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CHAPTER ONE: THE LUNA WHO WAITED  

Aria’s POV 

The first thing I learned about love was that it could make you really, really stupid. 

Case  in  point:  me,  Aria  Thorne,  sitting  in  the  packhouse  kitchen  at  four  in  the morning,  baking  chocolate  chip  cookies  for  a  man  who  probably  wouldn't  even notice I made them. 

Again. 

"You're up early." 

I  jumped,  nearly  dropping  the  mixing  bowl.  Isla  Crane  stood  in  the  doorway, looking annoyingly perfect in silk pajamas that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe. Her blonde hair was sleep-mussed in that deliberate way that took actual effort  to  achieve,  and  she  was smiling at me with those ice-blue eyes that never quite reached warm. 

"Couldn't  sleep,"  I  said,  turning  back  to  the  counter.  "Thought  I'd  make  Kael's favorite cookies. He has that meeting with the Southern packs today, and you know how he gets when he's stressed." 

Isla padded into the kitchen, her bare feet silent on the tile. She hopped up onto the counter, the counter I'd just cleaned, and watched me measure out brown sugar. 

"You know," she said, examining her nails, "most Luna-to-bes don't actually do the baking themselves. That's what the omega staff is for." 

I bit my tongue. Literally. Bit it hard enough to taste copper. 

"I like baking," I said, keeping my voice light. "It relaxes me." 

"Hmm." Isla picked up a chocolate chip and popped it into her mouth. "Does Kael even like chocolate chip? I thought he preferred oatmeal raisin." 

My hand froze over the bowl. 

He  did  like  oatmeal  raisin.  He'd  mentioned  it  once,  three  months  ago,  and  I'd forgotten. But of course Isla remembered. Isla remembered everything about Kael because they'd grown up together, best friends since they were pups, and I was just the orphan girl who got stuck with him through a betrothal neither of us wanted. 

"Right," I said, forcing a smile. "I'll make both." 

Isla's  expression  softened  into  something  that  might  have  been  pity,  which  was somehow worse than her usual cool indifference. 

"Aria," she said, and I hated how gentle her voice went. "You don't have to try so hard." 

Yes, I do, I wanted to scream. Because if I don't try, what else do I have? 

Instead, I just shrugged and started on a new batch of dough. 

By the time the sun came up, I'd made three dozen chocolate chip cookies and two dozen  oatmeal  raisin.  I  arranged  them  on  a  plate  with  a  little  note, Good  luck today! —A, and left them on Kael's desk in his office. 

Then I went back to our bedroom, technically his bedroom that I happened to sleep in, and tried not to feel pathetic about the whole thing. 

The room still smelled like him: pine and rain and something dark I could never quite  name. His scent was everywhere except on me, because we hadn't actually completed the mating bond yet. Four years of being betrothed, and Kael had found every excuse in the book to delay the ceremony. 

"We need to secure the borders first." 

"The pack isn't stable enough yet." 

"I want to wait until after my father officially steps down." 

Translation: I don't want to be tied to you forever. 

I caught my reflection in the mirror above his dresser and tried to see what he saw. Brown  hair  that  was  too  mousy,  too  plain.  Green  eyes  that  were  too  wide,  too earnest. A body that was curvy in all the wrong places, soft where a Luna should be  strong.  My  parents  had  been  omegas,  not  even  mid-ranking  wolves,  and sometimes I wondered if Kael could smell the weakness on me. 

My parents. 

I touched the silver pendant around my neck, the only thing I had left of them. It was simple, just a crescent moon on a thin chain, but my mother had worn it every day. She'd put it around my neck the morning she and my father left for the war that would kill them. 

"Keep  this  safe  for  me,  little  moon,"  she'd  said,  kissing  my  forehead.  "We'll be back before you know it." 

They never came back. 

Instead,  Kael's  father,  Alpha  Darius  Draven,  came  back  with  their  bodies  and a story  about  how  they'd  died  protecting  him  from  an  ambush.  How  they'd  been heroes. How the pack owed them a debt. 

