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	crawny legs flying across the ground. Maya's heart pounded like a bass drum against her ribs - breath sawing in and out of her abused, oxygen-starved lungs due to the pace she ran. She did not have a clue where her speed came from, but she moved like a freight train as the dark shape kept coming behind her. Fear surrounding her- so thick it felt suffocating-threatening to swamp and swallow her whole. The feel of the menacing icy breath on the back of her neck pushed her to pump her arms as she tried to gain more speed. The sound of her own harsh breathing and stampeding feet, the only noises to be heard as she rushed through the eerily, silent forest behind her home. 

	Well, silent apart from her own frantic heartbeat. The loud pounding in her ears only drowned out by the silent screams ricocheting inside her mind.  

	The scene and sounds she had fled played on a loop behind her horror-filled eyes. 

	Alone.

	She was all alone because they were all gone.

	Dead. 

	Brutally and heartlessly taken from her. 

	Heads removed from their bodies. Lifeless corpses. She’d not been able to do a thing to help as her father had pushed her through the front door just as the back door had exploded inwards. Desperate to save them, she had tried to pull her young brother with her. However, he’d clung to their father as the door had pushed closed, leaving her locked on the outside as the sounds had begun. The terrified screams of her mother tore through her as she bore witness to her family being slaughtered before her eyes. 

	Frozen in shock, Maya stood helplessly by, listening as her family were murdered. Unable to get in and help, but unable to bring herself to leave them. The pain and fear-filled screams eventually turned to deathly silence, followed by gleeful laughing and scraping sounds. Next came the clacking of something against the wooden floor getting closer to the closed door she stood before. 

	‘Run,’ the echo of her mother's voice screamed in her mind, galvanising her into action just before the barred door opened.

	Turning on her heel, she ran, fist shoved against her mouth trying to stem the heart-wrenching sobs which fought to break free from her aching throat. Silent tears tracking down her frozen cheeks as she continued flying across the forest floor. 

	Uppermost in her mind was vengeance, but to achieve that, first, she had to stay alive and reach safety.

	Those thoughts were the only thing that kept her going as the naked, twisted branches of the trees reached to ensnare her. Macabre, gnarled limbs trying to slow her down, greedily grabbing and scratching at the bare skin of her arms. They tugged and snagged the material of her once white shirt, now ripped and bloodstained from her many cuts. Her scalp sore from those eerie fingers aggressively tugging at her hair as if trying to slow her down and scalp her. 

	As she made her escape, the long strands hung from those twisted limbs, macabre trophies that swaying in the wind. A reminder of the lone survivor of the last massacre to have hit the area in the last month.  

	Maya ran blind, no clue as to where she was going. All she knew was that if she stopped - even to take a breath - then she would be next. 

	Her chest ached and her sides hurt, but there was no time to rest as then the sacrifice made by her family to save her would have been in vain. 

	That she could not allow. 

	No matter how tired and terrified she was, she had to escape. She needed to survive so that she could carry out her plans for justice.

	Justice for the murders of her parents and young brother.

	Her soul demanded it of her. 

	However, it would not be by the hands of the authorities.  

	No.

	Once she was physically strong enough, she would hunt down the murderers herself and mete out the bloody justice they deserved.

	That her soul cried out for.

	Coming to a break in the forest, she slowed, looking left then right up the unlit, quiet, country lane. Surprisingly, the bright full moon allowed for excellent vision which meant she could make out the expanse of empty highway stretching out before her in either direction.

	No help.

	Then she heard that sound, the one which made the hairs on her arms, and the back of her neck stand to attention. Bent over double, dry heaving and fighting for breath, came the sound of that sickening, maniacal laughter. The sound she’d heard from behind the closed door of her home after the screams had gone silent. It was followed by the one thing she had been dreading the most, the overly loud sound of more than one set of heavy feet hitting the compacted soil. They were on her trail and not too far behind. The sounds of their laughter and growls of excitement pierced the silence. She could almost feel the icy breath of death on the back of her neck, her spine tingling as she felt her imminent demise… her fight lost. Escape now seemed impossible, she was but one sought by many. 

