

  [image: Cover]




Stevens Hepworth

The Rejected Mafia Heir


A Captive Enemy To Lovers Mafia Romance





  
    First published by Sylzean Publishing 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Stevens Hepworth


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  For everyone who’s ever felt like they didn’t belong. And for 

the broken who refuse to stay broken.
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  Praise For Stevens Hepworth



“Stevens Hepworth writes with raw intensity and heart-thudding tension. Once you start, you won’t stop.”

—J.L. Drake, USA Today bestselling author




“Hepworth brings danger, desire, and dark romance together in a way that hooks you from page one.”

—Sophie Lark, bestselling author of the Brutal Birthright series




“Addictive storytelling, fierce characters, and emotional heat—Stevens Hepworth is a must-read.”

—Meagan Brandy, Wall Street Journal bestselling author




“If you love mafia romance with teeth, grit, and soul, Stevens Hepworth delivers every time.”

—T.L. Smith, USA Today bestselling author




“Hepworth’s characters don’t just fall in love—they burn. A master of high-stakes romance.”

—Shantel Tessier, bestselling author of The Ritual








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Sasha POV




Beep. Beep. Beep.

The machines never stop. They’re attached to Leila like mechanical leeches, sucking life instead of giving it. I stand at the foot of her hospital bed, watching my cousin’s wife fight for breath she shouldn’t have to fight for. Her face is purple and swollen. Cuts everywhere. Bandages covering God knows what underneath.

This is my fault.

The thought hits me like a punch to the gut every time I look at her. Every fucking time.

“She’s beautiful,” I whisper to no one. Even like this, beaten half to death, she’s still beautiful. Pavel always said he married an angel. Looking at her now, I think angels must be tougher than people give them credit for.

My hands shake as I reach for the flask in my jacket pocket. The vodka burns going down, but not enough. Nothing burns enough to wash away what I did.

The door opens behind me. I don’t turn around. I know those footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. Pissed off.

“Three days,” Viktor says. My father’s voice is ice and steel. “Three days she’s been like this.”

“I know.” I take another drink.

“Do you?” His reflection appears in the window beside me. Gray hair slicked back. Cold blue eyes that look right through me. “Do you really know, boy?”

I turn to face him. Big mistake. The disappointment in his eyes almost drops me to my knees. Almost.

“Pavel is gone,” he says slowly, like I’m stupid. “His wife is dying. His unborn child…” He stops. Shakes his head. “And it’s your convoy that got hit.”

“You think I don’t know that?” My voice cracks like I’m fifteen again.

“I think you’re weak.” He steps closer. “I think you’re exactly what I always said you were. A liability.”

The flask slips from my fingers. Hits the floor with a metallic clang that sounds too loud in the quiet room. Vodka spreads across the white tiles like blood.

Like the blood from three days ago.




* * *

Three days earlier

“Route Seven is clear,” I say into the radio. My voice is steady. Confident. I’m good at this shit. Planning. Logistics. Making sure everyone gets home safe.

Pavel grins at me from the passenger seat of the lead car. “See? I told Papa you were ready for this.”

Ready. Right. I’ve been “ready” for ten years, but Viktor never lets me forget I’m only half Ivanov. The other half is Cuban trash, according to him. My mother’s side. The side that got her killed.

“Both sides secure,” reports Dmitri from the second car. “No movement.”

I check my watch. 3:47 PM. We’re supposed to deliver the shipment to the warehouse by four. Easy money. Simple run. Nothing that can go wrong.

That should have been my first warning. In this business, when things seem too easy, they usually are.

“All units, maintain speed,” I radio. “We’re golden.”

Pavel laughs. Actually fucking laughs. “You worry too much, cousin. This is routine.”

The explosion comes from nowhere.

Fire. Metal. Screaming.

Our car flips. I taste blood and gasoline. My ears are ringing so loud I can’t hear myself think. But I can see Pavel. He’s hanging upside down in his seatbelt, blood streaming from his head.

“Pavel!” I try to reach him, but my arm won’t move right. Something’s broken.

More explosions. Gunfire. Voices shouting in a language I don’t recognize.

“Pavel, stay with me!”

His eyes open. Focus on me. “Sasha…”

“Don’t talk. Help is coming.”

