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        The next part of Akira's quest has begun to find someone who can help translate Ashleigh's expensive diary. Travelling with more people isn't as easy as it seems and if they can't solve the friction between them, it might drive a wedge in the group. To solve the issues, they search for a fruit that can create eternal bonds but personal motives and old grudges make it harder than it has to be.

      

        

      
        Will Akira be cast aside once more or can she become part of the pack?

        ****

        Pack Of The Winter Wolf is the third 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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      The footsteps of my companions made the dense snow shriek as we arrived at the outskirts of the desolate mountain village. Thick fog hung low between the tattered wood cabins that hadn’t seen a living soul in them for a while. Most of all, everything was eerily quiet.

      No laughter of children, no singing women, no men pulling carts through the streets. It was so quiet, I could hear my own breathing and the cawing of crows in the treetops.

      I paused when a bird flew up from a nearby tree and made the snow fall from a dead branch. Were we in the right place or had we hiked all this way up the mountain for no reason? I certainly hoped it wasn’t a waste of our energy.

      A door slammed somewhere and I turned towards the noise, hopeful that someone might be here. Instead, it was the wind rushing through the cracks of the wall that caused the noise.

      How unsettling.

      Up ahead, Ashleigh and the others had come to a standstill. I jogged the last bit to catch up with them, not wanting to be left behind or miss any of the discussion on what was going to happen next.

      Towering above everyone else, Regan had a look of concern on his brow that suggested it wasn’t just my imagination that something was off about this place. "I don't like this."

      Danny moved some of her red hair out of her face. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “According to the map, we should be,” Regan said with a low voice.

      "This place is giving me the creeps," Darren muttered from underneath his hood.

      A cloud of smoke escaped Ashleigh’s lips. “Where is everyone? The village is here but where are the people?"

      That was the big question and I wasn't sure if I was ready to hear the answer. Villages didn't just empty for no reason.

      JP joined us, looking a bit worse for wear. The harsh terrain and elevation weren't easy to deal with and he was always the slowest of us all.

      "I've seen something like this before. A-A deadly pox had broken out and people evacuated,” he said.

      His words silenced the group and I suddenly felt very uncomfortable standing here. Was the wind carrying some sort of disease? Was that why this village was abandoned? Were we about to get sick ourselves?

      "Hey-oh!" Aspen's voice came from a little further up ahead and he was waving. "Come see this!"

      Was it wise to follow him in further or should we turn back while we hadn't been exposed for too long?

      "Most diseases aren't airborne," JP said. "But let's be careful. If there are still people living here, they might be contagious or desperate."

      Without meaning to, my hand went to the handle of my dagger. I wasn't in a rush to use it again, especially not against another human being, but I wasn't going to be a victim or a burden. I would defend myself if it came to it.

      I followed the others deeper into the village, always looking around for movement. The houses around here looked similar to those at home, made mostly of wood and with pitched roofs for heavy snowfall. Most of them were clearly abandoned, with doors missing or broken windows. There was rot too in a way that suggested this had been going on for a while.

      We made it to the spot where Aspen had waved from but he was already further up ahead. I could see why he called us though. Further towards the middle of the village, a large barren tree stood in the middle of the square. Thick branches extended outwards with snow resting on it and while there wasn't a single leaf on it, it was laden with large gourd-like fruits with red skin.

      I'd never seen anything like it before. How strange.

      A stone ring had been made around it and a thick rope was tied around the trunk. There were paper fortunes hanging from it, fluttering in the wind. They were all intact which meant that someone was still looking after this holy space.

      Aspen beckoned from underneath the tree. He already had one of the gourds in his hands and was examining it. "Look at this!"

      "Why do you go around touching everything you see?" Ashleigh shouted, hurrying across to her brother. She grabbed him by the arm. "Put that down, it could be poisonous."

      "I'm not eating it, am I?" Aspen protested while he let go of the gourd.

      It shattered on the ground and cracked from the impact. Yellow flesh and shiny black seeds spilled out onto the snow and it reminded me a bit of pumpkin or melons. It certainly looked appetising but I'd spent enough time in the forest to know how foolish it was to eat something unknown.

      "Someone's coming," Regan pointed out.

      He was right. A short man in a thick coat appeared from the fog. He was using a walking cane to keep himself upright but wasn't as old as I expected from his posture.

      "This is a sacred space," the man said in the common tongue. He gestured at the twins in frustration. “You’re disturbing our god.”

      I translated his message and the twins instantly looked a bit horrified. Ashleigh muttered an apology while Aspen tried to cover up the gourd guts with some snow, not that it was much use.

      I bowed to greet the man. "I apologise, we didn't mean to disturb your village. Do you speak the sacred language?”

      He let out a soft grunt. “We don’t. We still revere the old gods around these parts.”

