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        Life on the road with her new pack is proving a challenge for Akira because tensions run high when everyone is cold, tired, and sleeping rough. A steamy dream sparks unfamiliar feelings and she discovers a new secret that could disrupt the peace in the group.

      

        

      
        Maybe travelling with these people was a mistake after all.

        ****

        Guilt Of The Winter Wolf is the fourth 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.
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      I never knew cicadas could be so loud. The entire field was full of them and they were chirping and croaking, jumping up from grass around me, and causing an absolute ruckus. With the golden evening sun on my face, it was strangely peaceful to just sit and be. Or maybe my heart was at rest knowing we did a good thing in the mountain village.

      Cheering screams came from the stream further down below and I could see Darren and Aspen splash each other with water. I was getting used to seeing Aspen's chiselled chest since he seemed to like taking his shirt off whenever he could. Darren's was another matter. It hadn't been that long since he felt comfortable enough to take his hood off around me but it seemed he was over that.

      The two of them ran towards JP who was washing his trousers in the stream and splashed water on him. It seemed good-natured but my throat constricted as memories of my siblings teasing me flooded back. Holding someone under water wasn't funny to the person drowning, a concept they hadn't understood.

      I let out my breath in relief when JP's refusal to get caught up in their game didn't lead to a near death, a good reminder that I was in good company.

      The sound of footsteps came from behind me, a sound that previously would've got my heart racing with nerves. Now, I found myself smiling when I realised it was Ashleigh coming to sit down next to me.

      She handed me a cup of hot tea and stretched out her long legs, making more crickety animals jump away.

      "Thank you." I took a sip from the tea, almost burning my lips on the hot water. It tasted earthy and grassy, as was expected from nettle tea. "Ouch."

      "Careful, it's hot," she warned, a little too late.

      "I noticed," I quipped. For my next sip, I blew on the surface like a sensible person should.

      "Why are you all by yourself?" Ashleigh asked, her knee pulled up so she could rest on it.

      "Just enjoying the weather," I said. It was only half a lie. Despite travelling with this group of people for a while, I was still the newcomer, the outsider. Only Ashleigh knew my secrets and she kept them well.

      She sipped from her tea, hissing in pain.

      "Careful, it's hot," I teased, something I never would've dared earlier on.

      She shot me a withering look that was undone by her amused smile. "I noticed."

      "How long do you think it will take to get to Twin Wolf?"

      "Hmm... Regan's original estimate was three weeks. We fell behind a bit because of the storm, then we lost a day or two when Aspen got sick." She rubbed her chin. "If nothing else goes wrong, a week?"

      That sounded reasonable.

      "I've never been to Twin Wolf," I said. "I wonder what it's like."

      "Hopefully, no snow," she said with a dry chuckle. "I don't mind the cold for a little while but we were up in that mountain village for far too long."

      I hummed. "But it was for a good cause. We really helped those children."

      Ashleigh's gaze locked onto mine with a softness in her eyes that I didn't deserve. "We did. Did I tell you that you're a good person?"

      Heat rushed up my neck. "You mentioned it but I don't see why. I just did what anyone would've done."

      "Not anyone. A lot of people wouldn't have even offered to help in the first place."

      "I didn't do that. You did. You're the one who initiated it so you're the good person."

      A little laugh fell from her lips and she waggled her eyebrows. "I guess I am a good person."

      That made me snort. "And humble, too."

      "Not just humble," she said. "The most humble."

      Our laughter mingled together, a lovely sound on this beautiful lovely day. I really didn't expect to feel this light and unburdened on my sacred dangerous quest but here I was, laughing and drinking tea... and maybe falling in love.

      Guilt drove the lightness in my chest back and I pulled my knees up. "I don't think my village Elders would've imagined my sacred quest would be like this."

      "Why?"

      "Finding the Winter Stone is my duty as the newly appointed Guardian Wolf. Aren't duties meant to be heavy? Whereas this..." I looked out at the luscious fields, the little stream, the others who were going for a swim. My voice dropped down into a whisper. "It feels more like I'm on holiday."

      "And isn't that a good thing?"

      A heavy weight settled in my stomach. "I don't deserve good things."