And how that debt would be paid through me. 

"You'll marry my son," Alpha Darius had said, looking down at twelve-year-old me with something that wasn't quite kindness in his eyes. "You'll be taken care of. It's what your parents would have wanted." 

What my parents would have wanted was to not be dead. 

But I was twelve and alone and terrified, so I'd nodded and agreed and spent the next six years waiting to become Kael Draven's Luna. 

Spoiler alert: Kael wasn't thrilled about the arrangement. 

 

***** 

I  found  him  in  his  office around noon, sitting behind his massive oak desk with paperwork  spread  out in front of him. He was wearing a black button-down that made his dark hair look even darker, and his gray eyes were focused on whatever document he was reading. He didn't look up when I knocked. 

"Come in," he said absently. 

I  stepped  inside,  trying not to feel like I was intruding. This was technically my packhouse too. I was technically his betrothed. But technically didn't mean much when the Alpha you were supposed to marry looked at you like you were a piece of furniture he hadn't gotten around to moving yet. 

"Hi," I said, because I was great at starting conversations. "How's the prep going for the meeting?" 

"Fine." 

Cool. Awesome. A whole five letters. Really opening up there, Kael. 

"I made you some cookies," I tried again. "They're on your, oh." 

I saw the plate then, sitting on the corner of his desk. Untouched. The little note was still there, but it had been pushed aside to make room for more papers. 

"Right," I said, my cheeks heating. "You're probably too busy to…" 

"Aria." 

I  looked  up.  Kael  had  finally  stopped  reading  and  was  watching  me  with  an expression  I  couldn't  quite  read.  For  a  second,  just  a  second,  I  thought  I  saw something soft in his eyes. 

Then Isla walked in. 

"Kael, I've got the files you asked for from, oh." She stopped when she saw me, her perfect smile flickering. "Sorry, I didn't realize you were busy." 

"I'm not," Kael said, and wow, that stung. "What files?" 

Just like that, his attention was back on Isla. She moved around the desk, his side of the desk, where I'd never been invited, and spread out a folder full of documents. They  bent  over  them  together,  their  heads  close,  and  I  might as well have been invisible. 

I stood there for approximately five seconds before my dignity kicked in. 

"I'll  let  you  two  work,"  I  said,  backing  toward  the  door.  "Good  luck  with  the meeting." 

Neither of them responded. 

I made it halfway down the hall before I had to stop and press my forehead against the cool wall, fighting back the stupid tears that wanted to come. 

You don't have to try so hard, Isla had said. 

Maybe she was right. Maybe I should just stop. Stop baking cookies he wouldn't eat,  stop  arranging  flowers  in  his  office,  stop  waiting  up  for  him  at  night  even though he never came to bed before I fell asleep. 

Maybe I should just accept that Kael Draven was never going to love me, and this marriage,  when  it  finally  happened,  was  going  to  be  nothing  but  a  business arrangement. 

"You okay, sweetheart?" 

I looked up to find Beta Williams watching me with concern in his weathered face. He  was  one  of  the  few  wolves  in  the  pack  who'd  known  my  parents,  and  he'd always been kind to me in a gruff, awkward sort of way. 

"I'm fine," I lied. 

"You're a terrible liar." He moved closer, lowering his voice. "Look, I know things are... complicated with Kael. But he'll come around. Once the ceremony happens and you're officially mated…" 

"He keeps delaying the ceremony." 

Garret’s jaw tightened. "He's under a lot of pressure. His father is getting ready to step down, and Kael needs to be ready to take over as Alpha. Once that happens…" 

"Once  that  happens,  he'll  find  another  excuse."  I  pushed  away  from  the  wall, wiping at my eyes. "But thanks, Williams. I appreciate you trying." 

I left before he could say anything else, because I was pretty sure I was about to start crying for real, and I'd already humiliated myself enough for one day. 

 

***** 

The Southern pack meeting was that night in the main hall, and as Kael's betrothed, I was expected to attend. 