“If something happens to me…” Blood bubbles from his mouth. “Take care of Leila. The baby…”

“Nothing’s happening to you.” But even as I say it, I see them. Men in masks pulling Pavel from the wreckage. He’s unconscious now. They drag him toward a black van.

I try to move. Try to help. But darkness swallows me whole.




* * *

“You were unconscious for six hours,” Viktor continues, pulling me back to the present. “Six hours while my nephew disappeared.”

I bend down to pick up my flask. My hands are still shaking. “The doctors said—”

“The doctors said you had a concussion. Not a lobotomy.” Viktor’s voice could freeze hell. “You planned that route. You chose that time. You assured me it was safe.”

Every word is a knife between my ribs. Because he’s right. Every fucking word.

“I’m going to find him,” I say.

“Are you?” Viktor tilts his head. “The same way you found the leak in our organization last month? The same way you handled the Kozlov situation?”

The Kozlov situation. Where I trusted the wrong person and cost us two million dollars. Viktor never lets me forget my failures. Never.

“This is different.”

“Yes. This time, family blood was spilled.” He steps closer. I smell his cologne. Expensive. Cold. “This time, you may have killed the future of our bloodline.”

The baby. Pavel’s baby. The child who was supposed to carry on the Ivanov name.

The room spins. I need to sit down. I need another drink. I need to disappear.

“I’ll make this right,” I whisper.

“Will you?” Viktor’s smile is sharp as a blade. “Or will you disappoint me again, like your mother did?”

And there it is. The thing he always comes back to. My mother. Elena Santos. The Cuban woman who seduced his younger brother. Who gave birth to a half-breed bastard. Who tried to leave the family and got a bullet for her trouble.

I was eight when they made me watch.

“My mother was loyal,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Your mother was a whore who forgot her place.” Viktor straightens his tie. “Just like you’re forgetting yours.”

The machines keep beeping. Leila keeps breathing. My world keeps falling apart one piece at a time.

Viktor heads for the door. “Fix this, Sasha. Or I’ll find someone who can.”

The door closes behind him with a soft click. I’m alone again with Leila and the machines and the weight of everything I’ve fucked up.

I move closer to her bed. Her hand is small and pale against the white sheets. I want to hold it, but I don’t deserve to touch her. Not after what I did.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

The door opens again. This time it’s Dr. Enzo. He’s been taking care of Leila since they brought her in. Good man. Gentle hands. The kind of doctor who actually gives a shit.

“Mr. Ivanov.” He nods at me. His face is grim.

My stomach drops. “Is she…?”

“She’s stable.” He glances at Leila, then back at me. “But I need to talk to you about the baby.”

I already know. I can see it in his eyes. The baby is gone.

“We did everything we could,” Dr. Enzo says softly. “The trauma was too severe. The internal bleeding…”

The words fade into white noise. I hear them, but they don’t make sense. Can’t make sense. Because if the baby is dead, then Pavel died for nothing. Leila almost died for nothing. My failure killed an innocent child.

“Mr. Ivanov? Are you all right?”

I’m not all right. I’ll never be all right again.

“What about Leila?” My voice sounds far away. “Will she wake up?”

Dr. Enzo’s pause tells me everything. “We’re doing all we can. But the head trauma… there’s no way to know for certain. It could be days. Weeks. Or…”

Or never. He doesn’t say it, but he doesn’t have to.

“I’ll leave you alone with her,” he says.

The door clicks shut. I’m alone with the beeping machines and my guilt and the ghost of Pavel’s unborn child.

I sink into the chair beside Leila’s bed. The leather is cold against my back. Everything is cold. The hospital. The machines. My soul.

The flask is empty, but I keep sipping at it anyway. Hoping for one more drop. One more moment of numbness.

But the numbness never comes. Just more guilt. More failure. More proof that Viktor is right about me.

I close my eyes and see Pavel’s face. The way he looked at me before they took him. Trust. Even after everything went wrong, he still trusted me to save him.

I failed him.

I failed Leila.

I failed their baby.

I failed my family.

The story of my fucking life.

Footsteps in the corridor. Multiple pairs. Heavy boots. I know that sound. Bratva soldiers. Coming to pay their respects to Pavel’s wife. Or maybe coming to see the man who got their future boss killed.