      "Oh, Akira." Ashleigh looked at me, her eyes full with compassion. She reached out and rubbed soothing motions on my leg. “Everyone deserves good things.”

      “Even murderers and bandits?”

      “Well… No. Maybe.” She looked a little flustered. “You deserve good things.”

      “I don’t feel like it. My parents or my village certainly never made me feel like I do.”

      "Your village sounds awful. Do you have any good memories?”

      Her question made me quiet and I tried some of the nettle tea to give myself time to think. There were lots of painful things I could tell her about my village and the people that lived there but I didn't want to bring that sadness into the present with me.

      "There was one summer that was particularly warm, much warmer than usual. That year, the wild strawberries prospered like never before. They took over fields and hills, there were red berries everywhere," I said, smiling at the memory. "All the village children were encouraged to help pick them. They sent us out into the fields with baskets and we brought them back, filled to the brim with strawberries. They were so sweet and I ate so many, it gave me a tummy ache."

      "That sounds nice," Ashleigh said.

      "It was. It was one of the rare times where nobody cared that I was born with a wolf soul. They didn't call me names, avoided me, or pushed me to the ground. I got to play with everyone else and it was wonderful."

      Ashleigh's smile no longer reached her eyes. "That's also sad. Why did people not celebrate those with a wolf soul?"

      "Because we lost the Wolf God's blessing and can't shift anymore. It means everyone else had to take care of us because we're useless, lazy, wastes of space," I said, gritting my teeth as I repeated my father's words. I could almost hear him hiss into my ear and smell the alcohol on his breath.

      She put her cup of tea down so she could wrap her arm around me instead. "That's not how it works. You didn't lose the Wolf God's blessing. The people who stole the Wolf's Relic, they're to blame. Without it, you simply can't access your wolf form."

      I lifted my head. "Is that true?"

      She nodded. "Back when the whole of the wolf clan was living as one, the Wolf's Relic was used freely by everyone. But a conflict arose and some of the wolves migrated West with the Relic where they settled with some of the locals."

      "West... So the people who took the Winter--- the Wolf's Relic are my direct ancestors?" I asked, realising this was a very different story from the one I'd been told.

      "Yes. The ones who stayed only had fragments of the Relic left. Those fragments were worked into accessories." She reached into her tunic and pulled out her hexagonal amulet. "Like this one."

      I stared at her amulet. It was so similar to mine except for the smooth dark grey stone in the middle. I always assumed it was decorative.

      "That's a piece of the Winter Stone?" I asked.

      She nodded and pulled the necklace off, dropping it in my hand. My skin tingled instantly when I made contact with the stone and something stirred with me, something deep and primal that was usually slumbering.

      I twisted the amulet between my fingers, studying it closely. The grey stone had very thin cracks in it that were lighting up, almost as if something was glowing.

      "What's that?"

      Ashleigh gave me a smile. "That's your wolf soul reacting with the Relic. It's proof that the Wolf God has not abandoned you."

      I didn't have to believe her but something about holding this amulet was setting me at ease. Maybe it was true. Maybe I just wanted to believe her.

      My attention was drawn to the two wolves frolicking through the field in front of us. One of them was a dark grey giant, the other had reddish brown fur that had the same shine as her hair. Not that long ago, I never would've believed these two wolves were Regan and Danny but I'd seen them transform with my own eyes.

      The Wolf's God blessing was real and beautiful. The two of them were majestic and they looked so relaxed and playful together. Even in their wolf form, I could see the love between them.

      I handed the amulet back to Ashleigh, curiosity spiking within me. "How come I've not seen you in wolf form yet?"

      She put the necklace back over her head, a sly smile tugging on one corner of her mouth. "Is that something you would like to see?"

      The undertone in her voice made me pause and I considered it. Was I simply curious? Or was my question coming from a different place, from the wolf soul within me that was craving for my fated mate connection? It was a scary thought, thinking about how I might be developing feelings for Ashleigh.

      But when I thought about the intimate moments we'd shared so far, it reminded me how gentle and patient Ashleigh was with me.

      "I think so," I admitted, relieved when she gave me an adoring look.

      "Then I'll show you."

      "Now?"

      She chuckled. "Not right now. But soon."

      That sounded like a promise to me.
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