I put on my best dress, a deep green thing that was supposed to bring out my eyes, and spent an hour on my hair before deciding I looked exactly the same as always: plain, forgettable Aria Thorne, playing dress-up as a Luna. 

The hall was packed when I arrived. The Southern packs had sent their Alphas and high-ranking  wolves,  and  they  were all mingling with our pack members in that careful  way  wolves did when they were technically friendly but also sizing each other up for a potential fight. 

I spotted Kael immediately. He was standing near the front of the room with his father, looking every inch the Alpha-in-waiting. Strong. Confident. Completely out of my league. 

And right next to him, laughing at something he'd just said, was Isla. 

Of course. 

I  made  my  way  through  the  crowd,  smiling  and  nodding  at pack members who greeted me with varying degrees of warmth. Some of them liked me well enough. Others made it clear they thought Kael could do better. 

They weren't wrong. 

"Aria!" One of the Southern Alphas, I think his name was Garret? No, wait, that was  our  Beta.  This  guy  was...  Richard?  Robert?  grabbed  my  hand  and  shook it enthusiastically.  "Good  to  see  you!  Looking  forward  to  the  mating  ceremony. When is that happening, anyway?" 

"Soon," I said automatically, because that was the answer I'd been giving for four years. 

"That's what you said last year," he laughed, not unkindly. "Starting to think your Alpha is getting cold feet!" 

He walked away, still chuckling, and I wanted to sink through the floor. 

"Don't listen to him." 

I turned to find Isla beside me, her expression sympathetic in that way that made me want to punch her. 

"He's just joking," she said. "You know how Alphas are. All talk." 

"Right," I said. "Listen, I should…" 

"Kael's  really  stressed  about  this  meeting,"  Isla  continued,  like  I  hadn't  spoken. "The  Southern  packs  are  pushing  for  some  new  territory  agreements,  and  if  he doesn't handle it right, it could cause problems when he takes over as Alpha. That's probably why he's been so distracted lately." 

That's  probably  why  he  didn't  eat  your  cookies,  she  didn't  say,  but  I  heard  it anyway. 

"I know he's stressed," I said quietly. "I'm trying to help." 

Isla touched my arm, and I had to fight not to flinch away. 

"I know you are," she said. "And I'm sure Kael appreciates it, even if he doesn't always show it. You're good for him, Aria. Really." 

The thing was, she sounded sincere. Isla always sounded sincere. And that was the worst part, I couldn't even hate her properly, because she was never overtly mean. She was just... there. Always there, in the spaces where I should have been, fitting perfectly into Kael's life in a way I never could. 

The meeting started before I could respond. Alpha Darius called everyone to order, and we all took our seats. I ended up in the third row, because the first row was for family  and  high-ranking  wolves,  and  apparently  I  didn't  quite  qualify  for  either category. 

Kael sat in the front with Isla beside him, and I tried not to let that bother me. 

I failed. 

The meeting itself was boring, a lot of talk about borders and hunting rights and trade agreements. I tried to pay attention, but my mind kept wandering to the way Kael's hand rested on the arm of his chair, so close to where Isla's hand rested on hers. 

They weren't touching. But they could be. So easily. 

"and that's why we're proposing a new alliance," one of the Southern Alphas was saying. "Our packs are stronger together. With Draven Pack's strategic location and our numbers, we could control the entire southern region." 

"And what would you want in return?" Alpha Darius asked. 

"Just  the  usual.  Territory  rights,  trade  privileges..."  The  Southern  Alpha  smiled. "And perhaps a mating alliance between our packs. My son is unmated, and I hear your son is still... unattached." 

The room went silent. 

I stopped breathing. 

Alpha Darius's expression didn't change. "My son is betrothed." 

"Ah,  yes.  To  the  omega's  daughter."  The  Southern  Alpha  waved  a  hand dismissively. "But that's just an old arrangement, isn't it? Made out of obligation. Surely you'd prefer…" 

"The  arrangement  stands,"  Kael  said,  his  voice  cutting  through  the  room  like  a blade. 

I looked up, shocked. He was standing now, his eyes hard as steel. 

