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Chapter One

 


Shannon stared at me in total horror. I
shifted from foot to foot, trying to look nonchalant instead of
nervous, and knowing I was failing miserably.

“Ayla,” she said. “Ayla,
nobody
goes camping in
December.”

“It’s not camping. It’s a cabin.”

“In the Lake District. In December,” she
said, as if maybe I didn’t realize what I’d done.

“It’ll be beautiful!” I sat down at the
kitchen table and pulled her laptop around to face me. I tapped
in Lake
District in winter and
showed her the images. Pristine blankets of snow, frost sparkling
on bare trees, and glorious icy stretches of water. Stark, yes, but
to me, stunning. I could already feel the snow crunching under my
paws as I raced across the moors, the scent of juniper and pine
needles in my nose. “And it was really cheap,” I added when Shannon
didn’t look convinced.

“Because nobody goes camping in
December.”

“It’s a cabin! There’s a log fire. It’ll be
so lovely, Shannon. Romantic. Just me and you and the
wilderness.”

She gave me a skeptical look. “I don’t like
the wilderness.”

“You grew up on a farm.”

“And I moved to the city as soon as I
could.” She slumped back in her chair with a sigh. “I thought you
loved me, Ayla Hammond.”

She was pouting a bit, but I thought it was
fake, which gave me hope. I probably shouldn’t have booked the
holiday without telling her, but the idea had seemed so perfect
when I came up with it. A surprise trip for Christmas, something to
end what had been a crappy year on a positive note. Our last
holiday had been a nightmare, and since then I felt like we’d both
been trudging through our days without much enthusiasm or
enjoyment. Money was tight. Our rented house wasn’t exactly a
pleasant place to come home to. Shannon deserved a treat. That was
my thinking.

She looked like she was being punished. It wasn’t
the reaction I’d wanted, but that faux-pout meant I could probably
talk her around. I needed the break as much as she did, and my wolf
was already desperate to get out to the country and run
free.

I went back to the stove, where I’d left
water boiling to cook pasta. “The camp site is right next to this
village where they have a microbrewery and a glass blowing studio.
And the local pub is rated one of the best in the country. We can
drink artisan beers and do crafty stuff, then eat gourmet pub food
all night. And the walks will be amazing. It’ll be like being back
North.”

We’d met in Newcastle, lived there together
very happily, and some of my best memories of our relationship were
the dates early on, where we’d drive out into the Northumberland
countryside and spend the day hiking around, just wandering and
exploring. And despite Shannon’s apparent terror at the thought of
being in the countryside, I knew she’d loved those times just as
much as me.

I dumped the pasta in the pan and kept
chatting about woodland walks, scenic vistas, and open fires.
Slowly, some of the tension left Shannon. She sighed again and
leaned forward, propping her elbows on the table to massage her
neck. “It would be nice to get away for a bit,” she conceded.

I knew her most recent case had got her
down. She’d been investigating the bride in an arranged marriage,
making sure she and her family were who they claimed to be. It was
safe work, which I liked, but it didn’t do much for Shannon. I
think it bothered her that the marriage was essentially a business
deal, rather than a real love match.

“It’ll be great!” I didn’t have to fake my
enthusiasm. “I’ll make it great. Trust me.”

She gave me a real smile. “I’ll hold you to
that.”

I thought about making a dirty joke, but
decided not to push my luck. I still needed to tell my parents we
wouldn’t be having Christmas dinner with them.

****

Three days later, before the sun was even up, we
were on the road. The city was dusted in light snow and thick fog,
and I knew the weather would get worse as we headed north, bogging
down the traffic. I wanted to be at the camp site, Blue Heath, as
early as possible. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and Vince had given
me a foolproof recipe for a traditional Christmas dinner. I wanted
to make sure the cabin’s kitchen could handle it, buy all the
ingredients, and then spend Christmas Eve relaxing, hiking, and
running in wolf shape. Shannon, still a little hesitant about the
whole plan, had packed an almost insulting number of
books.

I drove while she dozed, excitement building
in me as we left the city behind and headed into the countryside.
The wolf in me sensed the change in the air, smelled it, and in my
mind I was already hunting rabbits and pheasants on the moors.
There was a lot I loved about city life, and our home town had its
share of green spaces, but there was always a tiny, primal part of
my brain that knew wolves didn’t belong there, not really. We were
made of wilder stuff, and I was looking forward to indulging my
primal self over the next few days.

Blue Heath was perfect, too. Three hours after we
set off, I was driving down a snow-covered track towards the misty
bulk of a mountain peak. The mountain and surrounding hills cradled
a wide valley dotted with cabins and edged with evergreen trees.
Our cabin was just at the edge of the tree line, giving me a wide
swathe of trees to explore in wolf-shape later.

I pulled up outside the cabin and shook
Shannon awake. “We’re here!” I didn’t give her time to reply before
I hopped out of the car, keen to stretch my legs and inhale deeply,
getting an aromatic impression of the place.

The clean scent of snow mingled with crushed
pine needles and the mulch of dying leaves. Somewhere in the
distance, I caught the wet-wool musk of sheep and a wisp of wood
smoke. I hugged myself, certain once again that I’d made the right
decision. “What d’you think?” I asked Shannon as she climbed
out.

She surveyed the valley, shielding her eyes
against the glare of pale sunlight on snow. “It’s pretty,” she
said, sounding mildly surprised.

That felt like a small victory, so I took her hand
and dragged her up the porch steps to the cabin door. I’d picked up
the key at the camp’s welcome center. Both the lock and my hands
were stiff with cold, but after a few seconds of embarrassing
scrabbling, the door swung open. The inside was simple and rustic,
and I knew Shannon was charmed when she pushed past me to get
in.

“This is nice,” she said, sounding surprised
again. She flung herself down on the sofa, a chunky, wooden-framed
monstrosity that the site brochure had promised me was carved from
local wood by local artists. She pointed to the empty hearth
opposite the sofa. “Do you think we’ll have to chop our own
wood?”

“You can buy kindling in the camp shop.” I
settled down next to her. “Just imagine it in the evening, the fire
burning, us with a few marshmallows. It’ll be so peaceful.”

She smiled wistfully, then leaned in to kiss
my cheek. “Okay. You go buy us some wood and I’ll unpack the
car.”

 



Chapter Two

 


The campsite shop was stocked with both
kindling and marshmallows, and I loaded up on both. I had a private
fantasy of feeding Shannon gooey, charred marshmallows in front of
the open fire that I was determined to make reality.

An elderly wolf sat behind the counter,
thumbing through a gossip magazine, and she smiled warmly at me as
I dumped the bundle of kindling in front of her.

"You'll need that tomorrow," she said. "Coldest
night of year." She nodded at the calendar on the wall behind her.
Christmas Eve was circled in red pen, the words cold night moon!
scrawled across the
date.

Cold Night Moon was one of the traditional
folk names for the December full moon. I'd been so busy over the
past week or so planning this trip, I'd completely forgotten
tomorrow was a full moon. I shivered in pleasant anticipation.
Werewolves could shift at any time, but the full moon was when we
unleashed our true nature with abandon, handing over control to the
predators that lived within us.

"What's the hunting like round here?" I
asked her as I paid.

She gave me a knowing look. "Stay away from
the local livestock and stick to the woods," she said. "Plenty of
rabbit, deer, birds, all that kind of thing. Fish too, if the lake
in the woods hasn't frozen over."

I pulled a face. At the start of this year I'd
taken a dive into an ice-cold river during a fight
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