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DEDICATION

For Aurora.

You were never the one who needed saving. You were the one worth every cost.

This was always yours. Even when I could not say so.

❦

EPIGRAPH

From the Elder Scrolls of Bramblewood — on the nature of the Echo Bond

When the Moon Goddess binds two souls, she does not promise ease. She promises truth.

A bond severed by pride will bleed. A bond severed by love will wait.

It will wait in the marrow. In the space between heartbeats. In the silence a name leaves behind when it is no longer spoken aloud.

The Moon does not forget what she has joined. Neither does the wolf. Neither does the wound.
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EPILOGUE

A Note from Clara Ashvale

BEFORE YOU BEGIN

❦

Where Broken Bonds Mend began with one question: what does it cost a person to protect someone by hurting them first?

Mason Hart is not a villain. He is a man who made a terrible choice out of love — one that looked, from the outside, like cruelty. Aurora Whitlock is not a passive victim. She rebuilt herself from a rejection she never deserved, then had to decide whether the man responsible still had a place in the life she made without him.

This is a story about love that does not vanish when denied. About second chances that must be earned. About the courage to trust again after the person you trusted most was the one who broke you.

A gentle note: this book explores rejection, emotional loss, and grief. If those themes are tender for you right now, please read gently. What is broken is not always beyond repair.

With love and moonlight,

Clara Ashvale.
Cast of Characters

❦

Main Characters

Mason Hart — Beta of Bramblewood Pack


Once the most trusted enforcer of the Bramblewood Pack, Mason carries an eight-year secret that cost him everything he loved. Loyal to a fault, fierce in his protectiveness, and quietly undone by the choice he can never take back.



Aurora Whitlock — Heroine • Returned Exile


Daughter of the Whitlock bloodline and the woman Mason rejected to protect her life. She left Bramblewood broken and came back rebuilt. Sharp, self-possessed, and deeply wary — but not entirely without hope.


The Bramblewood Pack

Rowan Blackthorne — Alpha of Bramblewood


A formidable leader who has always valued truth over convenience. One of the few people who knew Mason’s secret before the rejection — and the only one who told him it was a mistake.



Eleanor Blackthorne — Luna of Bramblewood


Rowan’s mate and the emotional compass of the pack. Warm but with iron beneath the warmth, Eleanor was ready to defend Aurora the night of the ceremony — and has not forgotten what she witnessed.




Knox Wilder — Pack Enforcer


Quiet, watchful, and unfailingly direct. Knox emerged from the tree line the night of Aurora’s return and reads the situation before most people know there is one to read.



Secondary Characters

Sarah Bennett — Aurora’s closest friend • Bramblewood Café


The first familiar face Aurora sees on her return. Warm, perceptive, and fiercely loyal — Sarah has kept a close watch on the town and asks the questions no one else will say aloud.



Ivy Sinclair — Pack Archivist • Keeper of Records


Stationed in the Healing House, Ivy holds the old records of Bramblewood’s families. Her sharp mind and knowledge of the Whitlock bloodline become central to uncovering the danger that drove Mason’s original choice.



Elder Margaret — Council Oracle • Ceremony Keeper


The elderly oracle who presided over the Moon Choosing ceremony eight years ago. She arrives uninvited, carries herbs and opinions in equal measure, and understands more about the Echo Bond than she reveals.




Thomas Whitlock — Aurora’s Father (Deceased)


Present through letters, records, and memory. Thomas left behind truths he never had the chance to give Aurora himself — truths that reframe everything she thought she knew about her family and her fate.
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❦

T

he moon hung low above the clearing.

Cold.

White.

Merciless.

Its light spilled across the packed earth and silvered the edges of the pine forest surrounding us. Hundreds of wolves stood beneath that glow.

Watching.

Waiting.

Judging.

I stood in the center of the Full Moon Clearing with my hands at my sides and my wolf clawing at the inside of my ribs.

Every instinct screamed at me to move.

To cross the few feet separating us.

To take Aurora's hand.

To pull her against me.

To tell every wolf gathered here that the Moon Goddess had chosen her for me and that I would spend the rest of my life protecting her.

Instead, I stood still.