The door opens. Three men enter. Dmitri, who was in the second car during the ambush. Alexei, one of Viktor’s lieutenants. And Boris, who’s been with the family since before I was born.

They nod at me. Polite. Respectful. But I see the way they look at each other. The way they don’t quite meet my eyes.

“How is she?” Dmitri asks.

“The same.” I don’t mention the baby. Can’t say those words out loud yet.

Alexei sets flowers on the bedside table. White roses. “Pavel always said she loved roses.”

“He did.” My throat is tight. “He brought her roses every Friday. Even when we were traveling. Always found roses somewhere.”

Boris clears his throat. “Any word from the forensics team?”

Right. The forensics team. The people who are supposed to figure out how I fucked up so badly. How I walked Pavel straight into an ambush.

“Not yet.”

The three men exchange glances. Dmitri speaks first.

“The word on the street is that it was an inside job.”

My blood turns to ice. “What?”

“Someone knew our route,” Alexei says carefully. “Knew exactly where to hit us. When to hit us.”

“You think there’s a leak?” But even as I ask, I know the answer. Of course there’s a leak. There’s always a leak. And everyone in this room is wondering if it’s me.

“We’re not saying anything,” Boris says quickly. “Just… people are talking.”

People are talking. About me. About whether the half-breed bastard finally showed his true colors. Whether my Cuban blood finally won out over my Russian loyalty.

“What are they saying exactly?”

Dmitri shifts his weight. Uncomfortable. “They’re saying maybe you set it up. Maybe you wanted Pavel gone so you could move up in the family.”

The accusation hits me like a physical blow. I surge to my feet, the chair falling backward.

“Get out.” My voice is deadly quiet.

“Sasha—”

“Get the fuck out. Now.”

They leave. Fast. The door slams behind them, and I’m alone again with Leila and the machines and the weight of everyone’s suspicion.

They think I betrayed Pavel.

They think I’m capable of that.

Maybe Viktor is right. Maybe I am exactly what he always said I was. A liability. A mistake. A stain on the Ivanov name that should have been washed away years ago.

I pick up the chair and sit back down. The vodka is gone, but I can still taste it. Still feel it burning in my chest like regret.

My phone buzzes.

Text message from an unknown number: Forensics team found something at the scene. Meet us there. Now.

I stare at the screen. This could be it. Proof that I’m innocent. Or proof that I’m guilty as hell.

Either way, I need to know.

I stand up. Straighten my jacket. Try to look like a man instead of a broken boy drowning in guilt and vodka.

“I’ll be back,” I tell Leila. She doesn’t answer. The machines keep beeping.




* * *

The drive to the ambush site takes twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of Moscow traffic and my own thoughts eating me alive. Twenty minutes of wondering what the forensics team found. Twenty minutes of hoping it exonerates me and fearing it damns me.

The scene is still cordoned off with yellow tape. Police cars. Forensics van. Men in white coats taking pictures and collecting evidence.

I park across the street and light a cigarette. My hands are steadier now. Anger will do that. Anger at being accused. Anger at myself for giving them reason to accuse me.

Detective Volkov approaches my car. We’ve worked together before. He’s dirty, like most Moscow cops, but he’s our kind of dirty. Viktor pays him well to look the other way.

“Sasha.” He nods. “Heard about Leila. I’m sorry.”

“What did you find?”

Volkov glances around, then leans closer to my window. “Your forensics guy is over there. Anatoly. He’s the one who called you.”

I follow his gaze to a thin man in a white coat crouched beside the burnt remains of our lead car. Anatoly Petrov. Specializes in making evidence disappear when Viktor needs it to disappear.

“What’s he got?”

“See for yourself.” Volkov steps back. “But Sasha? Whatever he found… it’s big.”

I get out of the car and walk toward the scene. The asphalt is still stained with blood. Oil. Fragments of metal and glass scattered everywhere. The burnt smell of rubber and gasoline hangs in the air.

This is where it happened. Where Pavel was taken. Where I failed.

“Sasha!” Anatoly waves me over. He’s excited. Animated in a way that makes my stomach clench. “You need to see this.”

I duck under the police tape. The other forensics team members nod at me. They know who I am. Know why I’m here.

“What is it?”

