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DEDICATION

For everyone who has ever returned to a place they once left behind, carrying old wounds and uncertain hope.

❦

May this story remind you that healing is possible, second chances are real, and home is not always a place—it is the people who choose to stand beside you when your heart begins to bloom again.

EPIGRAPH

"The heart, like the earth, does not stay frozen forever. It only waits for the right season to bloom."

— Old Bramblewood Saying

❦

"Promise me you won't close yourself off."

— Emily Carter, to Rowan Blackthorne the night the ridge burned
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EPILOGUE
A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

This is a story about coming home — but not the easy kind. The kind where home has changed, and so have you, and neither of you are sure how to fit together anymore.

Isabella Hartwell left not because she didn't love Bramblewood, but because being hurt there broke something fundamental inside her. Rowan Blackthorne became a man so afraid of loss that he stopped letting anyone close enough to cause it. Grief does that. It disguises itself as strength until people forget it was ever grief at all.

What I wanted most was to honour this truth: healing isn't a single moment. It's the small, repeated choice to trust a little more, stay a little longer, and let someone see the parts of you that are still broken.

––––––––

With love from the mountain,

Clara Ashvale.

Cast of Characters

❦

Rowan Blackthorne

Alpha of the Bramblewood Pack. Strong, respected, and fiercely protective, Rowan has spent years burying his heart beneath duty and responsibility.

Isabella Hartwell

A wolf returning to Bramblewood after nearly a decade away. Independent, determined, and carrying old wounds, she never intended to stay.

Eleanor Hartwell

Isabella's beloved grandmother, whose final wishes bring Isabella home and set events in motion.

Mason Hart

The Bramblewood Pack's loyal Beta and Rowan's closest friend. Steady, dependable, and often the voice of reason.

Knox Wilder

Gamma and chief enforcer of the pack. Tough, intimidating, and deeply committed to protecting Bramblewood.

Lucas Blackthorne

Rowan's younger brother and the pack's Delta. Charismatic, optimistic, and often responsible for bringing humor into difficult situations.

Ivy Sinclair

The pack healer. Compassionate, perceptive, and increasingly concerned by strange changes surrounding the Moonstone.

Margaret Ashwood

Elder, Oracle, and keeper of Bramblewood's oldest secrets. Wise, mysterious, and rarely wrong.

Sarah Bennett

Owner of The Bramblewood Café and one of Isabella's oldest friends. Warm-hearted, outspoken, and always aware of town gossip.

Elena Blackthorne

Rowan's late mother, whose loss during a rogue attack nearly ten years ago continues to shape his life and leadership.

The Moonstone

An ancient sacred stone at the heart of Bramblewood. It recognizes truth, reveals fated bonds, and guards mysteries older than the pack itself.
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The Night the Ridge Burned

❦

R

owan Blackthorne had always believed he knew the forest. Every ridge, every game trail, every hidden stream that wound through Bramblewood's territory felt as familiar to him as the lines on his own hands. He had spent most of his life beneath these towering pines, learning the land from his father and grandfather long before anyone started calling him the future Alpha.

The forest spoke if you knew how to listen.

Tonight, it was screaming.

Rowan paused at the crest of a rocky rise and lifted his head.

The wind carried the scent first.

Smoke.

Not the comforting smell of fireplaces and woodstoves drifting from town.

This was different.

Harsh.

Wrong.

His wolf stirred instantly.

The animal pressed against the inside of his skin, alert and restless.

Something's wrong.

The thought wasn't entirely his own.

Beside him, Mason Hart stopped walking.

"You smell that?"

Rowan nodded.

The night air was cold enough to sting his lungs. Autumn had settled firmly over Bramblewood. Frost coated the ground in silver, and the moon hung low above the mountains, turning the forest into a landscape of shadows and pale light.

Normally, Rowan loved nights like this.

The stillness.

The quiet.

The feeling that the entire world had narrowed to moonlight and trees.

Tonight, unease crawled beneath his skin.

The patrol behind them slowed.

Four warriors. Trusted wolves.

Every one of them had picked up the scent.

No one spoke.

No one needed to.

Smoke meant trouble.

Smoke near the northern border meant danger.

Rowan's gaze swept the darkness ahead.

The northern ridge marked one of the oldest boundaries of Bramblewood territory. The terrain was steep and heavily wooded, making it difficult to patrol and easy for outsiders to exploit.

For months, reports of rogue movement had increased.

Nothing serious.

Nothing organized.

Just enough to be irritating.

Just enough to keep Rowan awake at night.

His instincts had been warning him that something was coming.

