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  Praise for Stevens Hepworth



“Stevens Hepworth’s writing is a razor’s edge—dangerous, seductive, and impossible to escape.” — Dark Rose Book Blog




“No one blends passion and peril quite like Stevens. His worlds pull you under and don’t let go until the last page.” — Sofie Lehnert, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Hepworth proves he’s a master of dark romance—his characters are flawed, magnetic, and heartbreakingly human.” — Luna’s Library Reviews




“Every book by Stevens Hepworth is a bullet to the heart—explosive, emotional, and utterly unforgettable.” — K. C. Crowne, Author of Under His Control




“Stevens Hepworth delivers stories that are as intoxicating as they are dangerous. Romance with teeth, grit, and fire.” — Midnight Ink Reviews
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Tempted of The Devil







Follow Stevens Hepworth (@authorstevenshepworth) on Instagram & Facebook and win a FREE mafia romance book!!








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Pavel’s POV




The ice on the Moscow River cracks under my boots as I walk to the edge. Midnight air cuts through my coat like a blade, but I don’t feel the cold anymore. Haven’t felt much of anything for twenty years.

I pull the small cupcake from my jacket pocket. Pink frosting, just like she loved. The candle fits between my fingers, a tiny thing that costs nothing but means everything. The flame dances when I light it, casting shadows that look too much like ghosts.

“Happy birthday, little star,” I whisper to the darkness.

The river doesn’t answer. It never does.

I set the cupcake on the stone wall where ice forms like tears. Twenty-seven years old today. She should be here, should be laughing at me for buying pink frosting in the middle of winter. Should be telling me about some boy who makes her smile or some dream that lights up her eyes.

But Alina isn’t here. She’s been gone for twenty years, and it’s my fault.

The candle burns down to nothing, wax dripping onto the frosting like blood. Like her blood, all over my hands when I was seven and too small to save her.

I can smell the smoke again. Feel the heat against my face. Hear her screaming my name.




Twenty years ago

“Pavel! Help me!”

The flames eat everything. Our house burns like hell opened up and swallowed it whole. Papa isn’t home yet, and Mama passed out again with her bottle. It’s just me and Alina, and the fire wants us both.

“I’m coming!” I scream back, but I’m only seven and she’s in her room upstairs where the stairs are already burning.

I run through the smoke anyway. My lungs hurt but I don’t care. Alina needs me.

I find her on the floor by her bed. Blood everywhere. So much blood. Her nightgown is red with it, and there’s a knife beside her that wasn’t there before.

“Pavel,” she whispers when she sees me. Her eyes are getting dim. “Papa… Papa did this.”

“No,” I tell her, pulling her into my arms. She’s so small, like a broken bird. “Papa loves us.”

But even at seven, I know she’s telling the truth. I know why Papa came home early. Know why he had that look in his eyes when the Chinese boy brought her flowers yesterday.

“Take care of Mama,” Alina breathes against my chest. Her blood soaks through my pajamas, warm and sticky. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” I sob, but she’s already gone.

The fire trucks come. The police come. Papa comes home and cries like he didn’t do it. Like he loved her.

But I know the truth. I hold it inside me like poison, and it grows bigger every day.




Present

I crush the cupcake in my fist. Pink frosting squeezes between my fingers, and I watch it fall into the black water below. Gone, like everything else.

My phone buzzes. Text message.

Come to the study. Now. - Viktor

I drop the crushed remains and wipe my hands clean. Time to go see Papa. Time to pretend I don’t want to put a bullet between his eyes every time he looks at me.

The compound is quiet when I walk back. Guards nod as I pass, but they don’t speak. They know better than to talk to me when I’ve been to the river. When I’ve been visiting ghosts.

The main house rises like a fortress against the Moscow sky. All stone and steel, built to keep enemies out and family in. I’ve lived here my whole life, but it’s never felt like home. How can it, when home is where your sister died?

