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        When Akira's quest for the Winter Stone takes her across the sea, she discovers more than she ever thought possible, and might finally get the answers she's been searching for.

      

        

      
        While her bond with Ashleigh deepens, and her friendship with the others has led to her creating a pack of her own, she's faced with what she's wanted for as long as she can remember when they arrive in a mysterious village, where they reveal they know she's after the stone.

      

        

      
        With the truth entirely out in the open, Akira has to make a choice. Fulfil her sacred quest, or stay with the woman she loves.

        ****

        Voyage Of The Winter Wolf is book 5 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 sapphic romance.
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      The harbour came into view and I could hear the powerful waves of the sea rolling ashore even over the chatter of the crowd and the playing children running through the streets. My chest tightened instantly. The slosh of water was bringing back unpleasant memories and I found myself reaching for Ashleigh's hand.

      She gave me a surprised but pleased look. "Hi?"

      "The water," I explained, trying to evict the suffocating feeling from when my siblings almost drowned me. I knew they were far away and couldn't hurt me but their actions still haunted me.

      Understanding flitted up to Ashleigh's eyes. "Are you worried about being on a boat?"

      "A little." I sucked in a breath. "A lot."

      "Everything will be just fine," she assured me while rubbing her hand along my back. "The boat Aspen and JP picked is a cargo ship. It's large and sturdy and makes this trip every fortnight."

      My stomach tightened. "Are we sure we have to go across the ocean?"

      "Beyond salt, under the bear's light, only with a true heart," she recited in that melodic voice of hers. "Everyone we asked says that has to be a reference to the mountain called Bear Peak. It's beyond the ocean and it is said the peak of the mountain is always touched by the sun. Even at night."

      "That doesn't sound real."

      "Legends are usually based on truths."

      I sighed and tried to ignore the swirling in my stomach. All our inquiries were pointing us towards this mountain which would be great if it wasn't across the ocean.

      Why did it have to be on the other side of the sea?

      "What about the last part of the riddle?" I asked. "Only with a true heart. What does that mean?"

      "Who knows? I'm sure we'll find out when we get there," she said, giving my hand a squeeze. "Try to put your worries aside. I'm sure everything will work out."

      Easier said than done.

      I stared out at the ocean, wishing the next part of our journey wasn't headed towards it. It was even vaster than I could ever imagine. It stretched out beyond the horizon, an enormous threatening body of water as far as I could see. The ships in the distance looked like toys, ready to be pulled under by a never-ending abyss.

      Just thinking about being out there with nothing but water surrounding me was making me a bit sick.

      "What if we're wrong? What if beyond salt means something else? What if we're totally heading in the wrong direction?" I asked.

      "It's possible but we can't let the fear of being wrong paralyse us. We'll never know which solution is the correct one without trying something," she answered, giving me a gentle nudge with her shoulder. "We'll figure it out. I promise."

      I nodded, hopeful that her confidence was warranted.

      The dock came into sight and I spotted Aspen from afar, as always taller than most. The rest of my travel comrades were there too, although I couldn't call them that for much longer.

      Somehow, parting ways was making me feel more nervous than expected. I'd gotten used to the energy of being part of a big group. It was noisy and loud, and it could be overwhelming, but there was also something safe and secure about it.

      I tightened my grip on Ashleigh's hand. At least I didn't have to say goodbye to her yet.

      We reached the docks which were packed with people. Men hauling baskets of wriggling fish, obedient donkeys pulling carts, women shouting over each other. It was rowdy in a way that rivalled the market place.

      My knees got weaker as we approached the pier with the others. I didn't want to be anywhere near water, let alone standing on top of a wooden structure with the waves sloshing underneath my feet.

      I knew rationally that it was used day in day out by people much heavier and stompier than me but that didn't stop the fear of falling through it.

      I got even shakier as we reached the group. The ship was right behind them and while it looked larger than expected, I couldn't imagine ever feeling safe on it. It was wood. A floating piece of wood that I was somehow supposed to trust.

      JP raised his hand when he saw us. "Over here!"

      "What took you so long?" Aspen asked, his hands impatiently on his hips.

      Ashleigh showed the roll of parchment in her other hand. "Just needed to buy one more map. Just in case!"

      The group collectively groaned.