The scent of cedar smoke drifted through the crowd from the ceremonial fire behind the council platform.

Above it all was her scent.

Aurora.

Wildflowers after rain.

Fresh cedar bark.

Home.

My wolf pressed forward.

Mate.

I shut him down.

Hard.

The effort made my jaw ache.

Across from me, Aurora Whitlock stood with her shoulders straight and her chin lifted.

Twenty-four years old.

Beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with appearances.

Most wolves noticed her eyes first.

I noticed her courage.

Always had.

Moonlight caught in the dark copper strands of her hair as the wind moved through the clearing.

She wasn't smiling.

Neither was I.

The entire pack knew why we were here.

Moon Choosing ceremonies were rare.

A wolf could go decades without witnessing one.

Most happened quietly.

Privately.

Tonight had become something else entirely.

Rumors spread fast in Bramblewood.

Especially when the Beta of the pack discovered his fated mate.

Especially when that Beta spent the last three days avoiding everyone who tried to congratulate him.

The crowd shifted.

Murmurs rolled through the clearing.

Aurora looked at me.

Just looked.

No anger.

No fear.

No uncertainty.

Trust.

That was worse.

Much worse.

Because she trusted me.

The weight of it settled across my shoulders like stone.

A month ago, everything had been different.

A month ago, I had been planning a future.

Now I was preparing to destroy it.

"Mason."

The voice came from my right.

Alpha Rowan Blackthorne.

He stood beside the council platform, dressed in black as always. Moonlight carved sharp edges into his features.

Concern filled his expression.

Concern and warning.

He knew.

Not everything.

But enough.

I'd told him part of the truth three nights earlier.

Not because I wanted advice.

Because someone needed to know why I was about to do something unforgivable.

"Last chance," Rowan said quietly.

I looked at him.

His gray eyes held mine.

"Don't."

The single word carried more weight than a speech.

My throat tightened.

"If I don't," I said, "she dies."

Rowan's expression darkened.

Neither of us spoke for several seconds.

The sounds of the gathering drifted around us.

Boots against dirt.

Crackling firewood.

Wind moving through pine branches.

Normal sounds.

Ordinary sounds.

None of them belonged to the storm building inside my chest.

"You don't know that."

"I know enough."

Rowan studied me.

Then he looked toward Aurora.

She stood with Eleanor now.

The Luna was speaking softly, probably offering reassurance.

Aurora laughed at something.

The sound carried across the clearing.

My wolf surged toward it.

Mine.

The word echoed through every part of me.

Mine.

Not for much longer.

Rowan swore under his breath.

"You love her."

I didn't answer.

I couldn't.

Some truths hurt too much when spoken aloud.

His silence lasted a moment.

Then another.

Finally he nodded once.

A gesture of understanding.

Or resignation.

Maybe both.

"You're making a mistake."

"I hope you're right."

I meant it.

Gods, I meant it.

Nothing would have made me happier than discovering I'd spent the last month terrified over nothing.

But the evidence kept pointing in the same direction.

Aurora's bloodline.

The old records.

The rogue sightings beyond the northern ridge.

The names hidden in council archives.

Every piece fit together too neatly.

Too perfectly.

Someone was hunting descendants of a forgotten family line.

Someone knew exactly who Aurora was.

And if they learned she was tied to the Beta of Bramblewood through a mate bond...

I couldn't finish the thought.

Rowan rested a hand on my shoulder.

A rare gesture from an Alpha.

A friend rather than a leader.

"Whatever happens," he said, "you'll carry this for the rest of your life."

I already knew that.

The frightening part was how willing I had become to pay the price.

The ceremony began moments later.

Council elders took their places around the stone circle.

Pack members moved closer.

The crowd quieted.

The clearing seemed to hold its breath.

Aurora stepped forward when Elder Margaret called her name.

Moonlight washed across her face.

Those amber-green eyes found mine again.

Still trusting.

Still hopeful.

The sight nearly broke me.

My wolf paced frantically.

Rejecting a mate went against everything we were.

Everything nature intended.

Some wolves couldn't survive it.

Others never recovered.

A few spent decades wandering through half-lives, unable to fully move forward.

I understood all of that.

