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      OBSESSED. VENGEFUL. RUTHLESS.

      NICOLE

      Vegas crime boss Leo Russo murdered my father and stole my legacy. But when I have the chance to take my revenge…I hesitate, a mistake that turns me from hunter to prey.

      No one crosses Leo Russo and lives to tell. He is a monster—cruel, calculating, and without an ounce of compassion.

      I hate him. And I hate that my body aches for his touch despite knowing he’s evil incarnate.

      I can’t stop this dark need, this desire for the very monster who now holds me captive and controls whether I live or die.

      

      LEO

      Nicole Milano did what no one else has ever done. She fooled me.

      I believed she was my loyal personal assistant, but all this time she’s been working against me. My little mouse revealed herself to be a fierce wolf in disguise. She had the chance to kill me. She didn’t. Now she will pay the price for deceiving me.

      But first I must satisfy the need to feel her body beneath mine, to make her scream my name. I want to possess her, dominate her, take her until I’ve had my fill.

      She belongs to me now—body and soul.

      

      **Ruthless Vow is the second book in the Vegas Vicious series. It is a stand-alone romance in a connected series featuring the Russo crime family. Enemies to lovers, captive heroine, obsessed alpha billionaire hero. This full-length novel includes violent scenes, profanity, and explicit sex. May not be suitable for sensitive audiences.**
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      My heart starts to pound loud and fast when the burner phone buzzes. I pull to the shoulder on Summerlin Parkway and take the call.

      “It’s happening this weekend. Sunday morning at ten,” says a deep male voice with a hint of a Russian accent.

      How delightfully cliché. Because sounding like a villain in a B-list action movie absolutely screams ‘take me seriously.’

      But I do take him seriously. His name is Danila. He is one of the mercenaries hired by my aunt Bianca.

      “Okay,” I say, feeling sick. My hands are sweating.

      “Get rid of the phone,” he says.

      “Okay,” I say again.

      He ends the call and I stare down at the screen before it goes dark. The burner is the latest in a continuous stream that have been delivered to me anonymously for the past two years. I mostly keep the phone in airplane mode which cuts off all cellular connections. I allow cellular connection for only five minutes at a time on a random, rotating schedule so my aunt’s people can reach me.

      I have no way to contact them. There are no numbers stored in this phone, no personal information.

      And now, they have no further need to contact me because their plan is in motion, set to take place on my boss, Leonardo Russo’s weekend retreat on his family’s yacht. The place where he’s the most at peace.

      It’s the best place to strike. Out in the middle of nowhere. No witnesses. No surprises. No chance arrival of reinforcements.

      Leo dies this weekend, and I tell myself I won’t shed a single tear about it. He’s a psychopath, a killer, a blackhearted villain who has destroyed countless families.

      Including my own. Twenty-seven months ago, he murdered my father.

      Which is why working as his executive assistant for the last two months has been… difficult, to say the least.

      For two years before that, I worked for his father, Salvatore Russo, watching, gathering information, spying, reporting back to my aunt. I was supposed to hate Salvatore Russo too, and in the beginning, I did.

      But two years is a long time to be in daily contact with someone without acknowledging the layers they reveal.

      I fought against myself every time a part of me grew softer for the man who’d given me a job because he and my mother had known each other when they were kids. The man who seemed so kind and generous, who’d never raised his voice to me, even when I made mistakes.

      As I sit on the side of the road now, cars whizzing past, I remember the time I dropped an armful of folders, business documents, spreadsheets. I knew it would take me hours to put them back into order. It was only a week into my new job, and I’d been nervous and unsure of myself, terrified that I’d be fired, that I’d fail my aunt.

      She’d expected me to fail. She’d told me so, point blank. Your father had no faith in you, she’d said. He knew you are good at nothing, good for nothing.

      Her voice and his are always lurking at the edges of my thoughts.

      “Stupid,” I’d admonished myself as I dropped to the floor, desperate to gather the papers. “I’m so, so stupid.” I could hear my father’s voice in my head, spitting the words at me in stereo.

      I hadn’t realized my new boss was close enough to hear me.

      “You are not stupid,” Salvatore had said, squatting down opposite me and gathering papers into a pile. “No more beating yourself up for no reason. You’re a smart, capable girl, Nicole. I see that even if you don’t. I have complete faith in you.”

      Yeah. Times like that, I’d almost forgotten who and what Salvatore Russo really was. And who he and his family had destroyed.

      Then, while out for dinner with his four sons, he’d been murdered. Two bullets, one to the heart, one to the head. My aunt would be horrified to know that I’d cried for hours when I’d heard the news.

