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        For the dark romance girlies who never wanted the prince.

        The ones who wanted the man willing to burn down the kingdom.

        The readers who know curvy heroines deserve to be desired, worshipped, protected, and loved without apology.

        For those who swoon over possessive heroes, obsessive devotion, and men who fall so hard they never recover.

        For the women who have been told they're too much and spent years discovering they were never enough for the wrong people.

        This one is for the girls who like their heroes intense, their emotions messy, and their happily-ever-afters earned.

        May you always find a man willing to move mountains for you.

        And if he happens to own the mountain?

        Even better.
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      Welcome to the world of Mergers & Acquisitions.

      If this is your first visit to my corner of New Jersey, pull up a chair. You're about to meet some very intense men.

      The truth is, this world didn't begin with Mergers & Acquisitions. Like most things in my writing life, it started with a single story and grew into something much bigger than I ever imagined.

      First came Wild Billionaire Romance, where powerful men with larger-than-life personalities discovered that money couldn't buy the one thing they truly needed—love.

      Then came the Jersey Bad Boys, where the stakes got higher, the heroes got rougher around the edges, and the romances became a little darker, a little steamier, and a lot more obsessive.

      Eventually, all those roads led here.

      To Mergers & Acquisitions.

      A series about powerful men, family legacies, dangerous secrets, and the women strong enough to bring them to their knees.

      These aren't perfect heroes.

      They're stubborn. Possessive. Sometimes reckless.

      They love too hard, protect too fiercely, and occasionally make spectacularly bad decisions in the name of love.

      Frankly, they're my favorite kind of heroes.

      As the world expanded, so did the stories.

      Some characters found their way into the spotlight of Wrecked Rockstar Romance, where fame, music, and obsession collide.

      Others crossed paths with the men and women of Sigma International Security, where danger lurks around every corner and falling in love can be just as risky as any mission.

      What ties all these books together is simple:

      They exist in the same universe.

      Characters know each other.

      Families overlap.

      Friendships form.

      A side character in one series might become the hero of another.

      A passing mention in one book could become a major storyline later.

      But here's the best part:

      You can read them however you want.

      Start here.

      Start somewhere else.

      Read in order.

      Read completely out of order.

      Follow a favorite character from series to series.

      There are no wrong answers.

      Every book is an interconnected standalone with its own complete love story and guaranteed happily-ever-after.

      So whether you're here for the possessive heroes, the curvy heroines, the forced marriages, the dangerous obsessions, the touch-her-and-die energy, or simply because you love watching powerful men completely lose their minds over the women they love...

      Welcome.

      I'm so glad you're here!

      
        
        Happy reading,

        C.D. Gorri

        Curvy Heroines & Epic Heroes for the Avid Reader [image: red heart][image: black heart]
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        Love wasn’t part of the deal. Neither was forever.

        The men of Mergers & Acquisitions are powerful, driven, and used to getting exactly what they want. Billion-dollar deals? Easy. Navigating love? That’s where things get complicated.

        When fate puts the right women in their paths, these possessive heroes discover that some risks are worth taking—and some acquisitions can’t be negotiated.

        Packed with steamy romance, intense emotions, and larger-than-life heroes who fall hard, this collection proves that the biggest mergers happen in the heart.

      

        

      
        Included Books 1-4:

        Desperate Measures

        Liam & Michaela

        No act is too desperate when love is on the line.

        Desperate Needs

        Connor & Clementine

        Everyone has needs. The hard part is admitting them.

        Desperate Desires

        Ono & Shelly

        Some desires can break your heart. Others can heal it.

        Desperate Actions

        Sammy & Aella

        Actions speak louder than words—and some speak of forever.
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        No act is too desperate when love is on the line.

      

        

      
        Liam

        After my sister took over the family business, there wasn’t much left for me to do. But with O’Doyle Industries going legit, big sis has found something.

        And I want no part of it.

        Marrying the bratty daughter of a Russian billionaire, and former mobster, isn’t ideal. But when it comes to family, sometimes desperate measures are called for. My new wife isn’t hard on the eyes, but I have no intention of falling victim to her wiles.

        It’s not personal, it’s just business.

      

        

      
        Michaela

        If my father knew why I married Liam O’Doyle, he’d have moved heaven and earth to stop me. But I owed his sister, the head of the O’Doyle family, my life, so, when she says I have to marry her brother to repay my debt, I do.

        I just didn’t expect to feel this way about him.

        Is it wrong to fall in love with my reluctant husband? Maybe. But it’s too late for second guessing. He thinks he can just ignore me. Like he can just walk away and leave me alone and untouched.

        But Liam O’Doyle is about to find out some mergers are very personal.
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      Present day.

      “Mrs. O’Doyle, do you have a comment about your husband’s whereabouts last night? Do you know the woman he was with?”

      “Mrs. O’Doyle, this way, please! That’s it, smile for the camera!”

      “Is it true Liam O’Doyle tricked you into marriage?”

      I blinked against the flashes from the paparazzi and looked for a path to the car waiting for me that wouldn’t require I wade into the thick of the foul-smelling photographers and tabloid hacks.

      It was their job to get all the juicy, gritty tidbits of people's lives and to turn them into fodder for the public. I understood all that. But I hated them just the same.

      Fuck. Shit.

      My heart was breaking, but I couldn’t let them see. I had to keep my chin up, my emotions hidden from the ravenous crowd.

      “Excuse me. Move. Get the fuck away from my wife!”

      I heard his voice before I saw him. Liam O’Doyle. My two-timing bastard of a husband.

      My chest squeezed.

      My throat felt thick.

      I steeled my spine and started walking. Remembering who I was had never been a problem before.

      Then he happened.

      This man—my husband—swept into my life like a tsunami. He turned everything I ever thought I knew about myself completely topsy-turvy, and I should have hated him for it.

      But, to my unending shame, I didn’t.

      “Michaela,” he murmured as I neared him and the small group of men he had with him, pushing the crowd back.

      Our eyes met, but I schooled my face to show no emotion.

      “Excuse me. I have to get to an appointment.”

      “We have to talk,” he whispered.

      “I think we’re beyond that, don’t you?”

      I turned away from his too handsome face. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate his looks.

      Liam had a way of drawing attention without even trying.

      It was so damn unfair.