"Aria Thorne is my betrothed Luna," he continued. "That's not up for negotiation." 

The Southern Alpha held up his hands. "Of course, of course. I meant no offense. I just thought…" 

"You thought wrong." 

Kael sat back down, and the meeting moved on, but I couldn't hear anything else. My heart was pounding too hard, and my hands were shaking in my lap. 

He'd defended me. 

Kael Draven, who barely looked at me, who avoided me at every turn, who'd spent four years finding excuses not to marry me, he'd just publicly claimed me as his in front of multiple packs. 

Maybe... maybe there was hope after all. 

 

***** 

After the meeting, I tried to find Kael to thank him, but he'd disappeared into his office  with Alpha Darius and some of the Southern pack leaders. I waited in the hall for an hour before giving up and heading back to our room. 

I fell asleep on top of the covers, still wearing my dress. 

When I woke up, it was dark, and Kael was sitting on the edge of the bed. 

"Hey," I said groggily, sitting up. "Sorry, I didn't mean to…" 

"We need to talk." 

My stomach dropped. Nothing good ever started with "we need to talk." 

Kael wasn't looking at me. He was staring at his hands, and in the dim light from the window, he looked exhausted. 

"Okay," I said carefully. "About what?" 

"About us. About this... arrangement." 

Oh no. 

"My  father is stepping down next month," Kael continued. "Which means I'll be Alpha.  And  according  to  pack  law,  I  can't  officially  take  the  title  until I have a Luna at my side." 

"Right,"  I  said.  "So  we'll  finally  do  the  mating  ceremony.  That's...  that's  good, right?" 

He didn't answer. 

"Kael?" 

"I'm trying to figure out how to say this without being cruel." 

That was a bad sign. 

"Just say it," I whispered. 

He finally looked at me, and his gray eyes were full of something that looked like regret. 

"I don't love you, Aria." 

I'd  known.  Of  course  I'd known. But hearing him say it out loud was like being punched in the chest. 

"I know you've been trying," he continued. "I know you've been... patient. And I'm grateful for that, I really am. But I can't keep pretending this is something it's not. You deserve better than a mate who's just going through the motions." 

"So  what are you saying?" My voice came out steadier than I felt. "You want to break the betrothal?" 

"I can't. Not without causing a scandal. Your parents died saving my father, and if I reject you now..." He shook his head. "The pack would lose respect for me before I even became Alpha." 

"So you're stuck with me." 

"We're stuck with each other." 

Cool. Great. Fantastic. This was exactly the heartfelt conversation I'd been hoping for. 

"The  ceremony  is  scheduled  for  three  weeks  from  now,"  Kael  said.  "We'll  go through with it. We'll complete the mating bond. And we'll do our duty to the pack. But  I  wanted  to  be  honest  with  you  about  what  this  is  going  to  be.  It's  an arrangement. Nothing more." 

I should have said something. Should have told him to go to hell, or that I deserved better, or literally anything with some dignity. 

Instead, I heard myself say, "Okay." 

Kael stood up. "I'm sorry, Aria. For what it's worth." 

He left, closing the door softly behind him. 

I sat there in the dark for a long time, staring at nothing. 

Then I touched the pendant around my neck, my mother's pendant, and whispered, "This isn't what you would have wanted, is it?" 

The moon outside the window didn't answer. 

But somewhere, deep in my chest, something started to crack. 

***** 

 

Three weeks until the mating ceremony. 

Three weeks until I became Luna to a man who didn't love me. 

Three weeks until my life was officially over. 

This is fine, I told myself. 

It wasn't fine. 

But I'd pretend it was, because that's what I did. 

I pretended everything was fine, right up until the moment it all fell apart. 




CHAPTER TWO: THE CHOICE 

Aria's POV 

The worst part about waiting for your life to end wasn't the fear. 

It was the hope. 

Hope was the stupid, stubborn thing that kept me getting out of bed every morning for  the  next  two  and  a  half  weeks.  Hope  made  me  smile  at  Kael  across  the breakfast  table  even  though  he  barely  looked  at  me.  Hope  had  me  picking  out flowers for a mating ceremony that would mean everything to me and nothing to him. 

