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        When Akira discovers that she's not the only person looking for the Winter Stone, she has to make some difficult choices. Trust her new allies, even if they may be liars, or continue her journey alone. But because of her wolf soul, walking away from her fated mate is easier said than done and when more secrets come to light, Akira has to question everything she's been taught.

      

        

      
        How can she make the right choice when there's still so much she doesn't know? 

      

        

      
        ****

      

        

      
        Choice Of The Winter Wolf is the second book in the Guardian Of The Winter Stone series and is an epic fantasy with romance, wolf shifters, and fated mates. It has themes of found family, redemption, and a romantic plot where Akira must choose between her enchanting true mate and a growly alpha wolf.
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      Everybody lied.

      Tears pricked in my eyes as I ran through the streets of the busy village, but I refused to cry. I almost ran into someone’s ox and the animal gave me a gormless look. I only gave a quick inadequate apology because I could see Ashleigh catching up to me and I needed to get away from her.

      I should’ve known I couldn’t trust these strangers and that they were up to no good. They wanted to steal the Winter Stone? Horrible. And what was worse, I almost helped them.

      The temple we were staying in came into view and I could feel the eyes of the Great Wolf statue on me. Was he watching me right now? Did he know what mess I was in?

      I hurried inside, struggling to take my shoes off. No matter how fast I wanted to get away from here, I couldn't sully the temple. I reached the room where I left my belongings and gathered them up as quickly as I could. I didn't have time to pack things properly but the more I rushed, the more I struggled getting everything in my pack.

      The door slid open behind me with a dull thud and I hoped it was a priest but knew instinctively it was not. The person behind me was clearly out of breath and I could feel the wolf in my chest stirring. I turned around slowly, facing Ashleigh for the first time since I overheard her conversation with her brother. Her blue eyes were wide and she was panting. Beads of sweat rested on her pale forehead and she looked desperate and frantic.

      "How are you so fast?" She braced herself against the doorframe, both holding onto it and blocking my exit.

      I didn't answer. I'd never thought of myself as fast but I knew how to run away.

      Ashleigh stared at me. "Please let me explain. It's not what you think."

      A part of me wanted to challenge her and accuse her of theft, but I was never all that good at confrontation. Or rather, I'd quickly learned what confrontation got me. A good slap around my ears from Father if he was in a good mood or a kick in my stomach if he wasn't.

      I pulled my pack in front of me, my voice coming out small and weak. "Explain then."

      "How much did you hear earlier?"

      "You're after the Winter Stone." My stomach twisted into a tight knot. "You called it the Wolf's Relic. You're here to steal it."

      Ashleigh's expression fell. "I don't want to steal it. We just want to use it."

      "You can't use the Winter Stone, you're not a Guardian." I didn't tell her that I was, that was irrelevant. And it wasn't like I knew how to use the Stone either.

      She sat down opposite me, a pensive look appearing on her face. "I don't know anything about guardians. I thought any wolf descendant could use the Wolf's Relic. That's what I read in the scripts."

      Once again, I really questioned whether she was a follower of the Great Wolf. How could she not know what a Guardian was? It was a cornerstone of our faith.

      "Why do you want to use the Winter Stone?" I asked instead. If I could get more information out of here, that would help me decide what to do next.

      "To communicate with the Great Wolf. It's important."

      "Aspen said he wanted to steal it."

      "Aspen says a lot of things. He's just desperate. I'm sorry we didn't tell you up front but you have to believe me, we mean no harm."

      No harm. People had said that before and it was usually those who brought the most pain and destruction with them. I had plenty of experience with empty apologies and good intentions.

      She gave me a pleading look. "I'm so sorry you had to find out this way. I wanted to tell you but Aspen convinced me not to. I don't want to steal the Relic either."

      I hesitated. Ashleigh looked and sounded genuine but I couldn’t help the coils of distrust twisting in my stomach. In my experience, people were cruel and deceitful. The only person who’d ever shown me unconditional kindness was my grandma but she died not long after I discovered I had the soul of a wolf. What were the chances that Ashleigh was someone kind too?

      It would be foolish to believe her. And yet… A very small piece inside me that wasn’t completely broken yet wanted to put my trust in her.

      “Do you swear you’re telling the truth? That you mean no harm?” I asked.