      Our deal was supposed to stop this from happening. But he tricked me in more ways than one.

      Everything started to feel too real. Before I knew what was happening, I’d gone and fallen in love.

      Stupid, Micky.

      Being around him now was like staring into a storm. I knew from the start he was something beautiful but deceptively dangerous. Back then, I wasn’t sure how long I could stand in its path before being swept away.

      I’d looked forward to it, to him, doing just that.

      But I was a fool. Now, I just felt so hollow and empty now.

      It was the kind of emptiness that filled you up with the quiet roar of your own mind.

      Every thought echoed louder than the last.

      Every word uttered reminded me how far apart we really were.

      Even though we shared the same space, the same air, lived together for months, I really didn’t know him. Not at all.

      I couldn’t even look at him now, because the weight of everything I hadn’t said, everything I couldn’t say, pressed too hard against my chest.

      How could you do this to me?

      I just felt so stupid.

      No, I didn’t wait to hear what he said next. It didn’t matter.

      I was already moving, already retreating into the cold comfort of the routine I knew.

      I handed my briefcase to one of his guards, a silent gesture that felt automatic, as if I’d done it a thousand times before.

      I didn’t need to look at the guard to know that he would take it without question, that he would follow his orders without hesitation.

      These men, all of them, were extensions of my husband, and, cheater or not, he wouldn’t ever put me in harm’s way. It was the unspoken order of things.

      I was Adrik Volkov’s daughter. And Liam O’Doyle had married me for that reason alone.

      I nodded for the guard to lead the way to the car, my steps measured but distant.

      The clack of my heels on the icy stretch of sidewalk felt muffled somehow—like I was already walking away from everything.

      I sniffed delicately, halting the emotion I refused to allow myself to feel.

      I didn’t trust myself to speak anymore, not without the words coming out wrong.

      Not without him seeing the cracks in my mask.

      I knew he was still watching me. His glittering eyes, so intense, would be fixed on my back. But I couldn’t let that matter right now.

      I couldn’t let him see that I was unraveling, thread by thread, under the weight of everything we couldn’t say to each other.

      It didn’t matter, anyway. Nothing mattered. Not now. Not while the emptiness inside me was the only thing that felt real.

      As the guard closed the door to the SUV after me, I allowed my mind to wander back to when everything I ever cared about was so much simpler.

      In that moment, I wondered just how desperate I’d become to allow this all to happen.

      And I hated myself for that weakness.
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      Ten years ago.

      “But Dad, I don’t want to babysit tonight! I want to go with you and Mom tonight!” I whined and slumped down harder than I meant to on the cold marble floor.

      “Dochen’ka, do not sit so hard,” Dad scolded, his voice stern but also showing compassion.

      “Sorry, Dad,” I muttered, knowing how he hated for any of us to hurt ourselves.

      “I understand, and I know you are in a rush to grow up. But I wish you would slow down, for my sake. You have so much time, Dochen’ka. Come, your sister and your cousins wait for you,” he said, and held out his hand.

      But he didn’t understand. I was not a kid like the rest of them.

      At seventeen, surely, I was old enough to accompany my parents and aunts and uncles to the gala.

      While my younger sister and cousins played games and giggled at silly videos, I dreamed of being part of my parents’ world.

      I wanted to sit at the adult table. To join their conversations and offer my own unique perspectives.

      A book nerd since birth practically, I was not like the other girls I knew at the exclusive Manhattan school I went to. A place where the wealthy and famous sent their kids to be educated.

      I felt an invisible barrier separating me from all the rest. Sure, I was a Volkov, but I didn’t fit in.

      My parents had a love story that rivaled the couples in the romance novels my mother wrote and forbade me to read.

      Of course, I snuck them anyway. How could I resist? Z. Wolff was quite the name in the book world. We were all so proud of her, and my aunt Destiny, who narrated her books.

      I always had to read them in secret.

      As my father’s first daughter, he was not ready for me to grow up. I knew that, but I was ready.

      So ready.

      Ever since I saw him at Dad’s office, I’d been trying to get everyone to take me more seriously.

      Tonight was the night I’d finally get them to pay attention.

      I could just picture it. Me, in my fancy dress, and him, in his tux. The glittering chandeliers, the soft lighting, and all the elegantly dressed guests mingling around us.

      The string quartet all in black and the servers unobtrusively delivering food and drink to all the beautiful people I was desperate to connect with. But none so much as him.

      My secret crush.

      Liam O’Doyle.

      I could just imagine it! My parents and aunts and uncles swirling around the dance floor in shades of silver, blue, pink, and black—their signature colors.

      Laughter would ring out like music.

      Food and drink would be consumed happily.

      A fantastic time would be had by all.

      Liam would ask me to dance. He’d spin me around the floor and waltz us both into a shadowy corner where he would steal a kiss or two.

      I felt my heart racing as my longing grew. I stood up again, facing my father and ready to argue my case.

      Adrik Volkov was a powerful man, intimidating as hell. But I never once doubted my father’s love for me or our family.

      But he could be a tad unhinged, or protective, as he liked to call it.

      “Dad, I want to go. Please,” I said and felt the soft fabric of my formal gown against my skin as nerves made my palms sweat.

      “You’re just a child, Dochen’ka. This is not the place for you,” Dad replied, dismissing me.

      God, I hated how those words hung in the air like a thick fog, clouding my excitement.

      Did my father really believe that? Did he see this as some childish whim, mistaking the young woman I was?

      The one who was so like him.

      I’d been studying the world around me, absorbing the nuances of life, and I wanted in.

      I wanted in right now.

      But how did I prove my point?

      How could I show him I wasn’t just a kid playing dress up?

      I frowned and sucked in a breath, but I was cut off by a booming voice I knew well.

      “Is that you, Michaela? Wow! I hardly recognized you. You look so grown up,” Uncle Marat said as he walked into the study.

      I could tell by the impassive expression on Dad’s face I was not going to win. I’d plead my case to deaf ears.

      “You’re early,” Dad told his little brother as he poured them both a small vodka.

      “Hi Uncle Marat,” I mumbled.

      I was upset, but somewhat pleased that at least one person noticed my efforts to fit in tonight.

      I was wearing a long aquamarine formal dress. It was the same one I wore for my junior prom.

      It was pretty and glamorous, and the cut was flattering for my fuller figure.