I climb the steps to the front door. My boots echo in the marble hallway, past paintings of dead Ivanovs who built this empire on blood and fear. Past the spot where Alina should have grown up, should have brought home that Chinese boy who made her smile.

Viktor’s study door is thick oak, carved with wolves. Fitting, since that’s what we are. Predators who hunt in packs and eat our own when we have to.

I knock twice and wait.

“Come.”

The study smells like cigars and old leather. Like power and secrets. Viktor sits behind his mahogany desk, a glass of vodka in his hand and papers spread before him like battle plans.

He’s still handsome at fifty-five. Still has the gray eyes I inherited, the strong jaw that makes people listen when he talks. But I see the monster underneath. The one who killed his own daughter for loving the wrong boy.

“Sit,” he says without looking up.

I take the chair across from him. The same chair where he told me Alina died in an accident. Where he held me while I cried and promised everything would be okay.

Lies. All of it lies.

“You went to the river again,” he observes, finally meeting my eyes. “It’s been twenty years, Pavel. Time to let go.”

“Some things you don’t let go of.”

He nods like he understands, but he doesn’t. He can’t understand what it’s like to hold your sister while she bleeds out in your arms. Can’t understand the weight of being seven years old and helpless.

“I have a job for you,” Viktor says, reaching for a manila folder. “Simple elimination. Clean and quick.”

Nothing is simple in our world. Nothing is clean. But I nod anyway because that’s what sons do. They obey their fathers, even when their fathers are killers.

Viktor slides a photograph across the desk. A woman stares back at me from the glossy paper. Dark hair, sharp cheekbones, eyes that look like they’ve seen too much. She’s beautiful, but it’s a dangerous kind of beautiful. The kind that gets people killed.

“Her name is Hope King,” Viktor says, ice clinking in his glass as he takes a drink. “Daughter of Richard King.”

I know that name. Richard King worked for the Chinese Triads before he tried to go clean. Before someone put three bullets in his chest and left him bleeding in an alley.

“She’s been hiding in London for three years,” Viktor continues. “Living under the name Emily Dawson.”

I study the woman’s face. Something moves in my chest, something that feels like recognition but can’t be. I’ve never seen her before. Never met her.

But those eyes…

“Why does she need to die?” I ask, though I already know the answer. In our world, people die for three reasons: money, power, or revenge. Sometimes all three.

Viktor reaches for another folder, this one thicker. “Chen believes she has certain documents. Evidence that could destroy several important partnerships.”

Chen. The Chinese snake who calls himself our ally while planning our destruction. The one who wanted to marry Alina to his nephew, who raged when she chose love over politics.

“What kind of documents?”

“Bank records. Transaction histories. Proof of activities that certain governments would find… interesting.”

So it’s about money and power. It always is.

Viktor presses a button on his desk, and Chen’s voice fills the room through hidden speakers. The recording is clear, every word sharp as broken glass.

“The King girl has been a thorn in my side for too long,” Chen’s accent turns English words into weapons. “She has documents that could destroy us all. Her father was more clever than I gave him credit for.”

“And if she talks?” Viktor’s voice on the recording, cold and businesslike.

“She won’t get the chance. Your son is the best killer in Moscow. Give him the job, and Hope King disappears forever.”

The recording ends. Silence fills the study like smoke.

I look at the photograph again. Hope King stares back with eyes that hold fire and sadness in equal measure. She looks like someone who’s lost everything and refuses to break.

She looks like Alina.

“When do you want it done?” I ask, my voice steady even as something twists in my gut.

“Soon. Chen is getting nervous, and nervous partners make bad decisions.”

I slide the photograph into my jacket pocket, next to the space where Alina’s cupcake used to be. “Consider it done.”

Viktor smiles, and for a moment he almost looks proud. Like a real father instead of a monster wearing Papa’s face.

“Good,” he says, raising his glass in a mock toast. “To family business.”

I stand to leave, but his voice stops me at the door.

“Pavel.”

I turn back, one hand on the brass handle.