Hope was an idiot, and apparently, so was I. 

"You're doing it again," Beth said, snapping her fingers in front of my face. 

I  blinked,  realizing  I'd  been  staring  at  the  same  page  of  the  ceremony  planning binder  for  the  past  ten  minutes.  We  were  sitting  in  the  packhouse  library, surrounded  by  samples  of  everything  from  napkin  colors to centerpiece options, and I couldn't bring myself to care about any of it. 

"Sorry," I said. "What were you saying?" 

Beth, one of the few wolves in the pack who actually liked me, sighed and pushed the binder away. "I was saying that you look like someone preparing for a funeral, not a mating ceremony. Which, no offense, isn't exactly the vibe we're going for." 

"I'm just tired." 

"You're heartbroken." 

I looked up sharply. Beth met my gaze with sympathy in her warm brown eyes. 

"Everyone can see it, Aria," she said gently. "The way you look at him. The way he doesn't look at you. It's like watching a car crash in slow motion." 

"Thanks," I said dryly. "That makes me feel so much better." 

"I'm not trying to make you feel better. I'm trying to talk some sense into you." She leaned forward, lowering her voice even though we were alone. "You don't have to do this. There are ways out of betrothals, especially ones made under duress…" 

"My parents died for his family." 

"Your parents died in a war. That doesn't mean you owe Kael Draven your entire life." 

But it did. At least, that's what I'd been told for six years. That's what Alpha Darius had impressed upon twelve-year-old me when he'd offered me a place in his pack. Your parents' sacrifice won't be forgotten. You'll be taken care of. 

Taken care of meant engaged to his son. 

It meant having a purpose, a place, a reason to exist beyond being an orphan. 

It meant I mattered, even if only as payment for a debt. 

"Five  days,"  I  said,  closing  the  binder.  "In five days, I'll be Luna. And maybe... maybe it'll get better once the bond is complete. Maybe he'll…" 

"Feel  differently?"  Beth  finished,  her  expression  skeptical.  "Aria,  honey.  The mating bond doesn't create feelings that aren't there. It just intensifies what already exists." 

"Then maybe I'll feel differently," I said. "Maybe I'll stop caring so much." 

Beth didn't look convinced, but she dropped it. We spent the next hour pretending to care about whether the napkins should be cream or ivory, apparently there was a difference,  and  I  tried not to think about the fact that Kael hadn't shown up to a single planning session. 

Too busy, he'd said. Always too busy. 

 

***** 

I  was  walking  back  to  my  room  that evening when I heard voices coming from Kael's office. The door was cracked open just enough for sound to carry into the hallway. 

"Can't  keep  avoiding  her  forever,"  someone  was  saying. It sounded like Garrett, Kael's Beta. "The ceremony is in five days." 

"I know when the ceremony is." Kael's voice was tight with irritation. 

"Then maybe act like you know. The girl is trying her best to make this work, and you're treating her like she's invisible." 

"I told her the truth. I was honest about what this would be." 

"Yeah, and that makes it so much better." Garrett's sarcasm was thick. "Look, I get it. You didn't ask for this arrangement. But she didn't ask for it either, and at least she's trying to make the best of it." 

There was a long pause. 

"What  do  you  want  me  to  do,  Garrett?"  Kael  finally  said,  and  he  sounded exhausted. "Pretend to feel something I don't? That would be worse." 

"I want you to show her some basic respect. Some kindness. She lost her parents for your family, Kael. The least you can do is treat her like she matters." 

"She does matter." 

"Then act like it." 

I  didn't  wait  to  hear  more.  I  turned  and  walked  quickly  down the hall, my face burning with humiliation. 

She does matter. 

Two and a half words. That was all I got. 

Not  "I  care  about  her"  or  "I'm  trying"  or  even  "I  feel  guilty  about  this  whole situation." 

Just "she matters," in the same tone you'd use to acknowledge that furniture matters because you need somewhere to sit. 

