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	PROLOGUE

	Adrian Vale knows something is wrong before the knock comes.

	It’s not intuition. It’s pattern.

	The night feels off.

	Saint Verona never really goes quiet, but tonight the noise outside his window is thinner, stretched out like something holding its breath. The usual late traffic has slowed to a distant hum. Even the bar down the street, the one that leaks bass through the pavement until two in the morning, sounds muted. Like someone turned the volume down on the whole city.

	Adrian sits at his desk, stylus hovering over his tablet, a half-finished logo glowing cold blue against the dark.

	He hasn’t moved in ten minutes.

	The cursor blinks. His hand doesn’t.

	A message sits unanswered on his phone. Another client asking for “just a quick revision” on something that already took twelve unpaid hours. Rent is due in six days. His bank app is open in the background, numbers low enough that he’s memorized them without meaning to.

	He exhales slowly, leans back in his chair, and rubs the heel of his palm against his eye.

	“Focus,” he mutters, voice quiet in the small apartment.

	The place smells faintly like coffee gone stale and detergent from the laundromat downstairs. The radiator clicks unevenly. A draft sneaks in through the edge of the window frame, brushing cold air against the back of his neck.

	Normal. All of it.

	Still, something doesn’t sit right.

	He taps the pen against the desk once, twice, then finally forces himself back into motion. Adjusts the curve. Tweaks the spacing. Zooms in until the design fills the entire screen. Work is the one thing that usually steadies him. Lines, shapes, control. You move something, it stays where you put it. No surprises.

	People don’t work like that.

	That thought slips in without permission.

	He pushes it away.

	His phone buzzes again.

	Not the same contact this time.

	Unknown number.

	Adrian stares at it for a second longer than necessary. Lets it ring out. It stops. Starts again immediately.

	Persistent.

	He picks it up on the third buzz, not because he wants to, but because ignoring things rarely makes them go away.

	“Yeah?”

	A pause.

	Then a man’s voice, smooth and measured. “Adrian Vale.”

	Not a question.

	Adrian straightens slightly in his chair. “Who’s asking?”

	Another pause, like the man on the other end is deciding how much respect Adrian deserves.

	“Someone who needs to speak with you tonight.”

	“Then you should’ve started with your name.”

	“You can call me Mr. Kade.”

	Adrian lets out a quiet breath through his nose. “Okay, Mr. Kade. You found me. What do you want?”

	“I’m outside.”

	The words land heavier than they should.

	Adrian’s gaze flicks to the door.

	Three locks. All engaged.

	“You don’t have an appointment,” he says.

	“I don’t require one.”

	There’s no threat in the tone. That’s what makes it worse.

	Adrian stands slowly, every instinct sharpening. “Then you’re not coming in.”

	Another brief silence.

	“Open the door, Adrian,” Kade says, softer this time. “This conversation will happen either way. I’m offering you the version where you have some control over it.”

	Control.

	That word sticks.

	Adrian’s jaw tightens. He glances around his apartment like it might offer him an answer. The same walls. The same desk. The same life he’s been holding together piece by piece for years.

	His life.

	Still his.

	For now.

	He walks toward the door.

	Each step feels deliberate. Grounded. Like if he moves carefully enough, whatever is waiting on the other side won’t be able to shift him.

	He stops just short of the handle.

	“Thirty seconds,” he says through the door. “You say what you came to say, then you leave.”

	There’s a quiet sound on the other side. Not quite a laugh.

	“We’ll see.”

	Adrian unlocks the first bolt. Then the second. Then the third.

	His hand lingers on the handle for half a second too long.

	Then he opens it.

	The man standing in the hallway looks exactly like the kind of person who doesn’t get turned away.

	Mid-forties. Tailored coat. Gloves. Composed in a way that feels practiced, not natural. His gaze moves over Adrian once, quick and efficient, like he’s confirming details from a file.

	“You live alone,” Kade says, stepping inside without waiting to be invited.

	Adrian closes the door behind him slowly. “You’ve got ten seconds left.”

	Kade removes his gloves, folds them neatly, and looks around the apartment like he’s cataloging it.

	“Small,” he observes. “But functional.”

	“Five seconds.”

	Kade meets his eyes then.

	And something in Adrian’s chest tightens—not fear exactly, but recognition.

	This is not a man who came here for negotiation.

	“This concerns your future,” Kade says.

	Adrian folds his arms. “My future’s booked. You’re interrupting.”

	Kade’s mouth curves slightly. Not amusement. Something closer to approval.

	“Not anymore.”

	The words hit harder than they should.

	Adrian doesn’t react. Not outwardly. He learned that early—don’t give people the satisfaction of seeing what lands.

