footing. She does not have her father’s experience. Yet.” He turned, finally, to Celeste. A small, avuncular smile. “You have been quiet, Niece.”

Celeste’s eyes met his. Clear. Unreadable. She had taken her glasses off for the meeting. A mistake, in his opinion. You never wanted your eyes to be the only tool in the room.

“I was listening,” she said. “Antonio’s concerns are valid. The Sorianos have been a loyal partner for decades. Their stability reflects on us.”

A perfectly diplomatic answer. Reassuring. But the phrasing was... clean. Too clean. A statement of fact, not a bid for sympathy. There was no appeal to him for guidance. No hint of the girl who used to come to him after her father’s scoldings, seeking a kinder word.

Interesting.

Viktor let the silence sit for a moment. He was a student of silence. You could learn more from what people didn’t say than from all the noise they made.

“I will make some inquiries,” he said, turning back to Antonio. “Discreetly. Unofficially. Sometimes these disruptions are nothing more than ambitious young men trying to make a name for themselves. A quiet word in the right ear is often all that is required.” He offered this as a gift. A service. The weight of it settled comfortably in the room. He was the solution. The steady hand. He had cultivated this room for thirty years.

Antonio stubbed out his cigarette in the crystal ashtray, the lines of his face easing. “I would appreciate that, Viktor.”

“Of course.” Viktor pushed his chair back, the legs scraping softly against the parquet. “We are family.” The word hung in the air, tasting of iron. He looked at Celeste one last time. She gave a small, polite nod. The kind of nod you give a business associate.

He filed it away.

Later, in the quiet of the penthouse office, the city lights bleeding across the wet windowpane, he poured a brandy. The liquid swirled, catching the light like a trapped amber sun. He had not misjudged Celeste. He had simply mis-timed the curve of her growth. She was not softening. She was calcifying. Hardening around a core he did not yet understand.

It was a complication, not a crisis.

The Voss girl was an excellent piece of work. He had seen the potential in her from the beginning, the grief a fuel source that could burn for decades. But she was still a tool, a finely honed blade. And blades could be steered. A single word. A single, altered document slipped into a Firm datastream. A name, misfiled. A directive, misrouted.

Patience. He was a gardener. And the garden was almost ready for its final pruning.

He took a slow sip of the brandy. A perfect, controlled fire. Down below, the city churned, a million lives oblivious. All according to plan.

—-
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