And I was about to do it anyway.

Because the alternative was worse.

Much worse.

Margaret raised her staff.

Ancient symbols carved into the wood caught the moonlight.

"The Moon Goddess has revealed a sacred bond."

Her voice carried easily across the clearing.

"The Beta of Bramblewood."

She looked at me.

"Mason Hart."

Then Aurora.

"Aurora Whitlock."

A murmur spread through the crowd.

Happy.

Excited.

Supportive.

They had no idea what was coming.

"Do you acknowledge the bond placed before you?"

Margaret asked.

Aurora answered first.

"Yes."

Her voice never wavered.

I closed my eyes briefly.

One second.

Two.

Then opened them again.

Margaret turned toward me.

"Mason Hart."

The clearing fell silent.

"Do you acknowledge the bond placed before you?"

Every wolf waited.

Every elder.

Every council member.

Every friend.

Aurora.

Especially Aurora.

My gaze locked on hers.

I wanted to memorize this moment.

The last moment before everything changed.

The last moment before she hated me.

The last moment before I became the villain in her story.

My wolf fought me.

Fought harder than ever before.

He knew.

Animals always knew.

He understood what I intended long before I admitted it to myself.

Mate.

The word came again.

Desperate this time.

I swallowed.

The air felt thick.

Heavy.

Then I remembered the documents hidden beneath council records.

The names.

The deaths.

The warnings.

I remembered the old wolf who had arrived at Bramblewood's border three weeks earlier.

Half-dead.

Terrified.

Begging for sanctuary.

The things he'd told me before he died.

The family line.

The hunters.

Aurora.

Fear cut through me.

Clean.

Sharp.

Decisive.

And suddenly the choice became simple again.

I met her eyes.

Then I destroyed both our futures.

"No."

Silence.

Absolute silence.

For one terrible second, nobody moved.

Nobody breathed.

Nobody understood.

Margaret stared at me.

Aurora didn't.

She simply stood there.

Waiting.

As though she believed she had misheard.

Maybe she hoped she had.

The hope in her face nearly killed me.

"Mason," Margaret said carefully.

"The question was whether you acknowledge the bond."

"I heard the question."

The words tasted like blood.

A murmur swept through the crowd.

Confusion.

Shock.

Disbelief.

Aurora finally spoke.

"Mason."

Just my name.

Nothing else.

That made it worse.

If she'd shouted, I could have endured it.

If she'd cursed me, I would have deserved it.

Instead she simply said my name.

Like she couldn't quite understand what was happening.

I forced myself to look at her.

Every instinct demanded I stop.

Fix this.

Take it back.

Tell the truth.

Instead I buried the truth deeper.

"I reject the bond."

Gasps erupted across the clearing.

Several wolves cursed openly.

Someone dropped a lantern.

The sound seemed impossibly loud.

Aurora never reacted.

Not immediately.

The stillness frightened me more than anger would have.

Slowly.

Very slowly.

The trust vanished from her eyes.

I watched it happen.

Watched something precious break.

There wasn't a sound.

No visible crack.

No dramatic moment.

Just a quiet change.

A door closing.

A light extinguishing.

A future disappearing.

The mate bond screamed.

Pain tore through me.

Physical.

Spiritual.

Something deeper than either.

My wolf howled inside my head.

The sound was agony.

I deserved every second of it.

Aurora's face emptied.

Not emotionless.

Worse.

Controlled.

The kind of control people reached for when falling apart wasn't an option.

She nodded once.

A tiny movement.

Barely visible.

Then she looked away.

The motion hurt more than the rejection itself.

I would discover later that some wounds never fully healed.

This became one of them.

Margaret tried to intervene.

Rowan took a step forward.

Eleanor looked ready to murder me.

None of it mattered.

The damage was done.

Aurora stepped back from the stone circle.

Then another step.

Then another.

No tears.

No pleading.

No scene.

Just dignity.

Gods, I hated myself for forcing her to be dignified.

The crowd parted as she walked through it.

Nobody stopped her.

Nobody knew what to say.

I watched until she disappeared beyond the edge of the clearing.

Into darkness.

Out of my life.

The bond settled into a raw ache.