	Eyes desperately searching for a means of escape, her terrified gaze lit upon movement on the other side of the lane. She was unable to make out the source due to the abundance of dark foliage it was hidden within. However, the light was most definitely there. It was not bright, but visible enough for her to make it out as she tracked its movements. She watched it bob and weave while making its own speedy journey through the trees - a ballerina performing an intricate dance.  

	Then, out of nowhere, came a deafening crack. The sound so sharp and loud, it shattered the eerie silence of the night. It was as if a starter pistol had been fired - or possibly a close crack of thunder. The sound was followed by a piercing, pain filled howl that lit up the night sky, tearing apart the silence and sending the already wary wildlife scurrying deeper for cover.   

	 

	Holding the sheets to her naked chest, Maya shot up in bed, gasping as she fought to catch her breath. 

	Just a dream.

	It was just a dream, none of it was real.

	It had not happened. 

	She did not know why she kept having the nightmare, but she did. Every full moon she dreamt of fleeing for her life through the forest. 

	Turning her head, she scowled at the glowing circular disc in the sky, visible through her bedroom window lightening the dark of night like one of those torches. 

	What in the hell_

	 

	Now, finally have you in my sights, nothing and no one will keep you from me. There is not a force on this earth which can stop me from taking what is mine. I have endured years of torment while I have searched for you, and for that you will pay. Your life when I find you, will be as much of a hell as my search for you has made mine. You will be at my mercy. Never again will you be free of me because, when I get to you, I will be in your body as I am in your head now. You will service me. Take care of my every fantasy and, be warned, I will be with you soon. Then, I will be the only thing you will ever again be able to think of.’

	 

	Maya's hand crept up her throat. Shocked at the inherent threat in his words as the voice began to falter then, just as suddenly, it was gone.   

	The voice had appeared shortly before the dreams had begun. A sinfully dark, erotic man’s voice whispering inside her mind. At first he had been nice, soothing, sweet, and endearing as he seduced her with stories of all they would be to each other. As time wore on and months had turned to years, his façade had slipped. He was no longer as sweet nor tender, his promises of shared pleasure turning to hostile threats as he in turn had become more volatile. The weirdest thing, though,… well apart from hearing a voice in her head - he sounded familiar. For the life of her, Maya could not remember from where she knew him. 

	How could such a disembodied voice hold such a fascination for her? 

	It was not as if she were every likely to meet him. 

	I mean, hello, it was just a voice in her head. 

	 

	He was probably a figment of her own overwrought imagination. Moreover, his voice should not turn her on - no matter how sexy he sounded - his threats should scare not excite her.

	Maybe she should consider reporting him to the police? 

	The only problem with that was, how did she do it?  

	She could see that conversation going down well.

	“So, madam, you claim to be getting threats?”

	“Yes, officer.”

	“And do you have any proof to back up said claims, a recording, letter, or message? Anything at all we could use to substantiate your claims? Something we could perhaps use to help identify said perpetrator? A description, age, height, anything?”

	“Well, no officer_”

	“So, how exactly are you receiving these threats?”

	“Well… maybe once a month when the moon is full, his voice kind of speaks directly into my head.”

	“Okay, Madam, just take a seat there while I make a few phone calls. The first to the psychiatrist as you obviously need evaluating for psychosis.”  

	 

	Maya rolled her eyes at the thought. 

	Oh, yes, she could see that going down very well with the authorities. 

	She knew that he was in fact, communicating with her. Although, logically, she did not understand how it was possible? 

	Psychological studies had tested the theory countless times, but had never proven it to be possible. Then again, the little evidence they did have did not disprove the theory either. 

	On the other hand, maybe, she was just clutching at straws? 

	Possibly looking for a way to explain his existence outside of her own mind. Searching for a way for him to be something other than just a figment of her imagination. 

	Even possibly, a flesh and blood man?  

	 

	Maya snorted, yep, she had most definitely lost the plot. She was lying here trying to argue the probability of a man; a human being none the less, and one capable of being able to use telepathic communication.

	Logically it was preposterous. 

	Of course, it was. 

	However, the only other possibility was she was losing her mind. 

	Obviously, that answer was not as palatable a solution. 

	Maya knew all was not what it seemed, but telepathy?  

	Surely not.

	She should be looking to other possibilities. 

	Like, the loneliness, and too many late nights were finally taking their toll. Now that was certainly a more palatable thought than the thought of losing her mind.   

