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        Mayu is equal parts lucky and unlucky.

      

        

      
        As one of the few people with a wolf soul, she was chosen to go on a sacred quest to retrieve the Winter Stone. It’s a long dangerous journey but she doesn’t have to undertake it alone. Her best friend since childhood, Konomi, is accompanying her.

      

        

      
        As much as Mayu loves having someone by her side, she’s also desperately in love with Konomi and to make matters worse, she’s her sister-in-law.

      

        

      
        Will this journey be one of love or heartbreak?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Heart And Soul Of The Wolf is a f/f romance with lots of gay panic, a little bit of steam, and no cheating. It serves as a prequel to the Guardian Of The Winter Stone series.
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      I swung my bow over my shoulder, making sure it was securely in place before I even attempted to climb up the steep hill. My long hair tangled in front of my face and I wished I'd tied it up before attempting this. The cave wasn't the easiest to reach but the risk was worth it. It looked promising and we needed a place to sleep for the night, one that wasn't under the stars.

      "And?" a light voice shouted from behind me.

      "I think it looks good," I called back. I put my bow and quiver down against a rock and reached down, holding out my hand to the most beautiful woman I'd ever met, trying to ignore how stunning she looked in the falling light of the winter sun.

      Konomi smiled at me in a way that creased her eyes slightly. "Thank you, Mayu. You're the best sister-in-law."

      The words squeezed my heart like a tight fist and I quickly let go of her hand, feeling guilty for even looking at her like that. The wolf soul in me reacted differently, wanting the closeness, but I couldn’t listen to that part of me. Luckily, the cave was dark so she wouldn't be able to see the redness rising to my cheeks.

      She pointed down at our packs leaning against a tree. "We can bring those up in a moment, right?"

      "Yes, let's look around the cave first," I said. It wouldn't be the first time on our journey that we'd entered a cave that was unsuitable, or worse, occupied.

      With Konomi by my side, I ventured further into the hollow structure. There was a limited amount of space where we could stand in before the walls came together to form the ceiling. But it was dry, empty, and most of all, shelter from the elements. While the weather was beautiful now, night came quickly this time of year.

      "I think we can stay the night here," I said.

      "I agree. I hope there’s a bath," Konomi said, as always quick with a joke.

      I didn't know what I would do without her lightness. Her company and persisting brightness were one of the few things that was making this long impossible journey bearable. If she hadn't been here, I was sure I would've given up a long time ago. If only I could tell her just how much she meant to me.

      I shook the traitorous thoughts away and clambered down to gather the rest of our belongings. We travelled light by necessity, but after a full day of walking, those packs were the heaviest thing in the world. While I brought everything up to the cave, Konomi started a fire. She was always much better at that, at anything that required patience.

      It didn't take long for the fire to light up the cave and chase away the chill. I sank down on a cleared bit of ground, relieved to be off my feet. Travelling through dense forest was my least favourite and the Alladwin forest was certainly that. Dense.

      Konomi settled next to me and handed me a raw fish skewered on a stick. "Here."

      A smile made its way to my tired lips as I held it over the flames. "Thank you. You take good care of me."

      "That's my job, isn't it?" She dipped her head lightly, her tone teasing. "Guardian."

      "Don't call me that."

      "Why? That's what you are. Honoured Guardian of the Winter Stone."

      I sarcastically gestured to the empty space in front of me. "Do you see the Winter Stone? No. So until we've actually found it, don't call me the Guardian. I'm a Guardian of nothing."

      Konomi's smile slipped away and I instantly felt bad for snapping at her. It wasn't her fault that we were alone together on an impossible quest or that this cave was so small, our knees were touching.

      I shot her an apologetic grimace. "Sorry, that was uncalled for. Especially because you didn't have to come on this quest with me. I'm just tired and tense."

      "I know. I forgive you." Her genuine smile showed that she meant it too.