      A day later, Leo Russo was at my door. I hadn’t been able to tell if he was grieving his father’s loss. His expression had been made of cold, hard stone, his eyes black ice.

      “You work for me now,” he’d said.

      It wasn’t a question, it was a command. One I had expected. Because once you get a glimpse behind the Russo curtain—both the innocent exterior and the not-so-innocent interior—you're automatically enrolled in the ‘lifetime employment’ program.

      Which was perfect for my aunt’s plan. She needed me to stay on the inside indefinitely, an informant, a spy. And just in case I ever developed a conscience or qualms, she’d found a way to guarantee my loyalty.

      Sofia.

      She and my father had used my sister as leverage all her life.

      I close my fingers on the antique silver locket I always wear. The locket was my mother’s, and her mother’s before that. Inside there is a picture of my mother on the left and a picture of Sofia on the right. I open it now and look at my sister’s face, letting myself think of her as she was the last time I saw her, eyes alight with laughter. It’s been just over two years. Does she still look the same? Does she still love Skittles and stars and everything pink? Probably not. She’d been seventeen the last time I was allowed to see her. And I’ve only been allowed to speak with her three times since then.

      I close the locket and force myself back to the moment. I take my manicure scissors from my purse then pull the sim card from the phone. I cut the card into tiny pieces, open the car door and step out onto the shoulder. I toss the bits in a wide arc. After wiping down the burner phone, I throw it onto the highway and watch as a truck drives over it, leaving it in pieces.

      Focusing on the small task helps keep me from obsessing about the bigger tasks or the weekend to come.

      I get back in the car and tighten my hands on the wheel, closing my eyes and pulling in a slow breath to help steady my nerves.

      I need to act normal, act like I always do. I need to get Leo to sign the contracts that weren’t ready when he left the office earlier today, discuss the invitation to the governor’s charity gala, and confirm the menu for this weekend on the yacht. Act like I would on any other Thursday.

      I drive the rest of the way to Leo’s house. More of an estate, really. The contemporary house is set on acres of land against the backdrop of the mountains, surrounded by an electrified fence and metal gates, patrolled by security. Which is why my aunt’s people prefer to hit Leo on the yacht.

      I pass the security and the gates. I’ve been here often, dealing with whatever Leo needs me to deal with, dealing with his father before that. I’m known and familiar. Accepted. Trusted.

      After I park, I head to the front door, walking along the concrete rectangles that float on a bed of water and river rock.

      A muscled, good-looking guy guards the door. Luca. Six five. Built like a tank. Dark hair. Hazel eyes. His expression holds menace for an instant, then he recognizes me and smiles. With a flourish, he opens the front door and motions me inside.

      How easy it’s been to fool them all. To gain their trust.

      They see only the plain mouse of a woman who is forever in the shadows, meek, insecure, insignificant.

      They don’t see the snake in their midst. And they won’t. Not until it’s too late.

      The thought ought to bring me only joy.

      “You’re late, gorgeous,” Luca says. “Leo expected you an hour ago.”

      Luca’s called me that since the first time we met. For a while, I thought he was being sarcastic and fucking with me, since gorgeous is the last thing I am. But then I realized he calls every woman gorgeous.

      It’s part of his charm. Part of the role he plays to get along in this world, I’d realized. When you look like Luca—tall, muscular, attractive, but in a rough way, like someone who usually talks with his fists rather than his mouth—a friendly demeanor helps people let their guard down. All the easier to sucker punch them when the occasion calls for it.

      “The contracts were late,” I say as I pass him, my gaze locked on the ground.

      “He’s in his office,” Luca says. “He has company.”

      “I just need a few minutes of his time.” I head toward the back of the house, to Leo’s office. Company usually means a woman. Rarely ever the same woman. Leo doesn’t do relationships. They’re probably having drinks. Maybe hors d’oeuvres.

      I hear his voice, talking to someone. I can’t make out the words but he sounds angry. No… not angry… Firm. Unrelenting. I head in the direction of the voice. The door to his office is open.

      A breath catches in my throat, and I freeze in place at what I see.

      It’s Leo. And he is definitely with a woman.

      She’s naked except for her stiletto heels, bent at the waist, face-down across his desk, her long legs spread wide. Leo stands behind her, his expression intent. One hand is between her legs. The other comes down on her buttock with a sharp smack.

      The woman gasps and moans but makes no effort to get away.

      I take a step back. I should make a sound, let him know I’m here. I should back away, turn away.