I made it to my room, Kael's room, and locked the door behind me. Then I sat on the edge of the bed and tried to figure out when I'd become so pathetic. 

My mother would have hated this. 

She'd been an omega, yes, but she'd been fierce. Strong. She'd fought in a war and died  protecting  an  Alpha,  and  here  I  was,  crying over a man who couldn't even pretend to like me. 

"I'm  sorry,  Mom,"  I  whispered  to  the  empty  room.  "I  don't  know  how  to  be  as strong as you." 

My  phone  buzzed.  A  text  from  Beth: Drinks  tomorrow? You look like you need them. 

I smiled despite everything and texted back: Definitely. 

At least someone wanted to spend time with me. 

 

***** 

The next day started normal enough. 

Well,  as  normal  as  anything  could  be  when  you  were  five  days  away  from  a loveless mating ceremony. 

I got up early, took a shower, and was heading down to breakfast when I ran into Isla  in  the  hallway.  She  was  wearing  workout  clothes and looked like she'd just come back from a run, all flushed and glowing in that annoying way that naturally beautiful people did. 

"Morning," she said brightly. "You're up early." 

"Couldn't sleep," I said, which was true. I'd spent most of the night staring at the ceiling, wondering if I could fake a terminal illness to get out of the ceremony. 

"Nervous about the big day?" 

"Something like that." 

Isla  hesitated,  then  touched  my  arm.  "Hey,  can  I  talk  to  you  for  a  second? Privately?" 

Oh no. Nothing good ever came from someone asking to talk privately. 

We ended up in one of the sitting rooms off the main hall. Isla closed the door and turned to face me with an expression I couldn't quite read. 

"I need to tell you something," she said. "And I need you to not hate me for it." 

My stomach sank. "Okay..." 

"I'm in love with Kael." 

The words hung in the air between us like smoke. 

I should have been shocked. Should have been angry or hurt or betrayed. 

Instead, I just felt tired. 

"I know," I said quietly. 

Isla blinked. "You... know?" 

"Of course I know. Everyone knows. You two have been best friends forever, and you look at him like he hung the moon. It's not exactly subtle." 

"Oh." She looked genuinely surprised. "I thought I was hiding it better." 

"You're not." 

"Does Kael know?" 

"I have no idea. He doesn't exactly confide in me." 

Isla sat down on one of the chairs, her perfect composure cracking slightly. "I never meant  for  this  to  happen.  I  tried  so  hard  not  to  feel  this  way.  But  we  grew  up together, and he's just... he's everything I've ever wanted." 

"So why are you telling me this?" I asked, and I was proud of how steady my voice sounded. "The ceremony is in five days. It's too late to change anything." 

"I'm telling you because you deserve to know the truth." Isla looked up at me, and there were actual tears in her eyes. "And because I want you to understand that if things had been different, if he hadn't been betrothed to you, maybe he could have loved  me  back.  But  he  can't.  Because  of  honor  and  duty  and  all the things that make Kael who he is. So we're both losing, Aria. Just in different ways." 

I didn't know what to say to that. 

Part of me wanted to scream at her, to tell her she didn't get to play the victim when she'd  been  the  one  standing  in  my  shadow  for  four  years,  being  everything  I couldn't be. 

But another part of me, the tired, heartbroken part, just felt sad for both of us. 

"I'm sorry," I finally said. "That you love someone who can't love you back." 

"I'm sorry too," Isla said. "For everything." 

She left, and I sat there alone, wondering how my life had become such a mess. 

 

***** 

That afternoon, I met Beth at the small café on the edge of pack territory. It was one  of  the  few  neutral  spaces  where  wolves  from  different  packs  could  mingle without  too  much  tension,  and  I desperately needed to be somewhere that didn't smell like Kael or feel like a prison. 

"You look worse than yesterday," Beth said by way of greeting. 

"Thanks. That's exactly what every girl wants to hear." 

"I'm serious, Aria. You're pale, you have circles under your eyes, and you're doing that thing where you smile but your eyes are dead inside." 