      Totally appropriate for a fancy black tie event like this one.

      Mom was one of those true classic beauties.

      I was lucky to have inherited her pale skin and chestnut locks.

      But I had my father’s devil eyes and his features.

      My face was just a little too angular to be pretty, but I was fine with that.

      As for my size, well, I was raised in a family that appreciated bigger women. The kind of women society was finally recognizing through body positivity campaigns on social media.

      Health was important. But so was loving yourself.

      Even though I was only five foot six inches short, I weighed a hundred and eighty-three pounds. My stomach was soft, my thighs thick, and my breasts were too damn big to wear under-wire comfortably.

      It was why I liked this gown. It had a built in shelf bra. Mom made sure of it when we visited her favorite couture shop, Von Wang’s.

      “You should change before joining the others, Dochen’ka. This is not good for movie night.”

      My father was always so serious. He hated miscommunications, and he was always very clear when he spoke.

      I bit my lower lip to stop it from wobbling, and nodded, leaving the room to get changed.

      He was right. I couldn’t wear this for movie night with the cousins.

      At last he allowed me to invite my best friend to sleep over. Shelly, aka Michelle Davis, my BFF, was going to babysit for me if he said yes, and if he didn’t, we would just hang out.

      Yeah, I needed a dose of judgement-free best friend advice.

      Shelly would know exactly what to say to take the sting out of this rejection.

      The doorbell rang, and I ran to get it, hoping Shelly had arrived early so I could commiserate with her.

      But of course, it wasn’t Michelle at the door.

      It was him.

      The man I had been dreaming about for months.

      Liam O’Doyle.

      Imagine for a second that your father ran a multi-billion dollar company where you were working as an intern on weekends and after school.

      Now imagine you ran into a dark, sinful version of Prince Eric from The Little Mermaid every time you went to the office.

      He was simply stunning.

      A tall, muscular, dark-haired, stormy-eyed genius. I knew from my uncles Liam was a wizard with technology.

      More important than all that, the man made my poor tortured teenaged heart ache with longing.

      Of course, he never noticed me.

      Not only was I years younger than the man, but I was the daughter of the Dark Wolf.

      Oh, Dad never shared those stories about himself with me, but I wasn’t some stupid twit.

      I heard the stories, knew the rumors, and I was smart enough to believe them.

      “Hello, Michaela, isn’t it?” he said, his expression unreadable.

      He doesn’t even know my name.

      My stomach plummeted, but I still stood there, drinking him in. Like some idiot who’d just gone mute.

      “I thought prom was last month,” Liam said.

      His dark brows furrowed as he looked at the dress I’d been so proud of just a moment ago. I felt foolish now.

      Too young.

      Naïve.

      Silly, Micky.

      You’re just a silly girl.

      “It was,” I whispered my reply.

      “Oh. Uh, is your father here?” he asked, scratching the back of his head.

      “Yeah. Through there,” I pointed down the hall, feeling more miserable now than ever.

      Even Liam was going tonight.

      Liam O’Doyle with his midnight locks and emerald eyes. God, he was so cute.

      Ugh. Why couldn’t I be older?

      The sound of laughter and high heels clacking told me my mother and aunts were coming downstairs, and just like I predicted they were there a moment later.

      “Good evening, ladies. You all look divine this evening,” Liam said smoothly, offering a respectful bow.

      “Thank you. Liam, isn’t it?” Mom asked, smiling.

      She turned her head, noticing me, and I tugged on my dress, feeling an even bigger fool now that everyone else was looking too.

      “Michaela! What’s going on, Pudge? Why are you dressed up?”

      Oh. My. God.

      “Excuse me, I must see your husband about something,” Liam murmured, excusing himself.

      My cheeks were on fire.

      Did my mom really just call me Pudge in front of him?

      How freaking embarrassing!

      Never in my life had I wished a hole would just open up and swallow me as much as I did right then.

      “Forget it,” I muttered, turning to run straight to my room.

      I ignored my mom as she shouted after me. She wouldn’t understand. My mom and dad could not possibly comprehend what it meant to be their kid. The pressure I was under.

      Everyone assumed Adrik Volkov’s daughter was nothing more than a bauble. A little doll to dress up and take out for special occasions.

      They assumed my father bought my grades.

      That everything I did, he got for me.

      All my hard work. The years I’d spent proving myself. None of it mattered!

      Straight A’s.

      Top scorer on the soccer team.

      Never any cavities.

      Always did what I was told.

      Not a toe out of line.

      I hated it when I felt this way. Like I was suffocating, trapped inside my own skin, fighting for air but only finding more pressure with every breath.

      It was bad of me, I knew that. I shouldn’t feel this way. Maybe I was spoiled and ungrateful—just a child who wasn’t satisfied with everything she’d been given.

      I felt selfish for not appreciating the life I had, for wanting more when so many people would give anything to have what I did.

      I appreciate it.

      Of course, I did. My family, my friends, the opportunities that had come my way—I was lucky, I knew that.

      And I loved my family.

      My parents were amazing. They’d worked hard to give me a life of comfort, to set me up in a world that many could only dream of.

      Their hard work, their love, all of it had shaped me into who I was. But even as I recognized that, a hollow space inside me only seemed to grow wider.

      Was it so wrong to want to earn something, to just be something for myself sometimes?

      To feel like I wasn’t just living for the sake of living up to others’ expectations?

      It didn’t mean I didn’t love them or the rest of my family.

      But deep down, I wanted more than just the role I’d been given.

      The dutiful daughter.

      The one who had everything handed to her.

      It was like everyone else saw me as the perfect picture, the one who had it all together, who didn’t need anything.

      The truth was, I was scared to admit how much I was suffocating under the weight of that image.

      But here I was, feeling small, invisible in a world where I was supposed to shine.

      I felt like I was drowning in my own mediocrity—standing on the sidelines of my own life, watching everyone else move forward while I remained unnoticed.

      The harder I tried to bury that bad feeling, the more it threatened to consume me.

      I wanted to go tonight to try to fit in with the grownups, because I knew I didn’t fit in with the kids. Not anymore.

      I was stuck in that in between place, and it sucked ass. I wasn’t sure where to go, what to do, or how to even begin finding what I needed to feel like I was really real.