      But I don’t do either of those things.

      Instead, I stand and look my fill of Leo Russo. He’s shirtless, his shoulders broad, his waist trim, his chest and belly ridged with muscle. The smooth, tanned skin of his arms and torso is decorated with beautifully artistic black ink. Roses. A sword. Skulls. A thorny vine curls over his hip and along his lower belly, following the V of muscle that descends into his waistband.

      Square jaw, razor-sharp cheekbones, luscious mouth, his lower lip fuller than his upper. He is all hard edges and cruel lines, but he’s absolutely beautiful—the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my life.

      He strokes the woman between her legs while he slaps her ass, a look of aggressive pleasure on his face, his perfect mouth drawn in a taut line. She moans and gasps.

      Heat blooms low in my belly. I wet my lips, shocked, aroused.

      Again, Leo smacks the woman’s ass.

      The crack of sound reaches inside me and twists a tight knot of lust. I’m wet between my legs, a tingling heat spreading up to my breasts, hardening my nipples.

      My mouth is dry, my breathing shallow.

      Why don’t I move, leave, run? Why do I stand here watching… yearning? What’s wrong with me?

      Leo strokes the woman faster. Her breath comes fast and rough as she squirms against the desktop, panting, whimpering. He slaps her ass again, harder than before, and grunts the order, “Come.”

      As if she had been waiting for his permission, she cries out, her whole body drawing tight, her head thrown back as she obeys.

      She collapses, her breathing ragged as Leo strides around the desk to the other side. He grabs the woman’s hair, pulling her head back as he unzips his fly. His cock juts out. I stare, because just like the rest of him, Leo’s cock is gorgeous. Long and thick and hard. And…

      Oh my god. His cock is pierced, a curved bar adorning the thick, smooth head, a stud at each end.

      He pushes his cock past the woman’s lips, into her mouth, deep into her throat. She moans as she sucks him, eager, her hips thrusting against the desktop as if her orgasm has given her no relief.

      I stare, wondering how she can take so much of him and still breathe, how she can take so much and not choke.

      And then I wonder how much I could take.

      I want to take all of him.

      For an instant, just an instant, I am that woman on the desk, Leo’s hand twisted in my hair, pulling my head back so he can fill my mouth, my throat.

      I’m shocked by my thoughts, by how turned on I am. Horrified, because this is Leo Russo, the man who killed my father. I hate him. I want him to pay with his life for what he’s done. Of course I do.

      I gasp and stumble back.

      The sound catches his attention.

      His gaze shoots to mine. Our eyes lock. He keeps fucking the woman’s mouth, long, deep strokes, but he doesn’t look away. I’m pinned by those cold, emotionless eyes.

      And I know he sees me. He sees me, the woman I am inside.

      His lips curve in a cruel smile.

      “Want to join us?” he asks, his voice smoke and gravel.

      His fathomless, dark gaze holds mine and freezes me in place for what feels like hours, but I know it’s only a second before I turn and run.

      My shame quickly turns to embarrassed anger. And anger makes it so much easier to hate him again.

      For a moment, just a moment, I’d forgotten to do that.
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      I stand on the swim deck of the Luciana, the Russo family yacht, sleek lines of white and chrome, the teak decks polished to perfection, nothing but endless sky and deep blue ocean in all directions.

      The guards who normally patrol the decks are nowhere to be seen. I’d distracted the chef this morning and slipped benzos into their breakfast. They’re sleeping like babies. I could start a side business—‘Nap Time Ninjas: Covert Guard Management.’ At this rate, I’ll be running a loyalty program in no time.

      They should thank me. If they weren’t getting some extra sleep, they’d also be on the hit list today.

      A large motor boat floats off to one side, waiting to remove my aunt’s men the same way it brought them here. Quickly and efficiently.

      One of the men, a blond, holds Leo’s sister Sabina off to one side, his gun at her temple. I regret that. Sabina’s only ever been kind to me.

      Two other men have their weapons trained on Leo and his brother Damian, who stand on the far side of the platform, backs to the ocean.

      Leo never mentioned his siblings would be on the yacht this weekend. Had I known, I would have⁠—

      Would have what?

      The plan is a runaway train, out of my control—not that I had any control to start with. My aunt is the one with all the control, pulling my strings like I’m a puppet.

      There are moments I hate her as much as I hate Leo Russo. Maybe more. Because she’s my family, my blood, and a part of me aches for her to love me, just as it ached for my father to love me, to see me as someone of value.