      Danny dashed towards her, a flash of red, and pulled her in a hug. "You're so ridiculous. I'm glad I won't have to put up with your map-buying nonsense anymore."

      "You're going to miss me and you know it," Ashleigh said as she hugged her best friend back, clearly amused and emotional at the same time.

      Danny laughed through her tears. "We won't be apart for long. We should have enough to pay the Seer soon.”

      “If Darren doesn't gamble all your money away first,” Aspen quipped but there was no real venom in his voice.

      That didn't stop my stomach from tightening, worried Darren might lash out.

      Instead, Regan patted Darren's back with a grin. “No, he is banned from handling any money.”

      “As I should be,” Darren added with a grin, clearly not bothered. “Once we find out where Darren's sister is, we'll write to you."

      It was strange watching their goodbye. Everyone seemed so genuinely upset to part ways, it was a foreign sight. I supposed my mother had cried when I left for my sacred quest but it was different than how these people were saying goodbye. There seemed no doubt in their mind that they would meet up again and when they did, it would be a joyous occasion.

      Mother's wish for me to return had seemed half-hearted at best.

      Danny was still crying when she let go of Ashleigh and she surprised me by coming towards me. I expected a good handshake but she pulled me in a hug instead. It took me off guard and I tensed in her embrace, not that she seemed to notice.

      "Look after Ashleigh for me, will you?" she sniffled in my ear.

      I nodded, fully determined to do so even if Ashleigh was usually the one looking out for me. "I'll do my best."

      She patted my arms when she let go. "You know, I wasn't too sure about you when we met but you're alright," she said with a teary smile.

      "Thank you, I think?"

      She chuckled and leaned in, her voice lowered to a whisper. "If you decide to make Ashleigh your fated mate, you have my blessing. I think you'll make her very happy."

      Warmth bloomed in the pit of my stomach and I was a bit dazed when I said goodbye to Darren and Regan. Even though we weren't very close, I could tell I had come to consider them as more than allies.

      She moved on to hug JP who was coming with us and I stood there, realising everyone was hugging someone except for me.

      Even Darren and Aspen were saying goodbyes, their fight clearly long forgotten.

      “Well, I'm not going to miss you. Although I guess we’ll have to chop our own firewood from now on,” Darren said while giving Aspen a good man-clap on the back.

      “Think you'll manage with those chicken arms?" he jabbed back.

      “Hey, don't underestimate me,” Darren said, pretending to punch Aspen in the stomach.

      I couldn't tell if these were threats or words of affection. Men were hard to understand sometimes.

      Regan surprised me by coming towards me and patting my shoulder, surprisingly gently for how huge he was. He seemed his stoic self apart from a slight crack in his voice. "Have a safe journey, Akira. Good luck across the ocean with the rowdy twins."

      "Hey!" Aspen and Ashleigh shouted in unison.

      “It's a good thing JP is going with you,” Danny said. “Otherwise poor Akira would have to play peacemaker.”

      It made everyone laugh and I joined in, surprised that the strange feeling in my stomach was going. Instead, it felt nice to be embraced and feel like someone was looking forward to seeing me again. Even if it wasn't me personally they were going to miss, it was a warm enough goodbye.

      Darren approached me next, his hand held out. "Until next time. I'll miss your mushrooms."

      That made me smile.

      "I'll miss your food," I said, realising I had no practice with these kinds of goodbyes. I didn't know if this was the appropriate response but it made him smile. That was good enough for me.

      Once everyone said their goodbyes, it was time to board the ship before it departed without us. A small part of me was hoping it would but I pushed it away. This was the next step in my journey to find the Winter Stone and I simply had to do it.

      If I let being uncomfortable stop me, I wouldn't have left my village. I wouldn't have made it through that awful snowy night and I certainly wouldn't have made it here.

      I took a deep breath as I set foot on the plank leading to the ship, relieved when it didn't give way. It was only three steps to get on the boat and I wasn't going to let three steps stop me from reaching my goal.

      I was going to find that Winter Stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared out at the ocean, gripping onto the wooden handrail of the deck. My hands were freezing cold from the winter breeze but I was too scared to let go. There was water in every direction and while it had looked sparkling blue from ashore, it was now a dark endless abyss. At least the salty breeze was refreshing and helping me with that uncomfortable feeling in my stomach.