      The worst part? It wasn’t just the suffocating weight of the pressure or the expectations—it was the quiet, gnawing feeling that nobody saw me for me.

      No one ever had. Not really.

      And that realization was one I couldn’t escape.

      It was always “set a good example, Michaela,” or “watch your cousins and your sister, Michaela.” But I wanted more than that.

      I wanted a seat at the adult table.

      I wanted to be taken seriously.

      I wanted someone to see me.

      I wished that someone was Liam. But I’d been sent back inside to watch movies with the rest of my cousins and my little sister because all they would ever see when they looked at me was a kid.

      When was it going to be my turn?
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      Two months ago.

      “Why the fuck should I, Maggie?” I snorted.

      What the fuck am I doing here?

      I was in some judge’s house my sister had in her pocket at ten o’clock on a Wednesday night. New York wasn’t my hometown, but it was where I lived now.

      Only, it’d been about a month since I set foot on U.S. soil. I just wanted a stiff drink and my bed, in that order.

      But there I was, wondering what the fuck was going on? My redheaded sister looked at me with eyes cold as a shark’s. Maggie was only five years older than me, but she acted like she was my mother sometimes.

      Not that I remembered a thing about the woman who bore me. Drugs and alcoholism ended that life far too early for that. Or maybe it was just living with my dearly departed bastard of a father that had finished her.

      Regardless, I was here now. Waiting for the head of the O’Doyle family to tell me what the fuck she wanted,

      Maggie looked thin. Too thin. The weight of the crown she wore had done something to her over the years. It made her hard.

      Cold.

      A shell of the girl she’d been. Her painted mouth was unsmiling, and I wondered how women could stand wearing shit like that on their lips.

      I mean, I understood. Beauty had a price and all that. But I couldn’t even stand Chapstick during the winter.

      The fake taste.

      The waxy feel.

      It grossed me the fuck out.

      I never kissed a woman wearing lipstick. Always insisted she took it off first. It was one of my quirks.

      Lucky for me, I was good looking enough most women agreed with hardly any rebuttal.

      “My name is Margaret,” she snapped. “And I’m your fucking boss, that’s why the fuck you will do exactly as I tell you, little brother. Now sign the fucking thing.”

      Technically, she was my boss.

      But only because circumstances had placed Maggie at the head of our family when I was too young to take over.

      But everything was changing now. The O’Doyle clan was going legit, and she needed me more than I needed her bullshit.

      “Get to it, boyo, before I get wicked pissed,” she snapped.

      Always with the fucking drama, this one.

      I looked down at the marriage license and scoffed, tossing it back on the table.

      Was she fucking kidding me with this shit?

      “Michaela fucking Volkov? Are you serious?”

      The license was already filled out and signed by everyone—except me. I just had to add my name to the bottom.

      But I wasn’t a man who jumped when someone snapped. I needed a reason first, and I had yet to find one for all of this.

      “Her father has connections, and she owes me,” Maggie said, straightening her narrow shoulders.

      My sister was a world class manipulator. But I knew the Volkovs. If Maggie somehow tricked or coerced this woman into this, there would be no digging us out from the vicious fucking shit storm that family would rain down on us.

      “Did you fucking drug her, Maggie?” I asked, horrified at the thought.

      Maggie narrowed her dramatically tweezed eyebrows at me.

      Nope. Still wasn’t calling her Margaret.

      Long before she was the boss of the O’Doyle family, she was my snotty older sister who liked to prank me and forced me to watch romcoms on holidays.

      Sure, she’d come a long way. Worked her ass off to make the family business bigger and better than ever before.

      Our alliance with the Vipers didn’t fucking hurt, either.

      They were mostly legit these days. I worked for Viper Enterprises first, then Volkov Industries, for years, gaining experience and knowledge where I could. But family loyalty called me back home, and not a minute too soon.

      Maggie was ballsy and smart when it came to certain aspects of our family business. But the legit part, well, that was on me.

      I was the brains of the family. The one looking towards the future. Maggie was a fucking throwback. Happy as a pig in shit to peddle guns and play with the other bad boys and girls.

      “Do I need to remind you who the fuck I am?” she growled.

      Well, I mean, she tried to growl, but to me she sounded more like a kitten than a tiger.

      “I know who you are, Maggie. Maybe you’re the one who forgot who I am,” I said, sighing and walking to the small bar setup I spied in the corner.

      I poured myself a whiskey. One for my sister, too.

      “Sláinte,” I murmured and handed it to her.

      “Sláinte,” she replied and tossed it back.

      Maggie exhaled and placed the glass back on the bar, then faced me.

      “Listen—”

      “No. We’ll find a way, Maggie. But this isn’t it,” I said and shook my head.

      “You ungrateful little shit,” she shouted. “After everything I did for you. I am delivering you a way to ultimately secure the future for the O’Doyles on a silver fucking platter here!”

      “Don’t start,” I growled. “I did everything you ever asked. You sent me to work for the Vipers when I was still in college, for fuck’s sake, Maggie. Everything you did. I remember what you did, alright,” I snarled.

      Anger fueled me as I got right up in my sister’s face. Her cold eyes stared at me, unblinking. They were the same shade as mine, but that was where the resemblance ended.

      “Getting duped by some fucking woman in a tight dress. Being an accomplice in the kidnapping of Angel Fury’s woman. Oh, I fucking remember what you did, Maggie. I had to pay for your goddamn mistakes, or did you forget? Don’t you dare call me ungrateful.”

      “That was years ago,” Maggie spat back.

      “Feels like fucking yesterday.”
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      I’d been in college, Just a kid, really, when Ghost and her men kidnapped me and tied me up, tossed me in our garage. Used me to make my sister do what they wanted.

      No, I didn’t forget.

      I promised myself I would never be caught off guard again.

      Never that weak again.

      Never at the mercy of another person who was stronger than me.

      Not fucking ever.

      The Vipers had come storming in for the rescue, with the help of Adrik Volkov, that was not the end of it.

      I was forced to take a leave of absence from school, made to move to Jersey City, dragged away from everything I knew.

      My life.

      My friends.

      My school.

      All to pay for Maggie’s sins.

      “You owe me,” Maggie said.

      “I don’t owe you shit, Maggie. And you know it.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Eduardo, her righthand man hissed.

      “Fuck off, Eddie,” I snarled.