Not gone.

Not yet.

Just broken.

A ruined thing where something beautiful should have been.

People shouted after that.

Questions.

Accusations.

Demands.

I ignored all of them.

The only thing I could see was the empty place where Aurora had been standing.

The place where my future had stood.

A hand closed around my shoulder.

Rowan.

I didn't look at him.

Didn't trust myself to speak.

Minutes passed.

Maybe longer.

Eventually the clearing began to empty.

Wolves drifted away in stunned silence.

The celebration that should have happened tonight never existed.

Only wreckage remained.

When the last of them were gone, I stood alone beneath the moon.

The same moon that had chosen her for me.

The same moon I had defied.

Wind moved through the trees.

Cold air touched my face.

For the first time all evening, I allowed myself to imagine what Aurora believed.

That I didn't want her.

That I never had.

That she wasn't enough.

The thought felt like a knife between my ribs.

Because the truth was the opposite.

The truth was that I loved her enough to become the man she would hate.

And that knowledge would have to sustain me for the rest of my life.

I lifted my gaze toward the dark forest beyond the clearing.

Somewhere out there, Aurora was walking away.

I told myself it was for her safety.

I told myself it was necessary.

I told myself one day she would understand.

The lies came easily.

The certainty did not.

Moonlight spilled across the empty clearing.

Cold.

White.

Merciless.

And for the first time since childhood, I prayed I had not just made the worst mistake of my life.

Eight years later, Aurora Whitlock came home.
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❦

T

he welcome sign still leaned to the left.

Somebody had repaired the cracked wood since the last time I saw it, but the sign itself hadn't changed.

WELCOME TO BRAMBLEWOOD

WHERE ROOTS RUN DEEP BENEATH THE MOON

A cluster of yellow wildflowers grew around the base.

The same flowers I'd picked as a child while waiting for my father to finish fishing in Moon River.

Eight years.

Eight years away, and somehow the sign remained exactly where memory had left it.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

The rental SUV rolled past the town limits.

Pine-covered hills rose on both sides of the road. Late-afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees, painting long shadows across the pavement.

The scent hit me first.

Wet cedar.

Fresh earth.

Mountain air.

I hadn't realized how much I remembered until that smell found me.

Home.

The word surfaced before I could stop it.

No.

Not home.

A place.

Nothing more.

I lowered the driver's side window.

Cold spring air rushed inside.

The wind caught loose strands of hair and pushed them across my cheek.

The familiar scenery continued unfolding ahead.

Moon River glimmered between the trees.

The old hiking trail sign still stood near the bridge.

Someone had painted the railings.

The bright blue color looked wrong.

The bridge should have been faded gray.

My chest tightened.

Small changes felt stranger than large ones.

Large changes could be expected.

Small changes reminded you how much time had passed.

The GPS announced a turn ahead.

I ignored it.

There was no need.

Every road in Bramblewood lived somewhere inside me.

I could have driven them blindfolded.

A bitter laugh escaped.

Not that I'd wanted to.

For eight years, I had done everything possible to avoid this place.

Then my father died.

And death had a way of ignoring plans.

A tractor pulled from a side road farther ahead.

The elderly driver lifted two fingers from the steering wheel in greeting.

A habit shared by nearly every resident of Bramblewood.

I almost waved back.

Almost.

Then I remembered he might recognize me.

The thought made my stomach tighten.

News traveled quickly in small towns.

By now half the population probably knew I had returned.

Maybe all of them.

I wondered how many still remembered.

The answer came immediately.

Everyone.

Of course they remembered.

Nobody forgot the girl whose mate rejected her before the entire pack.

Especially not when that mate happened to be the future Beta.

I turned onto Main Street.

The town center appeared.

For a moment, all I could do was stare.

The bakery remained.

The hardware store remained.

The Lantern Inn still overlooked the square.

Flower boxes decorated storefront windows.

Several new businesses had appeared.

A bookstore.

A wine shop.

A boutique with large glass displays.

Life had continued while I was gone.

The realization carried a strange sting.

Part of me had expected Bramblewood to remain frozen.

Waiting.

Instead it had moved forward.

Exactly as it should have.

People crossed
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