“This one is personal, son. Don’t let emotion cloud your judgment like before.”

The words hit like a punch to the gut. Like before. When I was seven and let emotion make me weak. When I loved my sister more than I feared my father.

“I understand,” I lie.

But as I walk out of the study, Hope King’s photograph burns against my chest like a brand. Those eyes, full of fire and loss. Those eyes that remind me of everything I couldn’t save.

This isn’t just about Chen’s documents or Viktor’s alliance. This is about the past coming back to collect its debts. About a seven-year-old boy who failed to protect what he loved most.

And now, twenty years later, I have to decide if I’m still that helpless child or if I’ve become something else entirely.

Something that might finally be strong enough to choose love over fear.

Even if it destroys everything I’ve built in the ashes of Alina’s grave.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Hope’s POV




The scream tears through my sleep like a blade.

“No! Papa, don’t!”

I jolt awake, my heart hammering against my ribs. Ethan’s small body is pressed against my side, his dark hair damp with sweat. His little fist clutches my old t-shirt, the one with holes I can’t bring myself to throw away.

“Shh, baby. It’s okay.” I stroke his hair, the silky strands slipping through my fingers. “Just a dream.”

But it wasn’t just a dream. It never is. The nightmare is always the same—blood pooling on marble floors, the crack of gunfire, Papa’s eyes going empty while I hide behind the sofa like a coward.

Be strong. Stay hidden. Survive until the trust fund becomes yours.

His last words. The ones that keep me breathing when everything else wants to stop.

Ethan’s breathing evens out, but I can’t go back to sleep. I never can after the dreams come. Instead, I watch the rain paint patterns on our tiny window and count the hours until I have to pretend to be someone else again.

Emily Dawson. Barmaid. Nobody special. Nobody worth killing.

If only that were true.

My hands shake as I reach for the concealer. In the cracked bathroom mirror, purple blooms across my left cheekbone where I “walked into a door” yesterday. At least, that’s what I told Mrs. Patterson when she asked.

The truth is messier. Chen’s men don’t just disappear because you change your name. They find you in grocery stores, on buses, in the queue at the post office. A shove here, a warning there. Little reminders that you can run, but you can’t hide forever.

“You’re being paranoid,” I whisper to my reflection, but my hands still tremble as I blend the makeup over the bruise.

Paranoid keeps us alive. Paranoid pays the rent and buys Ethan’s formula and keeps him safe in this hellhole flat that smells like mold and broken dreams.

“Mama?” Ethan’s voice drifts from the bedroom, sleepy and sweet.

“Coming, love.”

I find him sitting up in our shared bed, his blue eyes—so much like his father’s it makes my chest tight—blinking in the gray light.

“Hungry,” he says, and my heart clenches because we’re down to the last tin of beans.

“I know. Mama’s going to work, and Mrs. Patterson will give you breakfast, okay?”

He nods, but I see the question in his eyes. The same one I ask myself every morning: How long can we keep this up?

The answer is always the same: As long as we have to.

The Broken Crown sits on the corner of Whitmore Street like a bruise that won’t heal. The paint peels off the sign, and the windows are so grimy you can barely see through them. It’s the kind of place where people come to forget their troubles and leave with bigger ones.

Perfect for someone who needs to disappear.

I push through the door, the familiar smell of stale beer and disappointment washing over me. Derek’s already behind the bar, polishing glasses with a rag that’s seen better days.

“Morning, Emily.” He doesn’t look up. Derek never looks at anyone if he can help it. That’s why I like him.

“Morning.”

I tie my apron around my waist and start the routine. Stock the fridges. Count the tills. Pretend I’m not watching every face that walks through that door, cataloging threats and escape routes.

The morning crowd is the usual suspects. Old men nursing pints and younger ones who should be at work but aren’t. A few women with hard eyes and soft voices, trading gossip like currency.

“Heard about the shooting in Bethnal Green,” one of them says. “Three bodies. Professional job.”