      No, I was not afraid of my sister or the two goons who constantly accompanied her.

      Eddie and his brother Raul were both trained by Sigma International, one of the best security companies in the world. I knew they were good at what they did.

      But so was I.

      I didn’t spend a decade working under bosses like Nico Fury and Adrik Volkov to learn to be a choirboy, for fuck’s sake.

      “It’s fine,” my sister snapped, raising her hand and sending them out with a flick of her wrist.

      “Liam, I’m sorry for anything you went through. But look, we need this. It’s just you and me now. I did my best to protect you,” she said, and fuck, she was right.

      It’s not that I was treated badly by the Vipers or the Volkovs, because I wasn’t. I just had to start from the ground up.

      For the stuck up little mafia prince I’d been, it was quite a role reversal.

      But Angel, Nico, and Luc all did right by me. They taught me things. Tested my mettle. Made me a better fucking man.

      After I finished earning my college degree, they sent me to Volkov Industries. Now, college is all theories and philosophies, but inside Volkov Tower I was able to utilize my skills as both criminal and tech expert.

      Sure, in a twisted way, I owed Maggie for that. Her fuckup was what sent me to them.

      But this shit right here. What Maggie wanted me to do right now?

      I wanted no fucking part of it.

      “Miss O’Doyle, they’re ready in the other room,” Raul said from the other side of the door.

      “Liam,” Maggie whispered, placing her hand on my shoulder. “If you do this, you will solidify the place of our family for generations. No one will be able to fuck with the O’Doyles again.”

      Goddamn. Motherfucker.

      I gritted my teeth. Maggie had a point. And even though I was glad my piece of shit father was buried six feet deep, I still had the old bastard’s name. I wouldn’t change it.

      Not for anything.

      I was Liam O’Doyle now, and bleaching away the stain of my paternal roots was my problem.

      But this would make it easier.

      I would have extra clout.

      A whole fucking army standing behind me.

      The only question I had was why.

      Why would Michaela Volkov agree to marry me?

      It made no sense.

      My sister had something to do with this, I knew she did.

      Michaela was the daughter of Adrik Volkov. The fucking Dark Wolf himself. And I couldn’t fathom a single fucking reason she’d willingly do this.

      “Tell me how you got her to agree to this.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes and put her hands on her slender hips.

      “She just owes me, okay?”

      “Owes you for what, Maggie?”

      My sister huffed a breath and tapped her red fingernails against the emerald gown she had on.

      Maggie always wore fucking green. A nod to our Irish heritage I supposed. Or maybe she just liked the dramatic way it brought out her red hair and verdant eyes.

      I crossed my arms in front of me. Maggie sighed again. She knew how stubborn I was.

      “Fine. A couple of years ago, I walked into a DJ booth at a little hot spot I’d heard about while visiting you. It was in Manhattan. Anyway, I found Michaela Volkov in a bad situation. I helped her, agreed to keep it under wraps, and she agreed to owe me one. This is my one, brother.”

      “What kind of bad situation?” I asked, suddenly incensed.

      “The kind too many women find themselves in. The kind where she was at the mercy of someone bigger, stronger, and stupid enough to try to touch her.”

      “Who fucking touched her?” I growled.

      “Why so territorial? Could it be you like the little princess?” Maggie scoffed.

      I didn’t bother answering her.

      There was some history there. I’d seen Michaela plenty of times when I worked at Volkov Towers. She was impossible to avoid.

      Michaela had interned for the company and was always underfoot. I remembered her far too well.

      “I’ve met Michaela before. Back when I worked for Volkov Industries. She was a spoiled brat, but if someone hurt her,” I muttered, only able to say half of what I was thinking.

      She was beautiful. Smart, too. But she was just a spoiled little rich girl. One who took her good fortune and family ties for granted.

      Still, if anyone hurt her, I’d have their fucking necks. My loyalty to Adrik demanded that.

      “Don’t worry. I took care of it, brother. Now,” Maggie said, stepping forward and smoothing my lapels, “let me take care of you.”

      “Maggie, I haven’t seen Michaela Volkov in years,” I said, trying to reason with my sister.

      She was shallow enough to understand my reticence. But as if she prepared for this objection, Maggie handed me her phone. On the screen were photos of Adrik Volkov’s daughter.

      My intended.

      Holy. Fuck.

      Michaela wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was more beautiful than I remembered. Her thick, glossy hair hung down her back in waves, like a river made of pure midnight.

      My breath caught as I swiped my finger across the screen, revealing the next image. It was of her profile. Her eyes were closed and her head canted, and it took me a moment to realize the photo was taken while she was at the symphony.

      I recognized the logo on the pamphlet she held tightly. Her naturally pink lips were curved down and her expression was heartbreaking, but so damn lovely.

      I forced myself to breathe evenly as I swiped again. This time Michaela was smiling at someone, and my chest squeezed tight.

      She was stunning when she smiled. I frowned, unable to see who she was looking at like that, and I found myself murderously jealous.

      I wanted her smiles.

      Me.

      Mine.

      I almost asked Maggie who the fuck she was with when that was taken, but I bit my tongue.

      That was crazy, even for me.

      But the truth was Michaela had grown into a stunning woman, gorgeously curved and plump in all the right places.

      She still had the same dark, bewitching eyes and that pouty little mouth that begged to be kissed. But she was older. Not forbidden. In fact, she was in the next room.

      Waiting for me.

      My cock twitched at the idea, and I cleared my throat, refusing to get a boner in front of my sister.

      “Well?” Maggie said, and I knew her patience was running thin.

      I stared down at the screen, flipping back to the image of Michaela’s profile.

      From what I recalled, she was a serious girl.

      Studious.

      Hardworking.

      I imagined she had something to prove. And I could respect that.

      There was no way I would have ever looked at her twice back when I worked for the Volkovs. She was the boss’ daughter. Underaged and off fucking limits.

      Too green.

      Too innocent.

      But not anymore.

      She was an adult now, playing adult games.

      If Michaela owed my sister, then yeah, I could use that to my advantage.

      This union could be the merger the O’Doyle’s needed to cement our legacy. It could change everything for me.

      For us, I corrected myself and saw a gleam twinkle in my sister’s eye once she realized I was resigned to my fate.