	Turning over, she squinted at the clock on the bedside table.

	One-thirty in the morning. 

	Groaning, she flicked on the lamp and flopped back against the pillows. 

	What was happening to her, and how did she stop it? 

	Her arms ached, and the movement made her wince. Her whole body ached; even her head and jaw were painful. One minute she'd be wracked with chills, the next she'd be so hot that not even a cold shower helped cool her. Maybe it was time she made a doctor's appointment, just get things checked out.

	Maybe she was not delusional after all?

	Maybe her imagining his voice was due to a high fever, or even a yet undiagnosed illness? 

	After all, it certainly was not normal to be hearing voices in your head. Well, maybe it was not so much the hearing his voice in her head that was the problem; it was her being drawn to it which was the real problem. 

	Sighing, she rolled over onto her side, then her back, restless.  

	She was fooling herself. 

	Hearing and her being attracted to him was not the problem. Wanting to believe and act on it, now that was the real problem.

	Ask anyone with schizophrenia, she thought, sitting up and giving it some thought. 

	Maya, kind of found the whole thing depressing. 

	Flopping back in bed, she scooted down trying to get a few more hours sleep - and okay - maybe she was hoping to hear him again. 

	After all, if she was losing the plot, she may as well enjoy it. 

	She drifted off to sleep with a smile on her face.
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	aden woke with a start. Growling low in his throat, pupils still huge making the amber seem brighter - as if his annoyance caused them to glow. He had to push his thick, wavy, black hair off his wide forehead, his movements rife with his frustration. His hair was getting long again.

	Maybe it was time for another shave?

	No, what was the point. 

	Within a fortnight it would be back to the same length anyway, the joys of being a shifter. 

	Lying in the hotel bed, Jaden broodingly stared at the ceiling, chest rumbling in annoyance. He tried to picture her as he still did not have a clue how she looked. He couldn’t get a feel for where she was either. However, he was most definitely getting close because the telepathic link between them was becoming clearer, stronger. The only problem – it was taking too long, and his time and patience were running out. 

	Sighing, he wiped a hand over his face, finger catching on the edge of his long canines. 

	Fuck.

	He was shifting now whether he wanted to or not. His vision was also switching between normal and heat bandings, which was not a good sign. Well, not according to the old laws his father had spoken to him of. It meant he only had another month - two at the most. If he hadn’t found her by then, he would be out of time, and shit out of luck. 

	Fucking prophecy.

	Why could it not have just bypassed him. 

	Groaning, he pushed up from the hotel bed and padded over to the mirror that hung above the dressing table - ropes of muscle undulating with his movements. Using an index finger, he lifted his top lip so he could get a closer look. Yep, his canines were most definitely still there, and longer than they should be. He let go of his lip and held onto the edge of the dresser, heaving low as he took a couple of deep calming breaths. 

	Frustration was not doing him any favours. 

	Sex kept him on an even keel, helping to keep his animal side in check. 

	He could do with a woman about now. 

	It was just a pity their bodies - human or animal - did not respond to anyone but their mates. Well, once their mate reached maturity at twenty-one-years old that is. It was a free ride before then, and he had taken many a turn on that merry-go-round. It had been nearly five-years since he had gotten off with another person. A hand job in the shower just was not cutting it for him anymore.  

	Letting go of the dresser, he punched the doorframe in anger and frustration. She would pay for all his frustration once he found her. Growling low in his throat, the sound rumbling in his wide chest as his top lip lifted, once again revealing his razor-sharp canines. 

	Fuck the prophecy.

	He would collect his, 'fated mate', he sneered at the term because it was all kinds of messed up and they did not get a choice. 

	What sort of sick, twisted game was it to pair him to a female? 

	He liked being alone, craved it even. He did not want the responsibility of another life. He wanted to be left alone, allowed to carry on as he was. 

	Fleeting hook-ups before moving on.

	Absolutely no chance of attachment, therefore no chance of loss. 

	Once he found her - which he would - as there was no other option because he would not lose his life over some female fate had dictated he be tied to.

	He would hunt her down and bind the bitch to him, thus fulfilling the prophecy. However, he was not going to hang around.

	No.