Now those instincts were roaring.

"We move," he said.

The patrol immediately fell into formation.

They broke into a run.

Branches whipped overhead as they moved through the forest.

Pine needles softened their footsteps.

The smoke grew thicker.

With every mile, another scent emerged beneath it.

Blood.

Rowan's stomach tightened.

Not animal blood.

Wolf blood.

The realization hit like a punch.

The others smelled it too.

He heard Mason curse under his breath.

No one slowed.

They ran harder.

The forest blurred around them.

Then the trees opened.

And Rowan's world changed forever.

Flames rose into the night sky.

A hunting cabin near the border was fully engulfed, fire devouring the old structure in great orange waves. Sparks spiraled upward, vanishing into the darkness above.

Heat slammed into Rowan's face.

His eyes immediately found movement.

Two wolves.

Rogues.

One stood near the burning cabin.

The other dragged something across the ground.

A body.

Rage exploded through Rowan.

"Take them!"

The order ripped from him.

His warriors surged forward.

The rogues spun toward them, surprise flashing across their faces.

Too late.

Bone cracked.

Muscle shifted.

The transformation hit Rowan like a storm.

One second he was a man.

The next he was a wolf.

Power flooded his limbs.

The world sharpened.

Every scent intensified.

Every sound became crystal clear.

The rogues ran.

Cowards.

Mason and the others pursued them into the trees.

Rowan ignored them.

His attention locked onto the figure lying near the cabin.

The scent reached him before he arrived.

His heart stopped.

No.

No.

Not her.

He shifted back before reaching the body.

Pain flashed through his muscles.

He barely felt it.

The woman lying in the dirt had silver-blonde hair matted with blood.

A familiar face.

A face he had known almost his entire life.

Emily.

For a terrifying second, he couldn't breathe.

Emily Carter.

The woman who had spent years arguing with him.

Laughing at him.

Believing in him.

The woman everyone assumed would one day stand beside him as Luna.

The woman he had quietly assumed would be there when that future finally arrived.

She looked impossibly fragile.

Too still.

Too pale.

Rowan dropped to his knees beside her.

"Emily."

His voice came out rough.

He pressed trembling fingers against her throat.

Pulse.

Weak.

But there.

Relief hit so hard his vision blurred.

Alive.

Moon above, she was alive.

"Emily."

Her eyelashes fluttered.

Slowly.

Painfully.

Then blue eyes opened.

For one impossible moment, she smiled.

The sight nearly destroyed him.

"Hey, Rowan."

The familiar teasing warmth remained in her voice despite everything.

Despite the blood.

Despite the fire.

Despite death waiting nearby.

He swallowed hard.

"You shouldn't be talking."

"Still bossy."

A faint laugh escaped her.

The sound dissolved into a painful cough.

Blood stained her lips.

Terror settled in Rowan's chest.

Real terror.

The kind no amount of training could prepare a man for.

The kind no Alpha could command away.

He took her hand.

Her skin was cold.

Far too cold.

"You'll be fine," he said.

The lie tasted bitter.

Emily looked at him for a long moment.

Then she gave him a sad smile.

They both knew the truth.

Emily looked at him for a long moment.

Then she gave him a sad smile.

They both knew the truth.

Rowan hated that look.

Hated the quiet acceptance in her eyes.

Emily Carter had never accepted anything quietly.

Not losing an argument.

Not losing a race.

Not losing a challenge.

When they were children, she'd climbed the tallest tree in Bramblewood simply because someone told her she couldn't.

When they were teenagers, she'd punched a wolf twice her size for insulting one of her friends.

When they were adults, she'd volunteered for the most difficult scouting routes because she believed protecting the pack meant more than protecting herself.

She fought everything.

Except this.

The realization terrified him.

"Don't," he said.

Her brow furrowed slightly.

"Don't what?"

"Look at me like that."

The smile softened.

"Like what?"

"Like you've already given up."

A flash of stubbornness appeared in her eyes.

There she is.

For one brief second, Rowan saw the woman he'd known his entire life instead of the broken figure lying in the dirt.

"I haven't given up."

"Good."

"But I know what this is."

The words landed between them.

Heavy.

Unavoidable.

Rowan looked away.

The fire crackled behind him.

Sparks drifted upward like dying stars.

Somewhere in the distance wolves howled.

His patrol.

The rogues.

The hunt continuing.

None of it mattered.

The world had narrowed to this moment.

To this woman.

To the terrible possibility of losing her.

He squeezed her hand.

"I'm getting you home."

Emily watched him quietly.

"Rowan."