      “Okay. I’ll marry her,” I said impulsively.
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      Flashback. Six years ago.

      The Wilted Wallflower was the hottest club in Manhattan, but I still crinkled my nose at the cloying stink of perfume and cologne as I walked inside.

      The bass was bumping, and the strobe lights were blinking so brightly they stung my eyes. I blinked twice before my eyes adjusted.

      “Micky Baby! Where you been?” Shelly screeched and pulled me in for a bear hug.

      I grinned, hugging her back. Shelly was still my best friend. Even though we’d spent our college years apart, we managed to stay in touch. Tonight was for her.

      She’d just been offered an internship at her top choice hospital in Manhattan, and I was so damn proud of her.

      Shelly—or maybe I should call her Dr. Michelle Davis—worked damn hard to get where she was, and I couldn’t be happier for her.

      I’d recently graduated from Stevens Institute of Technology with a master’s degree in computer science and was also in the mood for celebrating.

      Four years of constant studying and pushing myself to excel hadn’t left much time for fun. So, when Shelly decided we needed to go out, and that this was the perfect place to let our hair down, I agreed.

      She invited a couple of her friends from med school, and I invited my cousins, Clementine, Lucy, and Aella, to join us.

      Technically, Lucy was my only blood relative. But that did not matter when you were as close as we were. Our parents were best friends, and as children, we’d all been raised together.

      These women had been a part of my life for every holiday, vacation, and celebration for as long as I could remember.

      We were all family. And we all looked out for one another.

      Being from high-profile families with overprotective parents and more money than was probably wise, we were all used to the private security detail Clementine’s father, Uncle Josef, provided.

      Hell. I was so used to it, I didn’t even blink at the heavily muscled, likely armed, men who always seemed to pop up whenever I ventured out and about.

      Shelly, however, still did a double take every time she saw me with a bodyguard.

      “Oh my God! Is he new?” she asked, licking her pink painted lips.

      I snorted a laugh and glanced at the quiet, stern looking man behind me.

      “Yes, he’s new. Stop flirting with my bodyguard,” I teased, then turned around to face the guard dog in question.

      “You can wait by the door, Antonio. We’re staying here for a few hours,” I told him.

      “Um, miss? My detail is to follow you⁠—”

      “You have followed me. Report back to your team leader that my cousins and I are at a graduation party for Shelly Davis, and we will be here until they close the place. Got it?” I asked, and I let him feel the weight of the obsidian stare I inherited from my father.

      “You are so bad,” Shelly whispered, and handed me a shot glass.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A slippery nipple!” she shouted over the pounding music.

      “Ooh! Gimme!” Lucy, my obscenely beautiful cousin, came crashing into us, stealing my drink, and grinning wildly as she slammed back my shot.

      “Lucy!” I scolded her as she handed Clementine and Aella, who just turned twenty-one, two more shots from Shelly’s tray.

      Much like her father, or so I was told, since I really did not think of my uncle as being in any way attractive—I mean, gross. But if I had to pick someone as the personification of beauty, it would be her.

      She was the tallest of all the female cousins at five foot seven, with glossy dark hair that cascaded down to her waist in a chestnut waterfall. Her eyes were spectacularly blue, and her hourglass figure could rival a 1950s pinup girl.

      Clementine was the mirror image of her mother with a fiery mane of red hair and emerald colored eyes. While Aella had her mother’s celery green gaze and straight black hair that she kept cut in a severe chin length bob.

      “What? I thought this was a party! Speaking of which—Clem, gimme the bags,” she muttered.

      “Here,” Clem replied, handing her two packages.

      “Okay—we got PRESENTS!” Lucy yelled and handed one brightly wrapped gift to Michelle and one to me.

      Me and my bestie locked gazes before racing to open our gifts, matching smiles spreading across our faces.

      Inside were matching bracelets with several little BFF hearts dangling from them. I cocked my head to the side, curious as to why so many, but Shelly was already squealing.

      “I love it! You guys are the best,” Michelle shouted over the music, and hugged each of my cousins enthusiastically.

      Shelly and I had been friends forever, and I knew how much it meant to her to be included in things like this. I mean, I didn’t understand, but I was glad she didn’t run screaming from us.

      It was simply the Volkov way. Our family had a knack for embracing everyone we cared about, drawing them into our orbit.

      And Shelly? She was the best person I knew.

      Her kindness and warmth radiated from her, making anyone feel at ease.

      Seriously, she was more like family than just a friend.

      We practically lived in each other’s pockets, even through the chaos of grad school and med school. She meant the world to me, and I was so happy to be celebrating our successes together.

      “We got them too!” Aella said, shaking her wrist for us all to see.

      The rest of our group arrived shortly, and after introductions were made, all bets were off.

      We danced.

      We drank.

      We danced some more.

      The DJ was so good. The music on point. The place was packed, and the crowd was fantastic. Young, energized, and fun as fuck.

      Even though I grew up in Manhattan, my life was pretty sheltered. That tended to happen when your father was Adrik Volkov.

      But I wasn’t a baby anymore. So, when the DJ shined the spotlight on me and declared me the winner of some sort of prize. I didn’t hesitate. Laughter rang out behind me as I ran to the booth to claim my treasure.

      Only, what I found behind that one way glass door wasn’t a trophy.

      It was a nightmare.

      I was just too stupid and naïve to know better.
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      Still in the flashback....

      “Stop it! No!” I yelled, but the sound was muffled as my attacker pressed his sweaty palm over my face.

      “Come on. Don’t play hard to get,” he said, breathing heavy against my ear.

      Revulsion filled me. The room was dark, strobe lights bouncing off the walls, and he wore tinted glasses, hiding his eyes.

      “Fuck you! Get off me,” I said and spat at him, bucking against his hold and knocking his glasses off his face.

      His eyes were cold, unfeeling, glazed with drug use. I shivered as they zeroed in on me like a shark stalking his prey.

      “Bitch!” he yelled and slapped me, hard.

      My face stung, and whatever buzz I’d been feeling earlier left in an instant.

      “You were asking for it out there, you fucking slut! Shaking that fat ass in front of my booth all fucking night. Just another rich bitch, prancing around here in your designer clothes, showing off,” he said with his lips so close to my face, his foul breath made me gag.

      “I wasn’t showing off. I was just having fun,” I cried.

      I was so damn mad.