	“Get to the point,” he says.

	Kade reaches into his coat and pulls out a slim folder. Sets it on Adrian’s cluttered desk, right over the glowing tablet screen.

	The unfinished design disappears beneath it.

	Adrian looks down at the folder. Doesn’t touch it.

	“What is this?”

	Kade’s voice is calm. Final.

	“An arrangement.”

	Adrian lets out a quiet, humorless breath. “No.”

	“You haven’t heard it yet.”

	“I don’t need to. I’m not interested in whatever version of my life you think you’re here to sell me.”

	Kade studies him for a moment, like he’s measuring resistance.

	Then he says, “This isn’t a proposal, Adrian.”

	A beat.

	“It’s a decision that’s already been made.”

	Silence stretches between them.

	Outside, a car passes slowly, headlights sliding across the window and then gone.

	Adrian’s fingers curl slightly against his arms.

	“You don’t get to make decisions about my life,” he says, voice steady.

	Kade tilts his head, almost thoughtful.

	“That’s where you’re mistaken.”

	Something cold settles in Adrian’s stomach.

	Not panic.

	Clarity.

	He’s not being asked.

	He’s being moved.

	Like an object.

	Like something that can be placed where it’s needed and expected to stay.

	His gaze drops to the folder again.

	Doesn’t open it.

	Doesn’t need to.

	Because whatever’s inside it has already started rearranging the shape of his life.

	“Who?” Adrian asks quietly.

	Kade doesn’t hesitate.

	“Rafael Devereaux.”

	The name lands like a weight.

	Even Adrian, who keeps his distance from anything tied to power circles, knows it. Everyone does. You don’t live in Saint Verona without hearing it eventually. It exists in whispers, in headlines that never say enough, in stories that stop just short of proof.

	Adrian’s mouth goes dry.

	“And what,” he says slowly, “does Rafael Devereaux want with me?”

	Kade’s gaze sharpens just slightly.

	Not unkind. Not cruel.

	Certain.

	“He’s going to marry you.”

	The room feels smaller.

	Like the walls shifted in a way no one saw happen.

	Adrian lets out a short, disbelieving laugh. “No.”

	Kade doesn’t move.

	“Take the night,” he says. “Think about it if you need to.”

	Adrian shakes his head, already stepping back. “There’s nothing to think about.”

	Kade’s eyes hold his.

	“There is,” he says quietly. “Because by this time tomorrow, your answer will be the same either way.”

	Adrian goes still.

	And for the first time, something sharp and unfamiliar cuts through his control.

	Not fear.

	Not yet.

	But the realization of something much worse.

	This isn’t a situation he can walk away from.

	Kade turns toward the door, as if the conversation is already over.

	“Read the folder,” he adds. “It explains the terms.”

	He pauses, hand on the handle.

	“Adrian,” he says without looking back, “I suggest you start thinking about what you’re willing to lose to say no.”

	Then he leaves.

	The door clicks shut behind him.

	Silence floods the apartment again.

	But it’s not the same silence as before.

	Adrian stands there for a long moment, staring at nothing.

	Then slowly, he walks back to the desk.

	The folder sits where it was placed.

	Clean. Precise. Final.

	It doesn’t belong here.

	Neither does what it represents.

	He reaches out.

	Stops.

	His reflection catches faintly in the darkened screen beneath it. Blurred. Distorted.

	Like something already shifting.

	Adrian presses his palm flat against the desk instead, grounding himself.

	His life.

	His choices.

	His control.

	All of it feels thinner than it did an hour ago.

	His gaze drops back to the folder.

	And this time, he doesn’t look away.

	

	
CHAPTER 1

	The Proposal That Isn’t a Choice

	Adrian doesn’t open the folder right away.

	He stands there for a long time, one hand still braced against the desk, staring at it like it might disappear if he refuses to acknowledge it.

	It doesn’t.

	Saint Verona breathes outside his window. A car splashes through wet pavement. Somewhere down the block, someone laughs too loudly, the sound cutting through the quiet like nothing in the world has changed.

	Everything has changed.

	Adrian exhales slowly, pushes off the desk, and walks to the window. He needs space. Distance. Something that isn’t that folder sitting exactly where it shouldn’t be.

	The glass is cold under his fingertips.

	Three floors down, the street glows under streetlights, slick and reflective. People move through it like nothing is wrong. Coats pulled tight, heads down, lives continuing.

	He tries to picture himself in that crowd.

	Just walking. Just existing. No one watching. No one deciding things for him.

	The image slips.

	His jaw tightens.

	“Marriage,” he mutters under his breath, like saying it out loud will make it make sense.