	Once done, he would be gone again, off on his merry way to enjoy his solitary existence. No way would he allow no damn prophecy to dictate his fate, no matter what.

	Oh, yes, he knew he had to claim her, but there was nothing written in the laws that said he had to fucking keep her. Once they were moon sworn and bound, her body tied to his, he would be back in working order and she would be surplus to requirements.

	Thank, fuck, for that.  

	Why could they not be more like their animals in that department at least. Fuck them, and fuck off, leaving the woman and kids behind, and just move on. 

	Stupid fucking laws. 

	Why would he want to settle down with a female and cubs? 

	He enjoyed his solitary existence, moving around with no one to please but himself. 

	Just him and his beloved Harley hitting the road. Speed, the engine vibrating between his legs, wind in his hair, and the smell of freedom. Riding his motorbike was the closest he could get to the exhilaration and freedom he felt running in animal form. Moreover, it was the only way he could do it without worrying about detection, too much technology around now with bloody security cameras and mobile phones. 

	Everyone and his friend had one nowadays. 

	A few of his kind had already been filmed or photographed. Luckily, only grainy pictures, but it was enough to make people begin questioning. It especially raised questions in areas where big cats were not indigenous to not only the area but also the country.  

	Sighing again, Jaden walked back to bed and flopped down, bone weary, and in desperate need of sleep. Being tired on top of everything else that was going on was not going to help his temperament. He had been edgy and snappy a lot lately. Understandably so in the circumstances, as it had been a long search.

	He needed to, ‘get laid,’ badly. 

	Now that was the one thing he was looking forward to,... Well, once he finally caught up to his errant mate.  

	Turning over onto his front, Jaden closed his eyes and tried clearing his mind. Deathly tired, sleep soon claimed him, but not the pleasant oblivion he sought and so desperately needed. No, his dreams were full of death and the tinny scent of blood, the suffocating smell, ripe, and overpowering in his nostrils. This was the kind of dream memory which left him shaken - a raw throat from screaming - and a chest tight from the weight of his loss.
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	Three weeks later in England: -

	 

	 

	 

	He had found her. Finally, she was within his grasp after his long search, and Jaden felt giddy with elation. 

	He’d landed in Lower Lunaton a few days ago and there she was… Well, not in person but he knew he was in the right area as the sound of their telepathy had become clearer. He had ridden around the small countryside town to familiarise himself with the layout of the houses, streets, and woods. Tonight, he would finally come in on foot from the back of the properties. A circuitous route - but the safest for this extremely important reconnaissance mission.  

	Lying in a prone position on his belly, he lifted his head, whiskers twitching as he picked up the different scents in his surroundings. His ears moved in different directions as he checked for danger, trying to search out anything else close by which could be a threat. Mouth wide open, he tasted the information available to him on the wind, breathing deep to access what was freely available to him.  

	A rumble pushed up his throat as he caught the one specific scent he’d been searching for. The smell of musk, sweet grass, sunshine, and fresh air became a thick coating on his tongue making him purr. 

	There she was, his mate. 

	No heavy, cloying perfumes for this woman, just her own naturally evocative scent which made his tail swish from side to side. Interest evident as he lifted his top lip and gave another chuff, the sound of approval deep and rumbling in the quiet of the night. The local wildlife had gone into hiding as soon as he had entered the woods. They kept clear of the predator now in their mist but they were safe tonight for he had other things to hunt. Tonight's target was much more important than chasing a snack - not matter how exhilarating it could be at times.   

	Dropping lower to the floor, he slunk on his belly through the under bush, trying to get closer to the back of her property. Head turning from side to side, whiskers constantly quivering as he processed all the information provided through his inbuilt warning system. He was on the lookout for a tree which could take his cats weight. As he was large for a Jaguar, he needed to find a tree with a good solid branch. There, he could lie and observe the mate fate had chosen for him from under cover of the canopy. 

	Curiosity may kill the cat, but this cat was too full of joy to worry too much over that old saying just then. His nightmare and dry spell of nearly five-years was ending.  

	After all this time, he finally wanted to get a good look at her. Not that how she looked mattered as his body would respond to her no matter what. Fate had ordained it. Although it would be nice to know the man was attracted to her and would not need his imagination to get it up - no matter what the cat - nor fate thought.  