My hand freezes on the tap. Chen’s territory.

“Police won’t say who,” another woman adds. “But word is, it was Triad business.”

The glass overflows, beer foaming onto my shoes. I set it down, my pulse hammering in my throat.

Not here. Please, not here.

But danger has a way of following people like me. We carry it in our blood, in our names, in the secrets that wake us screaming in the night.

The storage room smells like dust and desperation. I’m counting bottles of cheap vodka when I hear the footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. The kind that mean trouble.

“Well, well. All alone back here, are we?”

I don’t turn around. I know that voice. Darren Mills, the owner’s nephew. The kind of man who thinks women are toys put on earth for his entertainment.

“Just doing inventory.” I keep my voice level, my hands steady on the bottles.

“No need to be all business, Emily.” He steps closer, and I smell the alcohol on his breath. It’s not even noon, but Darren’s never been one for conventional timing.

“I’m working.”

“So am I.”

His hand lands on my shoulder, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. I’ve got knives hidden all over this place—behind the bar, taped under tables, sewn into my apron. But Darren’s not worth the risk. Not yet.

“Don’t.” The word comes out sharp as glass.

He laughs, the sound ugly in the small space. “You think you’re too good for me, Emily? Living in that rat hole flat, pouring drinks for drunks?”

His grip tightens, and something cold slides down my spine. This isn’t just harassment anymore. This is a threat.

“Let go of me.”

“Or what? You’ll call the police?” He leans closer, his breath hot against my ear. “Tell them what? That Darren Mills touched poor little Emily Dawson? Who do you think they’ll believe?”

Nobody. That’s the answer, and we both know it. Women like Emily Dawson—women with no family, no connections, no power—we’re ghosts. We disappear, and nobody asks questions.

But I’m not just Emily Dawson. I’m Hope King, daughter of Richard King, and I learned a long time ago that ghosts can bite back.

“I said let go.”

Instead, his other hand moves to my wrist, fingers circling like a shackle. “You know what I think? I think you need to learn some respect.”

The red tide rises behind my eyes. Papa’s voice echoes in my memory: Never let them see you as prey, little star. Predators only understand one language.

I drive my knee up hard, connecting with the soft flesh between his legs.

Darren doubles over with a sound like a deflating balloon. His face goes white, then green, then purple as he struggles to breathe.

“Touch me again,” I say, my voice deadly calm, “and I’ll cut your throat.”

He staggers back, one hand pressed to his groin, the other braced against a shelf of cleaning supplies. Rage twists his features into something ugly and dangerous.

“You crazy bitch—”

“Am I?” I straighten my shirt with steady hands, meeting his eyes without flinching. “Test me and find out.”

For a moment, we stare at each other across the narrow space. He sees something in my face that makes him step back again. Good. Let him see the killer’s daughter. Let him remember that Emily Dawson might be helpless, but Hope King is not.

“This isn’t over,” he snarls, but his voice shakes.

“Yes, it is.”

I turn my back on him and walk toward the door, every muscle coiled and ready. Predators usually attack from behind, but Darren’s too shaken to try. His footsteps retreat in the opposite direction, and I allow myself one small smile.

Still got it, Papa.

The pub door chimes as I emerge from the storage room, and I look up automatically. It’s a habit I picked up years ago—always know who’s coming and going, always watch for the face that doesn’t belong.

This face definitely doesn’t belong.

He’s tall, probably six-two, with the kind of build that speaks of violence and discipline. Expensive coat, but not flashy. Well-groomed, but not soft. Everything about him screams money and danger in equal measure.

But it’s his eyes that make my blood run cold.

Storm-gray. Cold as winter sky. And fixed on me with the intensity of a predator who’s found his prey.

Run.

The thought slams through my brain like a gunshot, but my feet stay planted behind the bar. Running draws attention. Running gets you killed.

He walks toward me with the fluid grace of someone who’s never had to worry about being hunted. Every step is deliberate, controlled. This is a man who’s used to being the hunter.