Anatoly holds up an evidence bag. Inside is a cell phone. Cracked screen. Water damaged. But still recognizable.

“Burner phone,” he says. “We pulled it from the wreckage.”

My throat tightens. “And?”

He hands me the phone. The screen flickers to life. Weak battery, but functional.

There’s a text message in the drafts folder. Unsent. But the timestamp shows it was created during the ambush.

“Package delivered as requested - I.C.N”.

I read it three times. Four times. The words don’t change.

“I.C.N?” I look at Anatoly. “What’s that mean?”

“We’re working on it. But those initials at the end…” He pauses. “I.C.N. We ran them through our database.”

My hands are shaking again. The phone feels like it weighs a thousand pounds.

“And?”

Anatoly pulls out a tablet. Shows me a photograph. A beautiful woman with dark hair and dangerous eyes. The kind of woman who could start wars or end them.

“Isabela Cruz Navarro,” he says. “Los Infidels cartel. Cuban-American. Based in Miami.”

The world stops spinning.

Cuban connection.

Los Infidels.

Isabela Cruz Navarro.

The name hits me like a sledgehammer. I know that name. Know that face. I’ve seen her in intelligence reports. Photographs. She’s the daughter of Don Navarro, one of the most powerful cartel leaders on the East Coast.

She’s also the woman who apparently ordered the hit on my family.

“You sure about this?” My voice sounds hollow.

“Leila managed to encrypt the message before she lost consciousness. Took our tech guys all night to crack it. But yeah, we’re sure.”

I stare at the photograph. Isabela Cruz Navarro. Beautiful. Deadly. The woman who destroyed my life.

The woman who took Pavel.

The woman who killed an unborn child.

The woman who turned me into the family failure.

My phone buzzes. Text from Viktor: Results?

I look at Anatoly. At the phone. At the photograph of the woman who ruined everything.

“Send me everything you have on her,” I say.

“Already done.” He hands me a flash drive. “Background. Associates. Known locations. Everything.”

I pocket the drive. The phone. The evidence that will either save me or damn me.

But right now, I don’t care which.

Right now, I only care about one thing.

Finding Isabela Cruz Navarro.

And making her pay for what she did to my family.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Isabela POV


The Miami skyline sparkles like broken glass in the distance. Pretty. Useless. Just like me, according to everyone who matters.

I grip the yacht’s railing until my knuckles turn white. The metal’s cold against my palms, but not as cold as the looks I get from my own family. Twenty-six years old and they still treat me like I’m playing dress-up in Mami’s heels.

“Mija, you look beautiful tonight.”

I don’t turn around. Don’t need to. Papi’s voice carries that tone. The one he uses when he’s about to ask me to smile pretty and keep my mouth shut.

“The dress is perfect for the gala,” he continues, stepping beside me. His cologne mingles with the salt air. Expensive. Everything about Don Eduardo Navarro screams money and power. Everything except his daughter, apparently.

“Perfect for what, Papi? Standing around looking decorative?”

He sighs. That disappointed sound that’s been my soundtrack since childhood. “Isabela—”

“No.” I finally face him. See the lines around his eyes, deeper now. The gray in his hair that wasn’t there last year. “Tell me what I’m really doing tonight. Because we both know it’s not running anything important.”

“You’re representing the family.”

There it is. The phrase that makes my stomach twist. Representing. Not leading. Not deciding. Just… representing.

“Like a mascot?”

“Like my daughter.” His voice sharpens. “The gala brings together important people. Politicians, businessmen, potential partners. They need to see Los Infidels as more than just…” He waves his hand.

“More than criminals?” I finish. “So you trot out your pretty daughter to make us look respectable.”

“You make us look legitimate.”

Same thing. Different words.

“And what happens when they want to talk real business? When they ask about our operations, our territories, our plans?” I cross my arms. “Do I smile and change the subject? Compliment their wives’ dresses?”

Papi’s jaw tightens. “You do what you’ve always done. You charm them. You make them feel welcome. You—”

“I look pretty and keep quiet.” The words taste bitter. “Got it.”

“Isabela.”

“I understand, Papi. I’ll be good.”

He studies my face. Looking for what? Rebellion? Acceptance? I give him nothing. Learned that trick years ago.

“Good,” he finally says. “The guests start arriving in two hours. Mateo will handle any… sensitive discussions.”