	It doesn’t.

	Rafael Devereaux.

	The name circles back again, heavier this time.

	Adrian drags a hand through his hair and turns away from the window. Avoiding it isn’t helping. Whatever this is, it isn’t going away on its own.

	He walks back to the desk.

	This time, he sits.

	The chair creaks slightly under his weight. The room feels smaller than it did an hour ago, like the walls leaned in while he wasn’t looking.

	His fingers hover over the folder.

	Then, with a sharp breath, he flips it open.

	Paper. Clean. Ordered. Precise.

	His name printed in bold at the top.

	Adrian Vale.

	The sight of it makes something twist low in his chest.

	He scans the first page quickly—legal language, structured clauses, terminology that tries to sound neutral and fails. His eyes catch on specific words.

	Union. Obligation. Heir. Omega designation.

	His hand stills.

	“No,” he says quietly.

	Not refusal. Recognition.

	This is real.

	He keeps reading.

	Each line peels something back. Expectations laid out in calm, professional language. Residency requirements. Public appearances. Behavioral clauses dressed up as “mutual presentation standards.”

	His grip tightens on the page.

	There it is.

	Control.

	Not subtle. Not hidden.

	Structured.

	Designed.

	His gaze sharpens as he flips to the next page. Financial security. Protection clauses. Resources he’s never had access to. The kind of stability people spend their whole lives chasing.

	It’s all there.

	Everything he’s been struggling to build on his own.

	Given.

	At a price.

	Adrian leans back slowly in his chair, the paper still in his hand.

	“So that’s the trade,” he murmurs.

	Security for autonomy.

	Comfort for control.

	His eyes flick back to the words.

	Omega responsibilities.

	His mouth presses into a thin line.

	That part isn’t even disguised.

	His stomach turns, not from surprise, but from how expected it feels. Like the world just confirmed something he already knew deep down.

	What people see when they look at him.

	What they think he’s for.

	Adrian drops the page back onto the desk.

	His apartment suddenly feels too quiet.

	Too small.

	Too temporary.

	He pushes to his feet and starts pacing, running a hand along the back of his neck.

	“No,” he says again, louder this time.

	He grabs his phone off the desk, thumb hovering over the screen. There’s no number saved for Kade. No direct line. Of course there isn’t. People like that don’t make themselves easy to reach.

	He swipes to his messages anyway. Scrolls through contacts he doesn’t want to involve.

	Stops.

	Mateo.

	His thumb hovers.

	It’s late, but Mateo wouldn’t care. He never does.

	Adrian taps the name.

	The call rings twice before it connects.

	“You better be dying or drunk,” Mateo says immediately, voice rough with sleep and attitude.

	“Neither,” Adrian replies. His voice sounds steadier than he feels. “I need you awake.”

	There’s a pause. Then rustling on the other end.

	“That bad?”

	Adrian looks down at the open folder on his desk.

	“Yeah,” he says quietly. “That bad.”

	A beat.

	“Talk to me.”

	Adrian exhales slowly, trying to figure out where to even start.

	“How much do you know about Rafael Devereaux?”

	Silence.

	Then, “Enough to know you shouldn’t be saying his name like that,” Mateo says carefully. “Why?”

	Adrian lets out a short, humorless laugh.

	“Because apparently I’m marrying him.”

	The line goes dead silent.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		PROLOGUE


    		
      CHAPTER 1
      
        		The Proposal That Isn’t a Choice


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 2
      
        		The Man Behind the Power


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 3
      
        		Signing Away Control


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 4
      
        		The Wedding Without Romance


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 5
      
        		The First Night of Distance


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 6
      
        		Watching Each Other


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 7
      
        		The Public Mask


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 8
      
        		Cracks in Control


      


    


    		
      CHAPTER 9
      
        		Fear Changes Everything


      


    


    		CHAPTER 10: The First Kiss


    		CHAPTER 10: The First Kiss (REWRITTEN)


    		CHAPTER 11: Crossing the Line


    		CHAPTER 12: Something Like Comfort


    		CHAPTER 13: The Truth Beneath the Arrangement


    		CHAPTER 14: Distance Returns


    		CHAPTER 15: The Breaking Truth


    		CHAPTER 16: Taken


    		CHAPTER 17: War for One Person


    		CHAPTER 18: The Cost of Choosing


    		CHAPTER 19: The Choice That Matters


    		CHAPTER 20: Chosen, Not Bound


  





OEBPS/images/image1.png
vl RGN /4.
Dark MM Mafia Omegaverse Romance of

Forced Marriage, Possessive Alpha, and Surprise Mpreg

rCAROLINE EDWARDS