      He never did. He always saw me as a girl who was born in place of the son he wanted, a son who would restore our family name and prominence.

      I remember the slurs he used to fling at my mother, the disgust for her failure to give him a son. Guess he never got the memo that a baby’s sex is determined by the father.

      I still hear his voice in my head, telling me I am worthless, a disappointment, a burden, an ugly, stupid thing.

      He was blown to pieces late one night in his restaurant, thanks to a bomb left there by Leo.

      Since his death, my aunt has continued that litany. But she’s too smart to rely only on intimidation, manipulation, and family loyalty. If that was all she had, I would never have agreed to work for Salvatore, never have betrayed him, never have continued to work for Leo. I would have run as far from Las Vegas as possible, changed my name, stayed away forever.

      But Bianca has a trump card up her sleeve: she has a hostage, the person I love most in this world. Sofia.

      And I know Bianca won’t hesitate to hurt her. She’s done it before.

      I step forward and all three Russos stare at me. My heart pounds. I wish I were anywhere but here.

      “Guess you found your spy, Leo,” Damian says.

      “What the actual fuck…” Leo’s eyes narrow. “How long have you been working for the Ivanovs, Nicole?” His voice is soft, deadly.

      “I don’t work for them. This isn’t about your war with the Ivanovs,” I say.

      I don’t bother to share that it’s about another war entirely, one that’s five decades old, one that ruined my family, stole our name and standing.

      Il Massacro my father called it. The Massacre.

      Fifty years ago, the Russos took down the Morettis. It was a bloodbath that involved murders not only of the family and their allies, but a campaign of assassinations of politicians, judges, prosecutors, and cops in order to shift the balance of power.

      After that, the Russos flourished while the Morettis never recovered.

      That ate away at my family for generations, a wound that was never forgotten.

      Then, three years ago, I was brought to a meeting being held at the back of Casa Bruno, my father’s restaurant. There were five people there. Three I didn’t recognize. Two I did: my father and my aunt, Bianca.

      They had a plan to take down the Russos. Slowly, carefully. The Morettis were still weak. We didn’t have the connections or the piles of cash needed to mount a war. The Russos could crush what was left of us with very little effort.

      So we would start by having someone working on the inside. They’d decided it would be me. That I would use my dead mother’s last name and the fact that she had grown up with Salvatore Russo as leverage to land a job in his organization. My father insisted Salvatore wouldn’t know she’d married a Moretti, and that he would hire me based on an old family friendship. He was right on both counts.

      But my father never got to gloat because Leo Russo blew him to bits before I ever even met Salvatore.

      “You betrayed my father,” Leo says to me, his voice low, his cold, dark eyes measuring, judging. “You worked at his side for almost two years. You celebrated holidays with my family. You were invited to my cousin’s baby’s christening. And all along you were a spy for the enemy. You repaid my father by collaborating in his murder.”

      His words shouldn’t wound me. But they do. Salvatore was a bad man, a terrible man, a criminal, a killer, some would say a monster. All the Russo men are.

      But he was also a good man, a good father, a loving husband. He donated massive sums to charity, both his money and his time. He was a great boss. A man who treated me like a person, who truly cared about me. I know he did. And I cared about him. I hate that Salvatore Russo is dead.

      And that truth leaves me so messed up.

      My chin kicks up a notch.

      “Sorry to disappoint, but I knew nothing about the hit on him until I heard about it with everyone else after he was dead. Saw it on the news.” I force my tone to remain casual, uncaring. I don’t reveal by word or action that I mourn Salvatore, that I miss him. He was one of the few people in this world who was ever kind to me. “Too bad, really. It would have been an eye for an eye.”

      Leo stares at me for a long moment. Too long. He wears a calculating expression, like he’s sizing me up, measuring me, seeing something more than the woman I appear to be.

      Seeing me, the me who lives inside my skin, not the me everyone else sees. Just like he did when I stumbled on him in his office, getting sucked off by that woman on the desk.

      I drag in a breath, trying to clear my mind. I don’t want to remember how that made me feel.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, an eye for an eye?” Leo asks.

      “This is all because of what you did to my father. Killing yours would have been sweet justice. Instead, it seems I’ll have to settle for killing you,” I say.

      “I’ve killed a lot of people,” Leo says, sounding bored. “You’ll have to remind me who your father was.”

      I want to tell him who he was, how he had plans to grasp hold of our family’s legacy once again by taking down the Russos. My father said it was the rise of the Morettis once again, beginning with vengeance for the deaths of past generations of my family five decades ago. But if I admit that, then those I leave alive—Damian and Sabina—will know, too, and they’ll have information they could use to hunt me down. I’m smart enough not to hand them my head on a platter.

