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        After twenty years of being an outcast in her Wolf Clan, Akira finds herself chosen for the greatest honour possible. She's to become a Guardian Wolf. Suspiciously, a sacred relic needed to complete the ritual has gone missing.

      

        

      
        Suddenly it's her duty to retrieve it. Alone.

      

        

      
        When she sets off on her journey across continent, she couldn't be less prepared for the perilous and traitorous nature of her quest. An odd group of lone wolves quickly takes her in and one of them even claims to be her fated mate, but can they really be trusted?

      

        

      
        Akira will have to find out the hard way.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Duty Of The Winter Wolf is the first 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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      Any forest was equal parts friend, equal parts foe.

      I brushed my fingers over a large mushroom, lifting the tethered cap slightly so I could check the gills underneath. Just as I thought. Poisonous.

      “You can stay where you are,” I said, giving it a gentle pat before moving on to another cluster on a fallen tree. I plucked half of those and put them on top of the others in my woven basket. It was already starting to get dark so that would do for now. I had to hurry home so my mushrooms could make it into dinner. It was a mediocre harvest considering how long it took me to find them but I’d checked all the usual spots. Food was just scarce at the moment. It wouldn't be long until the long winter was here and then it would be really tough to find anything edible.

      The first flakes of snow fluttered down from the sky and a gust of cold wind snuck in under my coat and stole some of my hard-earned body heat. Time to go home.

      Shivering, I returned to the winding path and followed it out of the forest as the snow descended on my shoulders and hair, melting instantly as it came into contact with my skin.

      After a short but strenuous walk, the village I called home came into sight, a small settlement of huts and houses at the base of a mountain. The sight of smoke escaping from chimneys made me quicken my step. I couldn't wait to warm up by the fire and tend to my frozen fingers and toes.

      If my sister let me.

      I shook the depressing thoughts away. Even if I couldn't sit right next to the hearth, I’d still be out of the cold. That and some hot food was all I needed to be happy.

      A few children passed me on the way to my house, their chatter and laughter a delight to my ears. It was a good sound, even if it was somewhat foreign to me. One of the mother’s shot me a dirty look and gave me a noticeable wide berth like I was contagious.

      I dipped my head and continued on, avoiding their gazes. It was easier this way.

      My house came into view, a weathered wooden building that was far too small for all of us. The smell of food greeted me as I slid the front door open, an appetising and savoury aroma that reminded my stomach I'd only had a small lunch.

      Three pairs of shoes occupied the entrance and I left my own mud-covered boots, continuing on my socks towards the living area. Even before I entered, I heard the low rumble of my father's voice and just from the tone, I could tell he was drunk and in a bad mood.

      Nerves filled my stomach, twisting it into tight, tight knots as I stepped into the living room. I held my basket in front of me, a feeble shield that would do nothing against the potential anger of my father.

      "I-I'm back. I brought mushrooms," I announced, my voice shaking ever so slightly.

      Mother looked up from her position by the hearth where she was cooking dinner. "Great, bring them over here, Akira."

      From the table in the corner of the room, my older sister looked up from her book. "That's not a lot of them."

      "There weren't many in the forest," I replied carefully, swallowing hard as I joined my mother by the fire. Being near her wouldn't protect me but it did mean I was out of the way, lowering my chances of accidentally pissing someone off.

      My sister scoffed. "Maybe you didn't look hard enough."

      That was easy to say for her. Judging from her attire, she hadn't left the house at all today. It was unfair but I'd long learned not to point that out. Life was just unfair and that was all there was to it.

      Mother smiled when she took the basket from me, her eyes wrinkling ever so slightly. "They'll go nicely in the stew. Thank you, Akira."

      Her warm words wrapped around me like a hug, shielding me from the daggers in my sister's eyes. It was moments like this that I wished she would get married already but at twenty-three winters without any noteworthy suitors, the chances of that happening were dwindling quickly.

      I didn't exactly have anyone lining up for my hand either which meant I'd have to get used to the prospect of living here with them for the rest of my life. Just thinking about it made my whole body tense but I had nobody else but myself to blame. I was tainted goods.

      "Akira." Mother gestured to a small bundle of white clothes on the table. "Those are for you. They're for the ceremony tomorrow. Make sure they fit. We want you to look your best in front of the Elders."

      I crossed the room, careful to avoid going anywhere near my father in his chair. The smoke rising from his pipe obscured some of his face, masking part of his displeased expression.

      "What's the point of making Akira dress up?" my sister asked. "It's not like they're going to select her as the Guardian Wolf."

      "She has to go," Mother replied without looking up from her cooking pot. "Everyone under twenty-one with the soul of a wolf has to partake, such is tradition."

      My wolf stirred in my chest from being mentioned, a warm sensation that reminded me I wasn't alone, even if at times I wished I was. If I hadn't been born like this, my family wouldn't hate me. People wouldn't hate me.

      I reached for the tunic my mother put out for me but my sister pushed it off the table with a malicious grin. When we were little, Mother or Father would've scolded her for that. Not anymore.