Of course he will. My baby brother gets to play king while I play princess. Perfect.

Papi kisses my forehead and walks away. His footsteps fade, leaving me alone with the ocean and my anger.

I turn back to the skyline. Those lights used to look magical. Now they just remind me of everything I can see but never touch.

My phone buzzes. Text from my assistant: “Final guest list attached. Security briefing in conference room.”

At least someone thinks I’m capable of reading a guest list.


* * *

The conference room smells like leather and cigar smoke. Three men sit around the mahogany table, all wearing that look. The one that says they’re humoring me.

“Miss Navarro.” Carlos, our head of security, nods. He’s worked for Papi for fifteen years. Watched me grow up. Still calls me Miss like I’m twelve.

“What’s the situation?” I take the seat at the head of the table. It’s mine by right, even if they don’t think so.

“Hundred and twenty guests confirmed,” Carlos says, sliding a tablet toward me. “Standard VIP protection protocols. Extra men on the perimeter.”

I scroll through the files. Politicians, judges, business owners. The usual mix of corrupt and curious. “Any concerns?”

“Nothing specific.” Miguel, our intelligence coordinator, shrugs. “But we’ve had some chatter.”

My finger stops moving. “What kind of chatter?”

“Street talk. Nothing concrete.” He glances at Carlos. “Could be nothing.”

“Or it could be something.” I set the tablet down. “Details.”

“Someone’s been asking questions about family operations. Trying to buy information from low-level dealers.”

My pulse kicks up. “What kind of information?”

“Shipping schedules. Security rotations. Family movements.”

The room gets quiet. That heavy silence that comes before bad news.

“How long has this been happening?”

“Three weeks, maybe four.”

Three weeks. A month of someone poking around our business, and they’re just telling me now?

“Who else knows about this?”

Another glance between them. Carlos clears his throat. “Your father’s been briefed. And Mateo.”

Of course. Everyone but me.

“And what’s being done about it?”

“Mateo’s handling it.”

I count to five. Slowly. “How is Mateo handling it?”

“He’s… investigating.”

Right. Mateo’s investigating. My twenty-four-year-old brother who still thinks violence solves everything.

“I want a full report on my desk tomorrow morning,” I say. “Everything. Who’s asking questions, what they want to know, how much they’re paying.”

“Miss Navarro, your brother said—”

“I don’t care what my brother said.” My voice goes cold. The temperature I learned from watching Papi negotiate. “This is my family too. I want that report.”

Carlos nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. What else?”

We spend twenty minutes going through security protocols. Standard stuff, mostly. But I ask questions. Lots of them. Because asking questions is the only way to learn what they don’t want to tell you.

When we’re done, I walk them to the door. “Gentlemen? If there are any problems tonight – any problems at all – you find me immediately. Not Mateo. Not Papi. Me.”

They exchange looks but nod.

“Excellent.”

I close the door and lean against it. My hands are shaking slightly. Adrenaline, maybe. Or anger. Hard to tell the difference anymore.

Someone’s sniffing around our operation. That’s not unusual. But the fact that no one told me? That Mateo’s “handling” it without keeping me informed?

That’s a problem.

I find Mateo in the main salon, checking his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He’s wearing a tuxedo that probably cost more than most people’s cars. Looking perfect, as always.

“Hermana.” He doesn’t turn around. Just grins at me in the mirror. “Ready for your big night?”

“We need to talk.”

“About what?” He adjusts his bow tie. “You look beautiful, by the way. That dress is perfect for tonight.”

Everyone keeps telling me how perfect I look. Like that’s my only job.

“About the security situation.”

Now he turns. “What security situation?”

“Don’t.” I step closer. “Carlos told me about the information gathering. The questions being asked.”

His smile doesn’t change, but something flickers in his eyes. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Then why wasn’t I informed?”

“Because it’s being handled.”

“By you.”

“Yes.” He spreads his hands. “By me. That’s what I do, remember? I handle the messy stuff so you can focus on…” He gestures at my dress. “This.”

The dismissal stings. But I keep my voice level. “What kind of messy stuff?”

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

“Mateo.”

“Isabela.” He mimics my tone perfectly. “It’s handled. Trust me.”

“I want details.”

“No.”