      And scared.

      I was both.

      Mad at him for the words he used.

      For thinking me dancing with my cousins was some sort of invitation for him to touch me like this.

      Scared because he was stronger than me. And clearly, the guy had a broken moral compass.

      Oh God. No.

      His big hands squeezed my body, bruising me. I struggled, but he was bigger than me, and he shoved me around with my back to him, his grimy hands tugging on my skirt.

      “No! I said no!” I repeated, wishing I was anywhere else.

      Terror seized my throat and tears pricked my eyes.

      Was this what they meant when they talked about fear? Like real fear?

      I’d never felt it before. Never had to.

      I’d been pampered and protected all my life. But I’d stupidly sent my bodyguard to the front of the club and there was no way he’d have heard the DJ single me out and invite me back to his booth.

      Stupid, Micky. So fucking stupid.

      Just when I thought this was it, something happened.

      I got lucky.

      DJ Masters—stupid fucking name—couldn’t do more than tear my dress and paw at me before the door to his booth opened again to reveal a stunning, slender redhead and her entourage.

      She looked familiar, and I could tell by the way she narrowed her eyes, she recognized me, too.

      “What the fuck you doing? You can’t be in here,” my would be abuser snapped, wiping his face where I spat at him earlier.

      “Fuck. Take care of him,” the woman said to the two men bracketing her.

      Then she turned to face me, “Let’s get out of here, Little Wolf. You don’t want to see this.”

      “T-thank you. You stopped him from—” I paused, shivering as revulsion rolled through me.

      “Easy. Come on, we can go to my VIP room till you feel better,” she said, and pulled me along with her around the booth to a private hallway.

      Fuck.

      Why did this have to happen?

      “Did he rape you?” the woman asked point blank when we entered her VIP room.

      “What? No. But I think he might have tried,” I said, and closed my eyes as I tried to process that.

      “You’ll need some therapy,” she pointed out. “But physically you look okay. A little bruised.”

      “Um, thanks. I mean, it’s stupid to feel this way. You got there in time,” I said, feeling guilty and foolish for being so upset.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You have every right to feel as you do.”

      “I should get back⁠—”

      “Why don’t you take a minute? Sit down. At least, wait until you stop shaking first,” she said, pointing to my trembling hands.

      The woman who saved me was right. I needed a minute, or my cousins would know what happened. I didn’t want that. Didn’t need them reporting back to their parents who would, of course, tell mine.

      My parents were so overprotective of me, it was all I could do to convince them to live alone after I finished grad school.

      Dad finally gave in and allowed me to have a condo in one of the buildings he owned near Volkov Towers where I would be working.

      I mean, he’d still have security watching me, but if I told him about this, he would insist I forget about my career and come back home. But I couldn’t do that. I refused to be a useless decoration.

      I wondered briefly what the stranger would say if she knew who I was. Would she want money? Some kind of reward. I even wondered if maybe I should offer, but clearly, she must have money.

      The woman had to be somebody, I mean, she had a VIP room with top shelf champagne sitting in buckets just waiting for her.

      But who was she? She called me Little Wolf.

      Must have been a coincidence.

      But how can I be sure?

      “Thank you so much. I-I don’t know how I can repay you,” I whimpered as she draped her sheer cape over me, hiding my ruined dress.

      “Don’t worry Michaela Volkov, I am sure we can work it out,” she said, and I froze.

      This woman knew exactly who I was.

      And now I was in her debt.
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      The wedding day.

      It was the week before Thanksgiving and New York City weather was similar to that of where I’d been the last month overseas in western China.

      It was good to be back, but I had to admit this was something of a fucking surprise.

      I followed Maggie out of the small office after I signed the license. She led the way to a larger room that was empty except for a desk where a handful of people stood right in front of it.

      First, I found my sister’s bodyguards flanking the room, keeping guard at each exit and the one large window.

      There was an older man, a judge I gathered from the placard on his desk leaning against his desk. He was chatting with two younger women, one of whom was my bride.

      The other woman looked vaguely familiar. She was stern looking, dressed in green scrubs, with bark framed glasses perched on the bridge of her nose and her short hair pushed away from her face by a headband.

      Right. She’s the friend Michaela hung around with in high school. Guess they’re still close.

      Michaela was holding her hands clasped together in front of her, worrying her lower lip between her teeth as the other two carried whatever conversation was going on.

      I took a moment to look her over, unobserved.

      Fuck.

      She was so pretty, lovely really, and I was a goddamn lecher.

      Michaela was nine years younger than me and infinitely more in terms of innocence.

      Her posture was graceful.

      Her figure, womanly.

      Her skin, clear and smooth.

      She looks so fucking soft.

      But she was young and sweet. Much too sweet for me.

      Forty wasn’t as far away as it used to be, and the truth was, Maggie had hit the nail on the head.

      I’d been thinking about the state of my life just lately. Thinking about growing old alone, and I had to admit it was unappealing.

      I wasn’t a good man. I mean, I wasn’t a serial killer or anything, but my hands were far from clean. Some of the shit I’ve done was under order of the Volkovs themselves.

      Maybe Michaela’s life wasn’t so far from mine after all. Sure, she likely grew up sheltered from the darker, grittier aspects of her family’s life.

      But we both lived in the same hard world. Only her view was from the penthouse and mine from the perch beneath.

      She still smells like lilacs.

      The first time I met her I remember breathing in a delicate floral scent I’d never encountered before.

      “What is that?” I asked as we waited for the elevator in Volkov Towers so many years ago.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your perfume,” I explained.

      “It’s lilacs,” she murmured, blushing prettily.

      “Nice.”

      We’d parted ways right after her response. I chose to take the stairs instead of riding in the elevator with her. Like something in the back of my mind had told me not to be alone with the young Volkov.

      Why that memory should filter into my brain now, I hardly knew. Only she’d been too young then for me to do more than offer a vague nod at her response. I’d been smart to leave.

      Lilacs.

      I never knew anyone else to favor that scent. It was fresh and sweet, delicate.

      Like her.

      I stepped further into the room. The judge seemed to notice me, and his eyes flicked to mine. I dipped my head, telling him without words not to give me away.

      I wanted the moment to take her in before she knew I was there.

      Am I really going to do this? Bind this woman to the monster that I am?