      Someone touched the small of my back, making me jump and almost drop my mother's talisman in the ocean.

      "Just me," Ashleigh said as she joined me on the deck. "How are you feeling? You've been standing out here for a while."

      "I'm scared our boat is going to sink and I’ll fall into the water."

      "That's not good. Here, let's do this." She moved behind me and pressed herself against my back, her arms coming around to hold me in place. It should have made me feel trapped but instead it made me feel more secure. "How's that?"

      "It’s not going to stop the boat from sinking but better." I leaned into her, reassured by the warmth of her body. I had no reason to believe that if I fell, she would catch me, but I had no doubt she would.

      She sighed in my hair. "I wonder what the country on the other side of the ocean is like."

      "Hopefully nice," I said, wondering about it myself. "I hear there are places that are like oceans but with just sand."

      "Deserts. I've seen one once. It was swelteringly hot but nice. There was sand in every direction and we had to ride weird animals with humps. They spat if you looked at them wrong."

      I chuckled, feeling myself relax. "I hope it's not a desert then."

      "It was fun though. It was very freeing to run around in our wolf form."

      That was an appealing image that was sparking my curiosity.

      I twisted back so I could look at her. "Am I ever going to see your wolf form?"

      Ashleigh let out a hum. "Is that something you want?"

      My conversation with Aspen sprung to mind where he told me that the mating call was so much stronger in wolf form. If Ashleigh shifted near me, it was likely she would try to claim me as her mate. The idea should've scared me but it didn't.

      I nodded, swooning when she pressed her lips against my cheek. She was so tender with her affection, it never ceased to wake the butterflies in my stomach.

      I pulled her arms around me, sighing into the embrace. It was so lovely to have her close, I was almost enjoying this voyage. The sky was troublesome but the ocean was calm and there were even some dolphins jumping up from the water.

      It was a beautiful sight.

      "I hope we find the Winter Stone soon," I mused, trying to picture what was awaiting us on the other coast and in what condition we would find the relic. Would it be in the possession of bandits or did they hide it somewhere? It was even possible they sold it and other people had taken ownership of it. How would I convince them that the Winter Stone belonged to my village?

      So many questions and no answers.

      Roaring laughter came from behind us and I turned, not at all surprised to see Aspen throwing some rope around with a few crew members while JP watched on. I wasn't sure if they were helping or playing but it was nice to see Aspen in a good mood.

      I leaned against Ashleigh again. "Do you really think the Winter Stone can revive his mate?"

      Ashleigh took a suspiciously long pause before answering. "I don't know. I hope so but it sounds impossible. Maybe it's just a legend."

      "Legends are usually based on truths, you said that yourself," I echoed.

      She chuckled and kissed my temple. "Then I hope I'm right. We'll find out when we find the Wolf's Relic."

      "I hope it won't take us too long."

      "I suppose." There was something strange in Ashleigh's voice when she spoke again. "What do you think will be awaiting us on the other side?"

      I stared out at the ocean again. Some of the clouds had parted to reveal a red sun sinking into the horizon. It was as beautiful as it was terrifying. There was so much of the world I hadn't seen yet, so much I never could've imagined.

      "I don’t know what we’ll find. Maybe snow, that would be nice," I said eventually.

      Ashleigh chuckled. "Snow? Really?"

      "Not the snowstorm kind that we met in. The gentle kind of snow that falls on the ground like a blanket and makes the world quiet. I like that kind of snow."

      She snuggled into me, sharing her body heat. "I like that kind of snow too."

      We stood together like that, watching the sunset while the world around us disappeared. Just water as far as the eye could see and thick clouds that revealed a tapestry of stars behind it. The boat rocked slightly as it moved through the waves but with Ashleigh's arms around me, I didn't have to worry about falling in.

      Instead, I could appreciate the stillness and vastness of the sea. Back at the village, I was always trying to make myself small and invisible, as not to attract any bad attention or my father's wrath. It was a way to survive but it was always so suffocating. But this was different. I felt so very insignificant on this gigantic ocean but it was freeing. It made me feel like I could hide between the stars and nobody would ever be able to find me again.

      Except I didn't want to disappear, not when I had Ashleigh's arms around me. I wanted to stay in her embrace for as long as I could.
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