“Good morning.” His accent is crisp, educated. British, but with something else underneath. Something that makes my skin crawl.

“What can I get you?” I keep my voice steady, my hands busy with a glass that doesn’t need cleaning.

“Vodka. Neat.”

Of course. Nobody drinks vodka at noon unless they’re either an alcoholic or Russian. And this man doesn’t look like an alcoholic.

I pour the drink, my movements mechanical. The bottle doesn’t shake in my hands, even though everything inside me is screaming to run. To grab Ethan and disappear into the London underground and never surface again.

“You’re new here,” I say as I slide the glass across the bar.

It’s not a question. I know every regular, every semi-regular, every person who’s ever set foot in this place for more than five minutes. This man has never been here before.

“Just passing through.” He lifts the glass to his lips, and I catch sight of expensive cufflinks. Platinum, maybe. Or white gold. “Research for a book I’m writing.”

“What kind of book?”

“Historical fiction. Viking sagas, actually.” He takes a sip, and I see him evaluate the vodka like he knows the difference between good and swill. “There’s something fascinating about warriors who took what they wanted without asking permission.”

The words hit me like ice water. Took what they wanted without asking permission.

Is he threatening me? Or am I being paranoid again?

“Vikings were brutal,” I say carefully. “They burned villages and murdered innocents.”

“Perhaps. But they were also successful.” His gray eyes never leave my face. “Sometimes brutality is just honesty. Sometimes asking permission is a luxury the strong can’t afford.”

Definitely a threat.

I set down the glass I’m cleaning and meet his stare head-on. “And sometimes,” I say softly, “the innocent fight back.”

For a moment, something flickers across his face. Surprise? Respect? It’s gone before I can identify it.

“Indeed they do.” He raises his glass in a mock toast. “To survivors.”

The word hangs between us like a blade. He knows. Somehow, this stranger with his expensive clothes and winter-cold eyes knows exactly who I am.

The question is: What does he plan to do about it?

Darren!

The shout comes from the other end of the bar, where Derek is trying to deal with the aftermath of our storage room encounter. Darren has emerged, still walking funny, his face a mask of humiliation and rage.

“She attacked me!” He points a shaking finger in my direction. “That crazy bitch attacked me!”

Great. Because today wasn’t complicated enough already.

The stranger’s eyes shift from me to Darren, taking in the situation with the same cold assessment he used on the vodka. His expression doesn’t change, but something in his posture does. A subtle shift that makes him look less like a customer and more like…

Something else. Something dangerous.

“Problem?” His voice carries just enough authority to make everyone in the vicinity take notice.

“Not your concern, mate,” Darren snarls, but I see him take an involuntary step backward.

Smart man. Whatever this stranger is, he’s not someone you want to cross.

“Actually,” the stranger says, setting down his glass with deliberate care, “I think it is.”

And suddenly, I realize that my day is about to get much, much worse.
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Pavel’s POV


The pub door chimes as I step inside, the sound cutting through the thick air like a blade. The scent hits me first—stale beer, cigarette smoke, and something else. Fear. It clings to the walls like a second skin.

My eyes find her instantly.

She stands behind the bar, her back straight as a sword despite the tremor in her hands. The man beside her—Darren, from my research—looms over her like a vulture. His face is red with drink and rage. Her face is pale but defiant.

I take a seat at the far end of the bar. Close enough to watch. Far enough to remain invisible.

The tension between them crackles like electricity before a storm. I’ve seen this dance before. Predator and prey. But this prey has claws.

“You think you’re too good for everyone here,” Darren snarls, his voice thick with alcohol. “Walking around like some princess.”

She doesn’t back down. That surprises me. Most people would.

“I think I’m too good for you,” she says. Her voice is steady. Cold. “There’s a difference.”

Darren’s hand twitches toward her. I shift forward slightly, my muscles coiling. But she moves first. Her knee drives up into his groin with surgical precision. He doubles over, gasping like a fish on dry land.