"No."

"Listen to me."

His jaw tightened.

"No."

For years she'd been the only person in Bramblewood capable of making him feel sixteen again.

The only person brave enough to challenge him when everyone else stepped back.

The only person who saw beyond duty and expectations and future Alpha responsibilities.

She knew him.

Not the leader.

Not the Blackthorne heir.

Just Rowan.

And suddenly he realized how rare that was.

How precious.

How irreplaceable.

Fear clawed at his chest.

Because if Emily disappeared from the world, who would remain?

Who would remember the boy before responsibility consumed him?

Who would remind him that life existed beyond duty?

"You're doing it again," she whispered.

His gaze snapped back to hers.

"Doing what?"

"Trying to carry everything yourself."

A bitter laugh escaped him.

"Now isn't the time."

"It's exactly the time."

Moon help him.

Even dying, she was impossible.

Emily shifted slightly.

Pain flashed across her face.

Rowan immediately leaned closer.

"Don't move."

"Bossy."

"You already said that."

"Because it's still true."

Despite everything, he almost smiled.

Almost.

Then reality returned.

The blood.

The smoke.

The terrible weakness in her voice.

Emily followed his gaze.

"I always thought we'd have more time."

The words caught him off guard.

He frowned.

"What do you mean?"

A shadow crossed her features.

"You know what I mean."

His chest tightened.

Because he did know.

They had never spoken about it directly.

Never needed to.

Everyone in Bramblewood assumed the same thing.

One day Rowan would become Alpha.

One day Emily would become Luna.

One day they'd stop circling each other and finally admit what the entire town already believed.

There had always been another patrol.

Another season.

Another responsibility.

Another reason to wait.

Years slipped by.

Neither of them noticed.

Until now.

Emily's eyes filled with tears.

Not many.

Just enough to shine in the firelight.

"I thought there would be years."

The confession broke something inside him.

Years.

So had he.

Years to build a future.

Years to stop being cautious.

Years to tell her things he'd never managed to say.

Years.

Instead, they had minutes.

Maybe less.

Regret crashed through him with brutal force.

Every delayed conversation.

Every postponed plan.

Every assumption that tomorrow would always come.

Gone.

All of it gone.

"Emily..."

Her fingers tightened weakly around his.

"I loved you, you know."

The words stole the air from his lungs.

Not because he hadn't known.

Because he'd known.

Always.

But hearing them now felt unbearable.

Raw.

Final.

Real.

A tear slipped down her cheek.

"I think part of me always loved you."

Rowan closed his eyes.

Pain flooded through him.

Not physical pain.

Something worse.

Something deeper.

The agony of hearing everything too late.

When he opened his eyes again, she was still watching him.

Waiting.

As though she deserved an answer.

As though he hadn't spent years assuming there would always be time.

His throat tightened.

"I know."

Emily laughed softly.

A sad sound.

"That's not exactly what I hoped you'd say."

A broken smile touched his mouth.

For the first time all night.

Possibly the last.

"I loved you too."

The words felt inadequate.

Too small.

Too late.

Yet the relief that crossed her face told him they mattered.

For a moment neither spoke.

The fire crackled.

The wind shifted.

Ash drifted through the darkness.

And Rowan wished he could freeze time.

Just stop it.

Hold this moment forever.

Because the next one was coming.

And he already knew what it would bring.

Emily's gaze drifted toward the stars.

"They need you."

He frowned.

"The pack."

Her eyes returned to his.

"They'll need you more than ever."

"I don't care about that right now."

"That's the problem."

The words surprised him.

"So focused on the people you love that you'd burn yourself alive trying to save them."

Rowan stared at her.

A strange expression crossed her face.

Pride.

Sadness.

Understanding.

All tangled together.

"You have the heart of an Alpha."

"Emily—"

"But don't let it become the only thing you are."

Something about her tone made fear twist deeper inside him.

As though she were trying to leave him with instructions.

With warnings.

With pieces of herself.

"You're talking like you're leaving."

Silence.

The answer hurt more than words.

Emily blinked slowly.

Her strength was fading.

He could see it.

Feel it.

Every instinct inside him screamed against it.

His wolf paced restlessly beneath his skin.

Desperate.

Helpless.

Enraged.

"Promise me something."

The request came softly.

Rowan immediately shook his head.

"No."

A tiny smile appeared.

"You don't even know what it is."

"I don't care."

"Promise me anyway."

"No."

The smile lingered.

Because Emily understood exactly why he was refusing.

Making promises made this real.

And Rowan wasn't ready.

Would never be ready.