      Michaela wore a simple ivory dress, cinched at the waist with a thin gold chain for a belt. The skirt stopped mid-calf.

      My eyes went lower, and fuck me, I had to admit I liked what I saw.

      She wore stockings. The kind with the seam along the back, like something out of a 1950s magazine, with what looked like vintage heels on her feet.

      I wondered if she had a garter on or some other naughty confection beneath her pretty frock. An image of her wearing just that flashed in my brain and a possessive growl rumbled in my chest.

      Such a pretty little thing.

      My cock swelled. I closed my suit jacket, almost positive it was long enough to cover any bulges I’d rather keep to myself.

      “Alright, everyone ready?” Maggie announced, bringing attention to the fact I was standing directly behind my intended.

      “One minute,” the woman in scrubs said, facing me with a narrow-eyed gaze.

      “Liam O’Doyle,” I said my name, offering her my hand.

      “Michelle Davis.”

      “Pleasure to meet you. Hello Michaela,” I said, dipping my chin, my eyes now on my bride.

      “Wait a second. I just don’t understand what is happening here and maybe you can help with that⁠—”

      “Shelly please! You promised no questions,” Michaela hissed.

      “Well excuse me, but I am your best friend, and I didn’t even know you were seeing this guy, Micky. I know you had a crush on him when you were a teenager, but what the hell? Now you’re just marrying him and without your family here?”

      She had a crush on me?

      “It’s just one of those things, Shelly,” she whispered, but I saw the way Michaela’s eyes rounded and the pink glow filling her cheeks told me her best friend had inadvertently spilled the beans.

      I lost the battle with my grin, stepping closer, I put my hand on Michaela’s lower back.

      “I know this is fast, Shelly—may I call you that?” I asked, waiting for her assent. She nodded, so I continued. “But I promise I will take care of her.”

      “Yeah? Well, you better,” Shelly replied.

      “I swear it. Now, if you will all give me one minute to speak to my blushing bride?” I said, unable to resist teasing her.

      “Liam! Come on. Let’s do this now,” Maggie hissed, but I ignored her.

      “One minute.”

      I took Michaela’s hand and pulled her to the other side of the room, ignoring the electric jolt that zapped through my arm straight to my cock at the seemingly platonic touch.

      I turned Michaela to face me, not knowing if I could trust her face to remain impassive while I asked her what I had to ask her.

      “Before we do this, are you okay?” I asked in a hushed whisper.

      “What? Oh. Yes,” she nodded.

      She blinked slowly. Casting her gaze my way. Those dark eyes of hers were wide open, and damn, she looked pretty.

      Was she in shock? Maybe. But it looked good on her.

      I’m a sick fuck for thinking that.

      I huffed, angry at myself and my hardening cock. But it just couldn’t be helped.

      “Look, I know you owe my sister for something. But we can walk out of here right now if you don’t want to go through with this,” I said, gritting my teeth against the words.

      I hardly knew this girl, but sometime in the last ten minutes I started thinking about her as mine.

      Yeah, I’d met her before. But she was a kid back then, and I never allowed myself to think of her as anything but.

      Seeing her now, though, all grown up and looking good enough to eat? Well, let’s just say, I wanted to kick myself in the nuts for giving her an out.

      “No, I-I gave my word. I want to go through with it,” she whispered, shaking her head.

      Thick fringed midnight eyes blinked up at me and fuck, that look was intense. Like that piece of volcanic glass I kept on my desk. I brought it back with me from China ages ago.

      “If we do this, you understand you won’t be able to just walk away, right?”

      “I understand.”

      “Okay then,” I murmured, wondering at the charge that seemed to buzz between us.

      I turned around, taking her hand, and we both walked to the front of the room where everyone waited.

      “Shall we begin?” Judge Turning said.

      “Yeah,” I said, keeping hold of Michaela’s soft, pale hand for the duration.

      “Let’s get married.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6-Michaela

          

        

      

    

    
      “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

      I turned to face my new husband, hardly knowing what to expect. His face was unsmiling, stern, maybe even pissed off.

      His gaze flicked to the diamond ring his sister had handed him when the judge asked for the ring, and I wondered if maybe he didn’t like jewelry.

      Ironically, there was no mention of a ring for him, and I was in no position to ask about it.

      The ceremony had ended much as it began, with my heart half beating me to death as I stood there with my now husband’s hand clasped around mine.

      He finally let go of my hand to cup my cheek, bending his head to seal his mouth over mine.

      He didn’t close his eyes.

      Neither did I.

      I just kept my gaze steady on his, grateful for his hand on my skin. If it wasn’t for that, I feared I might have lost myself in the flecks of blue hidden deep within his emerald gaze.

      Liam had the most stunning eyes of any man I had ever seen. I’d always thought so.

      They were vibrant, teeming with knowledge and secrets.

      Hypnotic.

      I felt frozen as I stared. Then he moved, pressing his warm lips to mine. The second our mouths touched, instant attraction flooded my system. A sense of rightness, of destiny, settled over my shoulders like a warm blanket and my body went on high alert.

      Heat.

      Need.

      Yearning.

      Like a surge of lightning coursed through my body, starting at the place our lips met.

      He hummed a deep, growly sound, but ended the kiss, tugging on his lower lip with two fingers. I thought he might be wiping his mouth, but that wasn’t right.

      It was like he was pressing the kiss in. Trying to make it seep into his skin somehow. Like he wanted to remember it.

      Crazy, Micky. You sound crazy.

      “There’s my married baby brother,” Margaret O’Doyle squealed, hugging Liam to her skinny frame.

      I smiled and stepped back, not wanting to get caught up in all that. I shook hands with the judge instead, trying to hide my nervousness.

      But I couldn’t stop looking at him.

      Because the world was unfuckingfair. Liam O’Doyle had only gotten better looking since the last time I saw him, which was roughly eight or nine years ago.

      Next month I’d turn twenty-seven. So, no, I was not a kid anymore. But could I handle being married to a man like him?

      Liam was almost ten years older than me. Still ruggedly handsome with thick, dark hair, brilliant green eyes, and smooth, fair skin. A shadow of stubble framed his face, purposely so, and he looked good.

      Real good.

      The man who was now my husband was just so much hotter than I remembered.

      He had to be six foot-four at least. Muscles corded around his large frame
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