“Touch me again and I’ll cut your throat,” she whispers. The words are so quiet I almost miss them. But the promise in her voice is clear as crystal.

Darren stumbles away, cursing under his breath. She smooths down her shirt with hands that don’t shake. Not anymore.

Impressive.

I wait until her breathing steadies before I approach the bar. Her eyes snap to mine immediately. Green like bottle glass. Sharp like broken metal.

“What can I get you?” she asks.

“Vodka,” I say. “The good stuff.”

My accent is perfect Swedish. I’ve practiced it for years. She doesn’t need to know I learned it in a Moscow prison from a man I later killed.

She reaches for the top shelf. Her movements are efficient. Practiced. But I catch the way she checks the exits. The way her free hand stays near the knife I’m sure she carries.

Smart girl.

She pours two fingers of vodka into a glass. Her fingers brush mine as she slides it across the bar. The contact lasts half a second. Maybe less.

But something passes between us. A spark. Recognition?

No. That’s impossible. She couldn’t know who I am. Could she?

“You’re not from around here,” she says. It’s not a question.

I take a sip of vodka. It burns going down. Good. I need the fire.

“Sweden,” I lie smoothly. “Stockholm.”

Her eyes narrow slightly. She’s studying me like a puzzle she can’t solve. Taking in my watch—Patek Philippe, worth more than most people make in a year. My clothes—tailored in Milan, cut to hide the gun under my left arm. My stillness—the kind that comes from knowing exactly how many ways I can kill everyone in this room.

“What brings you to this charming neighborhood?” she asks.

There’s mockery in her voice. This place is a shithole and we both know it.

“Research,” I say. “I’m a writer. Working on a book about Viking sagas.”

The lie rolls off my tongue like honey. I’ve told it so many times I almost believe it myself.

She laughs. The sound is sharp as breaking glass.

“Vikings,” she says. “How fitting.”

“You know about Vikings?” I ask.

“I know they were brutal,” she says. Her green eyes lock onto mine. “They took what they wanted without asking. No mercy. No conscience.”

The words hit closer to home than they should. I lean forward slightly.

“Perhaps that’s why they were so successful,” I reply.

Her smile is bitter as winter wind.

“Success built on blood and bone,” she says. “How noble.”

We stare at each other across the bar. The air between us hums with tension. She knows something. Or suspects something. But what?

“Emily!”

The shout cuts through our moment like an axe. Darren has returned. His face is purple with rage and embarrassment. The other patrons have started to notice the show.

“We’re not done talking,” he snarls, stalking toward the bar.

She turns to face him. Her jaw is set like stone.

“Yes, we are,” she says.

But Darren isn’t listening. He’s drunk. Angry. Humiliated. A dangerous combination in any man.

He reaches across the bar and grabs her arm. His fingers dig into her flesh hard enough to leave bruises.

“Let go,” she says. Her voice is deadly calm.

Darren laughs. “Or what? You’ll knee me again, princess?”

That’s when I move.

My hand shoots out like a striking snake. I catch Darren’s wrist in my grip. His bones feel fragile as bird wings under my fingers.

I squeeze.

The crack echoes through the pub like a gunshot. Darren’s scream follows a second later.

“The lady said no,” I say.

My voice is velvet over steel. Soft enough to be polite. Hard enough to promise death.

Darren drops to his knees. His wrist hangs at an unnatural angle. Sweat pours down his face like rain.

“Please,” he gasps. “Please, I’m sorry.”

I release him. He crumples to the floor, cradling his shattered wrist against his chest.

The pub has gone silent. Every eye is on us. But I only see her.

Hope—no, Emily, she calls herself here—stares at me with wide green eyes. Her face has gone pale as winter snow.

She’s seen violence before. I can tell by the way she doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t scream. But there’s something else in her expression.

Recognition.

My blood turns to ice.

“Call an ambulance,” I tell the bartender without looking away from her.

The man scrambles for
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