Not for this.

Not for losing her.

Not for a world that continued without her in it.

Her fingers brushed his knuckles.

A fragile touch.

One he would remember for the rest of his life.

"Promise me you won't close yourself off."

The words settled heavily between them.

Rowan frowned.

"What?"

"After this."

"Emily."

"Promise me."

His chest hurt.

Actually hurt.

As though invisible claws were tearing through him.

She watched him steadily.

Waiting.

Knowing.

"You love deeply."

A tear slid down her cheek.

"That's your greatest strength."

"No."

"It is."

"It's a weakness."

The answer came instantly.

Emotionally.

Without thought.

Emily's expression shattered him.

Because she looked heartbroken.

Not for herself.

For him.

"No, Rowan."

Her voice trembled.

"Don't do that."

He didn't understand.

Not yet.

Wouldn't understand for years.

But something inside him already knew these words mattered.

Knew they would stay.

"You can't survive this by becoming someone else."

The fire popped loudly behind them.

Neither looked away.

"You hear me?"

His throat tightened.

"Emily..."

"You hear me?"

He nodded once.

Unable to speak.

She smiled.

Satisfied.

As though that was enough.

As though she'd won one final argument.

Maybe she had.

Then her gaze began to lose focus.

Panic surged through him.

Immediate.

Violent.

"Emily."

Nothing.

Her breathing weakened.

"Emily."

Her eyes found his again.

One final time.

One final effort.

One final look.

The kind people carry forever.

The kind that never leaves.

"I'll find you again," she whispered.

The words barely existed.

A breath.

A promise.

A hope.

Then she smiled.

And the light left her eyes.

Rowan froze.

The world froze with him.

The fire still burned.

The wind still blew.

The mountains still stood beneath the moon.

But something fundamental had changed.

Something irreplaceable.

Something sacred.

Gone.

He sat there long after her heartbeat stopped.

Long after the patrol returned.

Long after the flames began dying.

The future he'd imagined had vanished on that ridge.

The woman he intended to make Luna.

The woman who understood him better than anyone.

The woman he loved.

Gone.

And in the ashes of that loss, something else was born.

A belief.

Dangerous.

Quiet.

Persistent.

Love hurts.

Love leaves.

Love destroys.

Duty remains.

Responsibility remains.

The pack remains.

As dawn crept across the mountains, Rowan rose to his feet and looked toward Bramblewood.

One day he would become Alpha.

One day hundreds of wolves would depend on him.

He would never fail them.

Never allow personal attachments to cloud his judgment.

Never give anyone the power to break him like this again.

The vow settled into his bones.

Hard.

Cold.

Permanent.

Above him, snow began to fall.

The first flakes of winter drifted through the smoky air and settled across the burned ridge.

Rowan watched them silently.

He had no way of knowing that ten years later fate would test that vow.

No way of knowing that a woman named Isabella Hartwell would return to Bramblewood.

No way of knowing that the heart he buried on this mountain would one day be asked to beat again.

But fate, like winter, was patient.

And some hearts remain frozen only until the right person comes along to thaw them
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Returning to Moon River

❦
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Isabella

T

he first thing I noticed when I crossed into Bramblewood territory was the scent.

Pine.

Rain.

Wood smoke.

Home.

My hands tightened around the steering wheel.

Ten years.

Ten years since I'd left these mountains behind.

Ten years since I'd sworn I would never return.

Apparently, the Moon Goddess had a sense of humor.

A cold autumn rain drummed against the windshield as I followed the winding road through the forest. Towering evergreens crowded both sides of the highway, their dark branches swaying in the wind.

The familiar landscape should have felt comforting.

Instead, it felt like driving into a memory I'd spent years trying to forget.

My wolf stirred uneasily beneath my skin.

Not awake.

Not fully.

Just aware.

Watching.

Listening.

Recognizing territory she hadn't seen in a decade.

I swallowed hard.

"Don't start."

The muttered warning was aimed entirely at myself.

Or perhaps at the restless wolf who suddenly seemed far more interested in our surroundings than she'd been in years.

The trees thickened.

The mountains rose around me.

The scent of the pack grew stronger.

Not individual wolves.

Something deeper.

Something woven into the land itself.

Every pack territory carried its own identity.

Its own scent.

Its own energy.

Bramblewood's had always felt different.

Safer.

Warmer.

Like roots sinking deep into fertile earth.

The sensation hit me with unexpected force.

My chest tightened.

I immediately looked away from the feeling.

That had become a habit over the years.

Some emotions were easier to avoid than examine.