      “I swear,” she said.

      My voice trembled as I pulled the hexagonal amulet from underneath my tunic. “On the Great Wolf?”

      If she swore it to me, I could rest easy because nobody was foolish enough to break an oath to the gods.

      She looked so deeply in my eyes, it felt like I was falling into a lake of blue. She touched my amulet, her voice low and calm and true. “I swear on the Great Wolf."

      The tension in my stomach lessened ever so slightly. She'd made an oath, which was good, but now what...?

      “What do you need the Winter Stone for?"

      Ashleigh sat down in front of me, her legs crossed. "It’s for Aspen. He wants to ask the Great Wolf to bring back someone from the dead."

      "What?"

      "According to the scripts, it's possible."

      I didn't know what scripts she kept referring to because this was the first I'd heard of it. If it was possible, the priests had never said anything about it. Then again, what did I know about the Winter Stone?

      "Who do you want to bring back to life?"

      She grimaced. “Aspen’s mate. She died from a bad illness. We tried to save her but we were powerless. We’ve been searching for a way to bring her back for a long time now. We’ve tried so many things, all futile. Then we learned about the existence of the Wolf’s Relic from some hidden texts and that it can fulfil wishes. That’s why we’re here.”

      My stomach twisted into a tight knot. I hadn’t expected such a sad story and now I felt worse for assuming they were just common thieves. Or not telling them that their journey here was futile too.

      Ashleigh gave me a look I recognised as desperate. “Do you think your Elders will let us use the power of the Relic?”

      I shook my head, unable to look her in the eyes. “No. Never.”

      “That’s what I feared.” She leaned back on her hands. “I’ll talk to my brother but I’m afraid he won’t give up so easily. He’ll do whatever necessary to get his hands on the Relic.”

      From what I’d seen of Aspen, I had no doubt this was true. The determination and conviction in his voice earlier was enough to convince me of that which meant that one way or another, they were going to find out what I already knew to be true.

      Maybe I should tell them… If they were looking for the Winter Stone, maybe I could take advantage of that somehow. Having travel companions would greatly improve my chances because after only a couple of weeks on the road by myself, it had become clear how dangerous it was. And the company would be welcome too.

      But what if telling them was a mistake? They were still strangers and there was a lot I didn’t know about them yet, which had just been proven to me.

      I looked up into Ashleigh’s eyes, searching them for malice or deception but they were clear and bright.

      If I didn’t tell them, they would find out the Winter Stone was missing when they reached the village anyway and I would lose my chance of securing some allies. And if she were truly my mate, maybe this was the Great Wolf’s way of sending me help.

      I had to tell them.

      “Ashleigh…” I paused, trying to find the right words. My hands were trembling so I trapped them under my legs. “Even if you go to the sacred mountain, you won't find the Winter Stone because it’s not there.”

      She stared at me, her mouth slightly agape. “What? What are you talking about?”

      “The Winter Stone is missing. I believe the village Elders have been lying to us for a long time. I always thought the sacred mountain was off limits because it was holy ground but there’s nothing there. I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “How?”

      I gulped. “I was very curious as a child. One of my siblings dared me to climb the sacred mountain and when I did, there was nothing there. I was punished harshly when they discovered me and sworn to secrecy.”

      A small lie but I couldn’t risk telling her everything. If she found out I was the appointed Guardian of the Winter Stone, she might think this was just a ruse to keep them away.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Ashleigh asked.

      I didn’t really want to do this but if I was going to convince her, I needed to show her exactly why the Elders of the village had been so secretive about the Winter Stone.

      I turned around and with trembling hands, I lifted the back of my tunic up, grateful for the privacy of the room. Her gasp and silence told me that the scars were worse than I thought. I had never seen them myself but whenever I reached backwards, I could feel the raised lines where the memory of the cane was still seared into my skin. The story was only half a lie after all.

      “Akira…” Ashleigh’s voice was caught with emotion. “Your village Elders did this to you?”

      And not just them, but that was a story for another time. I let my tunic drop back down and faced her, surprised by how horrified she looked. She looked more shocked than Mother but maybe that was because Mother was used to tending to my wounds.

      “Do you believe me?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I believe you.”

      Guilt welled up in me but I pushed it away.

      Everybody lied.
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