      The blond holding Sabina presses his fingers to his ear, listening. I turn toward him.

      “Our lookout says that Russo’s men have been alerted,” he says. “Some sort of silent alarm. They are on their way. We need to go.”

      Shit. Time is up.

      Leo Russo is about to die. I’m about to shoot him.

      “Nicole—” Leo says.

      “Shut up!” I spin back to face him. “This is your fucking fault. Own it. You’re responsible for the bomb that set all of this into motion.” The bomb that blew my father, Bruno Moretti to pieces.

      Leo shrugs, unconcerned, as if he isn’t the one who has several weapons aimed at him. “Probably wasn’t me,” he says. “I’m not really an explosives type of guy. I prefer things up close and personal.”

      The way he says that makes a chill crawl along my spine.

      He’ll kill me if he gets the chance. He’ll make it slow. He’ll make it hurt. He’ll make it personal.

      “I’ll give you up close and personal,” I snarl, forcing hate and rage into my words, because the alternative is to let him see that my hands are shaking. “On your knees. Now.”

      Leo just stares at me, unmoving.

      One of my aunt’s men moves forward and kicks Leo’s legs out from under him while another forces him to his knees.

      He holds my gaze with those black-ice eyes, his beautiful, perfect features completely expressionless.

      “Today, you pay the price for what you did,” I say.

      And what price will I pay? I’m a disposable piece in my aunt’s game. I know that. So why am I letting her move me around the board?

      Because she has Sofia. And I know she will not hesitate to hurt her, even kill her in retaliation if I fail.

      “I didn’t kill your father,” Leo says. He doesn’t plead or beg. He says the words not as if he is desperate to save his own life, but rather as if he is just stating a fact like ‘the sky is blue’ or ‘grass is green.’

      My heart is a wild bird slamming against my ribs. I feel sick. Dizzy.

      “Stop! No, don’t do this! Please!” Sabina yells, struggling against her captor, trying to get to her brother.

      “Sabina,” Leo says, his tone one of command. “You will stay calm. You will let this happen. And you and Damian will live.”

      For a villain, he sounds like a goddamned hero. Like Captain America, if he were the filthy rich boss of a Mafia syndicate.

      His words twist my heart. He’s willing to do anything to save his sister, his brother, even die. We have that in common.

      Sofia.

      I will do what I have to do in order to keep her safe.

      I take the pistol one of the men holds out to me. The fingers of my right hand wrap firmly around the handle, my index finger resting alongside the trigger guard. My left hand wraps around my right, my thumbs stacked atop each other. I set my feet shoulder-width apart, my left foot slightly forward, my knees slightly bent as I anticipate the recoil of the shot.

      I’ve trained for this moment. I’ve practiced this shot hundreds of times in hundreds of different ways. With a shotgun. With a pistol. Even one of my aunt’s preferred moves, where she taught me to aim and shoot without ever even pulling the pistol from the pocket of my coat. She made sure I was trained for all eventualities.

      Leo holds my gaze, his chin lifted. His jaw tense.

      There is challenge in his eyes. A flicker of… I don’t know. His expression is something I can’t read.

      He doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t look away. He doesn’t even blink.

      “Do it,” he snarls.

      The moment spins into eternity. His obsidian eyes are all I see.

      My pulse pounds, too fast, too loud. My mouth is dry, my breathing rapid and shallow.

      A lifetime of my father’s cruelty spins through my thoughts. A lifetime of my aunt’s disgust and disappointment.

      Horror. Confusion. Guilt.

      I’m flooded by a thousand emotions.

      But one certainty claws its way forward.

      I don’t want to do this. No matter his crimes, I don’t want to murder Leo Russo in front of the siblings who love him.

      I don’t want to murder Leo Russo at all.

      I can’t do this. Not even to save Sofia’s life.

      With an anguished yell, I drop my arm.

      I have failed. My father, my aunt, they were right about me. Always right. I am worthless.

      Leo surges to his feet.

      The blond gunman aims and shoots.

      I stumble back with a cry as Leo’s body jerks and he spins off the edge of the swim platform, falling into the waves.

      “We need to go!” the blond yells, grabbing my arm and dragging me to the waiting boat.

      Sabina screams her brother’s name.

      The dull thud of fists hitting flesh. Another gunshot. Yelling. The boat’s engine as we speed away.

      The sounds are distant, muted by a cloud of terror.

      I
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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