Ahead, the familiar wooden sign emerged through the mist.

WELCOME TO BRAMBLEWOOD
Where Family Endures.
The sight nearly stole my breath.

The sign had been repainted.

The flowers beneath it were different.

The wood looked newer.

But otherwise, it was exactly the same.

My stomach twisted.

For one impossible second, I was twenty-one again.

Angry.

Heartbroken.

Determined.

Convinced leaving was the only way to survive.

I remembered loading my old truck before sunrise.

Remembered refusing to cry.

Remembered driving away without looking back.

The memory remained sharp enough to hurt.

I forced my attention back to the road.

That girl didn't exist anymore.

She hadn't existed for a very long time.

Life had a way of changing people.

Sometimes by choice.

Sometimes by force.

I wasn't sure which category I belonged in.

Maybe both.

The rental SUV rolled over the bridge spanning Moon River.

The sight immediately triggered another flood of memories.

Moonlight dances held near the banks.

Summer pack gatherings.

Bonfires.

Laughter.

Howls rising beneath full moons.

A life that felt impossibly distant now.

The river rushed beneath me.

Fast.

Steady.

Unchanged.

Unlike everything else.

Or maybe unlike me.

My throat tightened.

I blinked hard.

Three days ago, I'd been in Oregon preparing for another work project.

Then the call came.

Eleanor Hartwell passed peacefully in her sleep.

The words still didn't feel real.

Grandma Eleanor had always seemed eternal.

The kind of person who simply existed.

Like mountains.

Like rivers.

Like sunrise.

The idea of Bramblewood without her felt fundamentally wrong.

Yet here I was.

Driving toward a future where she no longer existed.

The grief sat inside my chest like a stone.

Heavy.

Unmovable.

Waiting.

I hadn't fully allowed myself to feel it yet.

There would be time for that later.

Right now, I had responsibilities.

Funeral arrangements.

Lawyers.

Paperwork.

The house.

After that, I could leave.

Simple.

Clean.

Temporary.

That was the plan.

My wolf immediately disagreed.

The sensation surprised me enough to laugh.

A short, humorless sound.

For ten years she'd barely cared about Bramblewood.

Now suddenly she had opinions?

Typical.

The road curved.

The town appeared.

My breath caught.

Bramblewood.

Nestled between forested hills.

Warm lights glowing behind storefront windows.

Smoke rising from chimneys.

Autumn colors spilling across the valley.

Beautiful.

Painfully beautiful.

The sight struck harder than I'd expected.

I had spent years convincing myself I belonged elsewhere.

That leaving had been the right choice.

That Bramblewood had never truly been home.

Yet one glimpse of Main Street and something inside me cracked.

Not enough to break.

Just enough to remind me the fracture existed.

People filled the sidewalks.

Cars lined the streets.

Children hurried through the rain beneath colorful umbrellas.

Life continued.

The town hadn't frozen the day I left.

Why would it?

The realization should have been obvious.

Instead, it felt strangely personal.

As though some foolish part of me had expected Bramblewood to remain exactly as I'd remembered it.

Waiting.

Preserved.

Untouched.

The truth was both simpler and more painful.

The town had moved forward.

Everyone had moved forward.

Including him.

I gripped the steering wheel harder.

No.

I wasn't doing that.

Not today.

Especially not today.

Ten years was a long time.

Ancient history.

Whatever had happened between Rowan Blackthorne and me belonged firmly in the past.

Exactly where it intended to stay.

A truck pulled into the lane beside me.

I glanced over automatically.

The driver stared.

Recognition flashed across his face.

Then surprise.

Then excitement.

Wonderful.

News traveled fast in Bramblewood.

Wolf packs were many things.

Subtle wasn't one of them.

By nightfall half the town would know I had returned.

By tomorrow morning the other half would have opinions about it.

I parked near the center of town and switched off the engine.

Silence settled immediately.

Rain tapped against the roof.

My heartbeat sounded unnaturally loud.

For several seconds I remained still.

This was ridiculous.

I wasn't a frightened teenager.

I was thirty-one years old.

I'd traveled across half the country.

Negotiated contracts.

Worked dangerous field assignments.

Built an independent life entirely on my own.

Yet stepping out of a vehicle in Bramblewood somehow felt more intimidating than any of it.

The scent reached me before I opened the door.

Pack.

Not one wolf.

Hundreds.

Layered together across generations.

A familiar fragrance woven through the town itself.

The effect was immediate.

My wolf lifted her head.

Home.

The single instinctive thought landed with unsettling clarity.

I closed my eyes.

For one
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