      That made things harder. While I would have no trouble speaking to everyone, the same couldn’t be said for my companions. They all knew a few words here and there in my language but most of them were about practical things like a greeting, asking directions, buying food. In Aspen’s case, ordering rice wine.

      I turned back to my group. “Sorry, he says they don’t speak the sacred language. They don’t believe in the Great Wolf here.”

      Ashleigh nodded. “Can you translate for us then?”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said. It wouldn’t be an easy task, especially because I wasn’t nearly as fluent in the sacred language as I wanted to be, but there was nobody else to do it. At least I got to be useful to the group.

      “Can you ask him about the scholar?” she asked.

      I turned back to the man. “We heard that there might be a scholar who speaks Gaoxian living here."

      "Hmm." The man didn’t answer and instead, eyed up my companions. “They’re not from here. What do you want with the scholar?”

      “We have something that needs translating. We were hoping he could help,” I replied, not sure how much I should reveal about our diary. It wasn’t exactly a secret but the less people knew about my quest and why the others were travelling, the better.

      A cold gust brushed past us, throwing some snow into my face. I shivered and wiped my face with my frozen glove.

      The man gestured for us to follow him. "Let's talk somewhere warm." He didn’t wait for my reply and turned around, tracking back to where he came from.

      “He wants us to follow him,” I said.

      There was a hair of reluctance in the group before Regan nodded, signalling that he thought it was safe to follow this man.

      I certainly hoped he was right.
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      A bright fire crackled in the hearth and I wrapped my hands around the cup of hot soup. It was mostly bland, with a few lone pieces of carrot in it and some grit at the bottom. I'd definitely eaten worse and after a long day out in the cold, I wasn't exactly picky. Anything that could warm me up was very welcome.

      "Sorry I have nothing better to offer," the man said gruffly. "The village is in a bad state, as you can probably see."

      His wife moved around us, arranging our coats near the fire so they could dry better. She was just as thin as he was but I could tell from their movements and muscle that they were both hard-working people who didn't rest much.

      "Where are your friends from?" the man asked me.

      I hesitated, realising I didn’t know the answer.

      “A little from everywhere,” I replied carefully. “Do you get a lot of foreigners around here?”

      The man chuckled dryly. "You're the first travellers we've seen in a while. Our village isn't very easy to reach so we don't get many visitors. What do you need translating?”

      I turned my attention to Ashleigh who was listening closely, unlike Danny and Darren who were whispering between themselves.

      “He wants to know what we want translating. Can we show him the diary?” I asked her, stumbling slightly over my sentence. It wasn’t easy switching between languages like this.

      “Sure.” Ashleigh rummaged through her pack and showed them the leather-bound notebook.

      The man flicked through it quickly and handed it back. "I see. The scholar you're looking for is named Genta but I'm not sure he'll be able to help you."

      “Why is that?” I asked, not entirely comfortable pushing for more information but since the others couldn’t communicate, I would have to be bold.

      “Genta is spending most of his time in the town hall although currently, it’s an infirmary.”

      “Is he sick?”

      “Not him.” The man got up to stoke the fire and threw some more blocks of wood on it. "His daughters. There's a strange illness in our village that has the children in its thrall. The first child got sick a few months ago. It seemed like a simple cold. But then one by one, all the other children fell victim to this disease. Fevers, vomiting, strange black spots on their throat."

      His wife poured some more soup. "Genta has three little girls, all under ten. Their mother died last year so he's all they have. He's looking after them day and night without much care for his own health or wellbeing so I’m not sure if he’ll have time for your book."

      The man watched the others for a bit. “Since your friends aren’t from around here, they should be careful with this illness.”

      Aspen nudged my shoulder. “What are they saying?”

      I translated to the best of my abilities, worried I might misinterpret something or give them the wrong information. While Ashleigh had demonstrated a lot of kindness towards me, I didn’t know what would happen if I made a mistake that might set them back on their journey. Would they punish me? Cast me out?

      I didn’t want to find out.

      "Only the children are sick?" JP asked, the concern carved into his face.

      “That’s what he said,” I replied. “The adults seem fine. He said you should be careful though since you’re not from around here.”

      The group didn’t seem all that worried about my warning.

      Ashleigh looked mostly curious. “But the scholar is here? Can we meet him?”

      “I’ll ask,” I said, relaying her words in my language.

      "I can take you to him," the woman said as she set the kettle of soup down. "Just be prepared for what you'll see. It's not a pretty sight."

      I swallowed hard. “She says she will take us.”

      That got everyone moving. It took a while for everyone to put their coats back on and grab their belongings. It would’ve been nice if we could’ve rested for longer or left our things but it would be foolish to leave them unattended.

      This village looked abandoned but looks could be deceiving.
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