	A faint sound came to him from the left and Jaden froze. Getting even lower, he held his breath as he scanned his surroundings, ears and whiskers twitching searching for a threat. A dormouse shot out from under a bush and then dove beneath a tree root making him laugh. The sound came out a deeper chuff than normal, rumbling from deep within the cat's throat. Turning, he did another visual sweep before continuing, eyes now moving over the trees surrounding him. Near the edge of the woods, he spotted a large oak which was close to her properties boundaries. In fact, it was so close that a branch overhung her back garden. Top lip pulling back off his canines in a parody of a grin, he loped slowly towards it, eye constantly scanning as he used the stop start motion of a cat. Freezing after every crawling step he took, a quick movement forward, then complete stillness while he again checked for enemies. Coming to the bottom of the tree, he looked up, and then checked around once more. Finding it still clear, he quickly climbed the trunk, spine twisting as he made the jump from the lower branches to the one he wanted higher up. He inched forward until he was as close to the edge as possible, then settled down on his belly - large head resting on his front paws as his tail curled around the limb. Settled, he got comfortable as he could be there for some time while observing what was going on.  

	There was a light on in a downstairs window of the house he was watching. However, after a while, he became frustrated with his position because although his eyesight acute enough to see into the property, it was not enough - nowhere near. He did not want a vague visual of his mate, he wanted to see every detail.  

	 

	It had been a shitty day and Maya was fed up. 

	Nothing but constant complaints from fed up customers. 

	Why had she chosen to work in a call centre two days per week? 

	What had she been thinking?  

	Well, obviously, she had been thinking she needed to pay her bills and eat, otherwise she would be content with the three days she did at the coffee shop.  

	Climbing out of her bubble bath, she wrapped her hair in a towel, pulled on a towelling robe, and tied the sash around her waist. After drying her legs and feet on another towel, she hung it on the heated rail before going into the kitchen. A nice warm drink before bed would help her to sleep. Opening the fridge, she pulled out a carton of milk and poured it into a mug. Then, turning on the radio, she stood humming along to a tune while waiting for her milk to warm in the microwave. 

	Her hips began swaying to the soft melody. Letting out a heavy sigh, her head fell back, resting on her shoulders. Eyes closed, she continued swaying to the music, her movements causing the towel on her head to fall. Once released from its confinement, her hair dropped down her back in a riot of big wet curls. Ignoring the fallen towel, Maya lifted her hands to the sodden mass, running her fingers through it as she continued to sway. A shiver ran down her spine as the hair on the back of her neck stood on end in warning. She could feel eyes on her. Opening her eyes, she straightened, head turning as she checked over her shoulder. However, the dinging of the microwave interrupted her visual search and when the feeling dissipated, she shrugged it off as fatigue. 

	Leaning over the counter, she flipped off the radio before taking her now hot, full fat milk out of the microwave. She did not care that full fat was bad for you because it was her go to comfort drink for as long as she could remember. 

	Bedtime drink in hand, she padded barefoot towards the back door. Jiggling the handle - to assure herself it was secure – she removed the key. Glancing through the kitchen window, she tried to see what had set off the strange sensation of being watched, however, nothing jumped out at her. 

	There was nothing there that shouldn't be. 

	No new shadows in the back garden.

	Nothing at all out of the ordinary. 

	She looked towards the trees, her eyes drawn to the big oak which overhung her garden. It looked like a giant arm over her fencing and she gave it a quick cursory check - snorting at her own paranoia. 

	I mean, even if there had been anything there, she’d have been unable to see it, especially as it was night and with the heavy shroud of foliage blocking the moonlight. 

	She was obviously just letting the anxiety of her day get to her. After all, that last customer had threatened to break her face for her if she did not get him a working mobile phone. 

	His frustration was understandable.  

	However, all she did was take the calls, not make the blasted things.  

	Sighing, she let go of the thought as she looked through the window with a sigh.

	How she loved that the tree was there. 

	It had been one of the deciding factors in her renting the property when she had moved here. She had loved it, that from her bedroom window, she had a view of fields and trees. It was so different from the view of her work window in the call centre, all she saw there was traffic - lots and lots of traffic - other businesses - and concrete as far the eye could see. The same view had come with her old apartment close to where she worked at the call centre. She
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