The word hangs between us. Simple. Final. Like I’m a child asking for candy before dinner.

“I’m not asking as your sister,” I say quietly. “I’m asking as a member of this family.”

“And I’m telling you as the person Papi put in charge of security.” His smile turns sharp. “It’s handled.”

We stare at each other. Brother and sister. Allies and enemies. The story of our whole relationship.

“Fine,” I finally say. “But if something goes wrong tonight—”

“Nothing will go wrong.” He moves closer, puts his hands on my shoulders. “Hey. Look at me.”

I do. See the little boy who used to crawl into my bed during thunderstorms. Before everything got complicated.

“Nothing bad is going to happen,” he says softly. “I promise. Tonight is about celebrating our family, our success. Just smile and be beautiful, okay? Let me worry about the rest.”

He kisses my forehead. The same spot Papi kissed an hour ago. Like I’m fragile. Like I need protecting.

“Okay,” I lie.

“Good girl.” He squeezes my shoulders and steps back. “I need to check on a few things before the guests arrive. You should start getting ready.”

He walks away, whistling. Carefree. Like he doesn’t have a worry in the world.

I stand there for a long moment, staring at the space where he was. Something’s wrong. I can feel it in my bones, taste it in the air.

But I’m just the pretty daughter. What do I know?

My cabin is a sanctuary. Soft lighting, pale colors, everything designed to be calming. Peaceful. The kind of room where a good daughter prepares for her duties.

I sit at my vanity and stare at my reflection. Dark hair, olive skin, green eyes that came from Mami’s side. Beautiful, they tell me. Perfect for representing the family.

But what do they see when they look at me? A decoration. A pretty face to distract from the ugly business underneath.

I open the vanity drawer and pull out a small key. Hidden underneath old lipsticks and perfume samples, it opens a compartment Papi doesn’t know about.

Inside: a 9mm Glock and three extra magazines.

I learned to shoot when I was sixteen. Not from Papi or Mateo, but from Carlos’s wife, Elena. She said every woman should know how to protect herself. Even princess daughters of crime bosses.

Especially princess daughters of crime bosses.

I check the weapon quickly. Clean, loaded, ready. The weight feels good in my hands. Solid. Real. Unlike everything else in my life.

I put it back and close the compartment. Can’t exactly tuck a gun into tonight’s dress. But knowing it’s there helps.

My phone rings. Unknown number.

“Hello?”

Silence. Then: “Miss Navarro.”

The voice is unfamiliar. Male, accented. Not Cuban.

“Who is this?”

“A friend.”

“I don’t have friends who hide their names.”

A soft laugh. “Smart. Your father raised you well.”

My blood goes cold. “What do you want?”

“To give you some advice.”

“I’m listening.”

“Be careful tonight. Not everyone at your party wishes you well.”

The line goes dead.

I stare at the phone. My hands are shaking again, but not from anger this time.

Someone knows something. About tonight. About the gala.

I speed-dial Carlos. He answers on the first ring.

“Miss Navarro?”

“I just got a call. Anonymous. Someone warning me about tonight.”

Silence. Then: “What kind of warning?”

“That not everyone at the party wishes us well.”

“Could be a prank. Or someone trying to spook you.”

“Or someone trying to help me.”

“I’ll increase security—”

“No.” The word comes out sharper than I intended. “Don’t tell Papi or Mateo about the call. Not yet.”

“Miss Navarro—”

“Please, Carlos. If something’s happening tonight, I need to know the truth. Not some sanitized version designed to keep me calm.”

Another pause. “Understood.”

“Thank you.”

I hang up and look at myself in the mirror again. Same face, same dress. But something’s changed. The girl who wanted to be included in family business? She’s gone.

The woman staring back at me has sharper eyes. Harder mouth.

If someone’s coming for my family tonight, they’ll find out I’m more than just a pretty face.

The dress hangs in my closet like a challenge. Midnight blue silk, cut to show just enough skin to be interesting without being scandalous. The kind of dress that makes men think about sex and women think about shopping.

Perfect for a figurehead.

But I have other options.

I walk to the back of the closet and push aside evening gowns and cocktail dresses to find what I’m really looking for. A simple black dress. Elegant but practical. The kind of thing you can move in if you need to.

And tonight, I
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