      We rested in silence with nothing but the crackling of the fire as the darkness swallowed everything outside the cave. Once the skin of my fish was blistered and blackened, I shot a prayer to the Great Wolf before I started eating. It wasn't anywhere close to a full meal but we hadn't had that privilege for a long time.

      After a while, Konomi spoke, her voice thin and devoid of all earlier lightness. "How many days more are we going to be stuck in this forest?"

      I tossed my empty stick into the fire, watching it catch fire. "I don't know."

      "Maybe we should go back."

      "To that village with the leery old men? I don't think that would be a good idea." I reached into my pack for the weathered map of the area, although as we quickly discovered, it was rather inaccurate. "If we keep travelling east with the river, we should reach the Red Boar Inn eventually."

      Konomi let out a pensive hum. "And what if we're following the wrong river?"

      "We're not," I assured her, somehow managing to sound confident.

      "But what if we are?"

      "I promise you, we're not."

      "All right. I trust you." She pulled her knees up to her chin, her gaze locked onto the crackling fire.

      A silence fell over us, the kind that only existed in the quiet of winter. Somewhere, a lone owl hooted into the night.

      Konomi’s sigh sounded like it came from deep within. "Mayu?"

      The way she said my name tightened my chest but I didn't let it show. "Yes?"

      "This Winter Stone better be worth it."

      The faintest of smiles curled my lips up and I could only nod in agreement because it was better if my true feelings on the matter never saw the light of day.
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      The freezing cold made my fingers tremble more than normal and the arrow flying from my bow veered too far to the right. It startled the rabbit and the skittish animal darted away, only leaving little footprints in the snow as proof that I hadn't imagined its presence.

      So close.

      I retrieved the missed arrow, only to find the tip broken off. It seemed like it was just one of those days where everything went wrong. My stomach tightened painfully, as if I needed another reminder why I couldn't keep missing my shots.

      Determined, I followed the trail of little bunny prints. One of the benefits of snow. I tracked it through the forest, making notches in the trees so I wouldn't get lost. It didn't take long before I spotted the quick-footed animal again, sitting near a bush where it was nibbling on some of the lowest branches.

      I reached for another arrow and slowly raised my bow. With practised ease, I slipped the arrow in its place and took aim. There was almost no breeze and I had a clear shot. Instead of letting go, I breathed hot air on my fingers until they felt less stiff.

      With a sharp breath in, I let go of the arrow. There wasn't enough time for a prayer but I didn't need it. I could feel it the moment the arrow left, I could tell from the sound of my bow string.

      The arrow sank into the rabbit's eye and killed the small animal in one clean shot. This time, I did whisper a prayer to the Great Wolf to thank him for blessing me. This rabbit would be a very welcome dinner.

      As much as I wanted to keep hunting, mostly out of pride instead of hunger, I knew venturing too far away from Konomi and our camp was not a good idea. If we got separated from each other, that would be a real reason to panic.

      I retraced my steps by following the notches in the trees, relieved when I spotted the fire in the cave. I had my father to thank for teaching me how to hunt and move through a forest even though I was a girl. Not wanting to get caught up in thoughts of my family, I pushed the fond memories away before they could turn bitter. As much as I was sure that my parents and younger brother would love to know I was missing them, out here, getting distracted could be the death of me.

      Konomi looked up from her spot in the cave, a smile rising to her red lips. She looked so beautiful even in the poor state we were in. There was just a twinkle in her eyes, a lift to her lips that shone through regardless of the grime, dirt, and hollowness of her face.

      She lowered the coat she was mending, careful not to lose the needle. "Welcome home."

      She had no idea how much I wanted her to say that for real but there was no way we would ever share a home. Not a real one anyway.

      "The rabbits were elusive but not elusive enough," I said, keeping a safe distance as I held up my prey. “I also found some mushrooms so we won’t starve tonight.” I handed her the rabbit and the satchel with my finds.
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