      There was nothing else for me to do but grit my teeth as I picked up the clothes. The garment, a long impractical dress, was white like fresh snow and thin, unsuitably thin for the current weather.

      "We’ll travel into town at daybreak. The ceremony will be at noon," Mother said. "Make sure you're presentable and clean. You know what an honour it would be for our family if you were picked as the Guardian."

      I nodded. "Yes, Mother."

      Father released a long puff of smoke. "If you're not selected as the Guardian, you're not welcome in this house anymore, do you understand? It’s already shameful enough to have an abandoned descendant of the Great Wolf as my child, I won’t let you taint this household any longer."

      It wasn't a question, it was a command. I shouldn't be surprised and yet, it felt like a slap in the face and a kick in the gut at the same time. He'd said things like this before but I’d heard the pleading and begging Mother had done over the years to change his mind.

      She stayed silent this time and I didn't blame her. We both knew it would be wasted effort on her part. If I wasn't picked during this ceremony, I'd be too old for the next one which meant I had no more use to him or the family anymore.

      "Where will I go?" I asked, hating how much my voice quivered. A small part of me couldn't believe they would just kick me out and leave me to my devices. Even if they didn't love me, it would look bad to the other villagers.

      My hands started to tremble and I reached up to the amulet around my neck, rubbing my fingers over the coarse leather chain to soothe myself.

      "You'll marry Old Man Ito," Father said in that decisive tone of his. "He's been looking for a new wife after his last one died. You're lucky he doesn't mind your kind. Hopefully, you won't bear him any mutts like your mother."

      I nodded obediently even though the idea of marrying some old man made me want to throw up. There was no point in protesting, that would just enrage him. Whichever way I looked at it, my fate would be decided tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the town’s square, the wind tugging on the thin tunic like it was trying to rip it from my body. There were multiple others standing in line but I couldn't shake the feeling of being personally persecuted by the bystanders. The glint in their eyes was dark and angry, similar to how my siblings looked at me.

      Would that change if by some miracle I was chosen as the next Guardian? I wanted to believe so but if I was honest, I wasn't too sure. Could such hatred really disappear?

      The girl next to me coughed in her hand. I didn’t recognise her which meant she was likely from a different clan or neighbouring village. She didn’t look older than eleven winters and she was very thin. Bone thin. I wasn't the only one who was getting the scraps at home.

      I pitied her and envied her at the same time. Even if she wasn't chosen today, she might be selected at the next ceremony and rid her family of the shame of having an abandoned wolf descendant in their home.

      The young girl fiddled with the ribbon in her hair, trying to get the bows to behave but the wind was pulling it loose. The longer it went on, the more distressed she got. People were staring, always staring. I could never go anywhere without the villagers looking at me with that mixture of pity and envy, and it wasn't any different today.

      "Here, let me help," I whispered, leaning over to help her with her ribbon. I didn't know her name but if her village was anything like mine, she was likely not used to kindness. I wanted to show her some while I still had any left.

      She looked up at me and managed a brave smile despite the tears shimmering in her eyes. "Thank you."

      "You're welcome." I probably shouldn't have done that but it wasn't right to just stand by.

      I returned to my position, facing forward as instructed. From here, I had a good view of some of the village and the forbidden stairs, a long winding staircase going up the sacred mountain. According to legend, it led to the heavens where the gods resided. Only the bravest and dumbest of children ever disobeyed and dared to venture up, only to be harshly punished as a result.

      My back twinged from the memory. Harsh was an understatement.

      Soft chatter rose up from the crowd and my attention was drawn back to the council house where twelve Elders emerged with stoic and grave faces. They strode along the path towards us, parting the crowd without effort or any words. Their will was absolute and nobody was foolish enough to get in their way. Not even Father would question their decisions.

      I dipped my head as they neared, my heartbeat pounding between my ears. Not enough was known about the Guardian selection process for me to accurately judge whether I would be up for serious consideration. I wasn't even sure if I wanted to be. Old Man Ito was ancient, as his name suggested, but he seemed kind and not ill-tempered like Father. Maybe a life with him wouldn't be such a bad thing, I certainly had nothing better on offer.

      The Elder in the middle spoke in the old language, his voice somehow audible above the lashes of the wind. "We are humbled to represent the Wolf God and his will. As of today, a new Guardian will be chosen to protect our sacred Winter Stone, a duty of honour and sacrifice."

      Another light cough came from the village chief's son, Mako. No doubt he was hoping and expecting to be named. Considering he came from a long line of Guardians, history was likely to repeat itself and maybe that was for the best. He'd know what duties were expected of him and have people to ask for advice if necessary.

      That alone was enough reason to envy him. I had nobody.

      The Elders came even closer, their robes fluttering in the icy wind. They bowed to the candidates as they made their way down the line. Eventually, they came to a halt in front of Mako and bowed slightly before continuing to the person next to him, their expression never changing.

      Did that mean the Gods hadn't chosen Mako? Surprise laced through me and judging from the befuddled looks of the village chief, it was a shared sentiment. I could only imagine the kind of shocked rumours that would make their rounds later once the ceremony was over.
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