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Chapter One

 


The scent of blood registered seconds
before his sensitive hearing picked up the sound of her tears and
the desperate knocks on his door. Raoul yanked the headphones out
of his ears and jumped off the treadmill.

The sobs were louder now they were not
obscured by the beat of heavy metal, and his beast roared his
anguish. He yanked the door to his apartment open, and Nikita fell
into his arms. Covered in blood, mud, and with the unmistakable
scent of many shifters clinging to her skin, she was a mess. Her
shredded top exposed her lacy bra, and Raoul averted his eyes. This
was Nikita, his friend, and she needed his help and protection, not
to have his baser instincts rise to the forefront.

The blood froze in his veins at the
thought of what must have happened to her to get her in this state,
and he cradled her against his chest and kicked the door shut. His
apartment was bathed in moonlight, and she clung to him even more
when she seemed to realize this. Her terrified brown eyes appeared
to not register where she was.

"Easy, I've got you. You're safe,
squirt."

He tightened his hold on her and
nuzzled into her neck, repeating those words over and over, but it
wasn't until he clicked the light switch on with his elbow that she
ceased her struggles.

A shudder went through her, and he
noticed that her tears had cut zig-zag paths through the mud stains
on her face. Tears that had left corresponding patterns of misery
on the vest top he'd slipped on to exercise.

"I'm sorry. I got you all wet and
dirty, and … I didn't know … I'm sorry." Again she struggled to get
down, and this time he let her. Her curvy little frame slid down
his length with agonizing slowness, and he gritted his teeth and
willed his beast to stand down. The last thing she needed right now
was to notice the effect she always had on him. He slipped an arm
‘round her waist when she stumbled, and it took every ounce of
self-control he possessed to not let his agitation show. Nikita's
back was covered in claw marks, as though she had been mauled by a
giant animal, and this close to her he recognized the scent for
what it was. Wolves, and something else, dry and ancient, that made
his hair stand on end.

The moon still shining through his
open window mocked him with the intensity of its glare, and he shut
his eyes against the knowledge cutting a path of pain through his
heart.

"I didn't know where else to go." The
heartfelt whisper reached deep down into his soul, and his own wolf
whimpered in answer. He knew just how his beast felt.

Raoul sat down, cradling her once
again in his arms, relieved beyond measure when she accepted the
comfort he was offering after only a moment's
hesitation.

"Tell me what happened?" He pitched
his voice as gently as he could, but she shook her head and started
crying again. Big heaving sobs that had his imagination go into
overdrive. If she didn't need him to be here right now, he'd shift
and go after the bastards in an instant. But this wasn't about his
feelings. This was all about her.

"Okay, you don't have to tell me, but
let's get you cleaned up. Are you okay to sit here for a minute
whilst I run you a bath?"

"Ye-es." She hiccupped between tears,
and he dropped a kiss on her tangled hair and stood up with her
still in his arms.

"I'll only be in the next room, okay?"
He searched her gaze, and when her red-rimmed eyes connected with
his, she nodded. Raoul smiled at her and dropped another kiss, on
her forehead, this time, half expecting her to recoil. Her fingers
tightened in his vest, and she cried harder, but she didn't push
him away, and he breathed a sigh of relief and gently deposited her
on his battered old leather couch.

Nikita's sobs tore at his soul, and he
had the bath run for her in record time. She put up no resistance
when he picked her up and deposited her in the warm water, clothes
and all. He didn't trust himself to remove her shredded garments.
Nikita did it for him, hesitantly at first, and then with desperate
clumsy moves that made the water slosh over the sides, until she
sat just in her underwear. Raoul left her to soak for a while, just
a quiet presence by her side, until she pulled her knees up and
yanked at her bra in an unspoken request.

His fingers shook as he undid the
clasp and pulled it away, and his dick hardened to the point of
pain at the glimpse of her heavy globes. Unmarred by the attack,
they called him. Her nipples were perfect little nubs set in wide
areolae, which had his wolf salivating with need, before she hugged
her knees again and hid them.

Wordlessly he took the showerhead and
rinsed her body off, the murky evidence of her attack swirling down
the plughole. If only he could shut off the vivid images imprinted
on his eyelids as easily as the water tap.

She had finally stopped crying. The
wrenching sobs that had shaken her body had subsided, and he
managed to coax her out of the bath. With her body free of the mud
and dirt it was just her hair that needed cleaning.

He massaged her silken tresses as
gently as he could, forcing his breathing to stay even, to not give
away his own anxiety. She'd been so upset, so devastated, that he
hadn’t managed to bring himself to ask her the one question that
was burning on his soul.

Judging by the knickers she still
wore, perhaps she had managed to get away before anything worse
could have happened? Surely she would not lean back into his hands
if the bastards had done more than scare her silly?

His own beast roared and clawed to be
set free, to seek revenge for the trespass on his territory, his
woman. She was his, had been from the moment he’d spotted her
across the crowded common room.

Raoul's jaws ached with the need to
brand, to claim what was his, but that was not what she needed
right now. He would stay her friend if it killed him.

With the last of the soapsuds rinsed out of her hair, he
wrapped a towel around her head. Slowly and carefully he ran his
fingers down her tense arms until he reached her hands wrapped
around her thighs in a white knuckled grip. As tense as a bow
string, she
shivered under his touch, and he swallowed a curse.

He stepped
away and took his bath robe off the back of the door, averting his
eyes when she uncurled her limbs and stepped into it.

Made for his
much bigger frame, it dwarfed her, and she managed a weak smile
when he cinched the belt tight around her waist.

"Can you walk,
squirt?" he asked, and she nodded and took a hesitant step toward
him.

"Good, go have
a seat in the living room, while I grab a quick shower, and get rid
of the mess.”

Her eyes
widened and filled with fresh tears, and he called himself a
goddamn fool for reminding her of her ordeal. Eyes darting around
the room she looked terrified again, and he couldn't stop his
wolf's growl this time.

She dashed
away from him and banged the bathroom door shut, and he thumped his
head against the wall.


****

Nikita curled
into a ball on Raoul's couch and listened to the sounds of the
shower. He had been the first person she'd thought of after she
managed to get away from the creatures. Creatures too terrifying to
comprehend. Walking back through the park after her late night
shift at the café, the man had suddenly appeared in front of her.
Tall, intimidating, with a wicked scar slashed across his cheek, he
had been impossible to get around. When she'd tried a pack of
wolves had surrounded them. Teeth bared, heads down, they'd snarled
at her, and frozen to the spot, she'd had no defense left against
the man bearing down on her with glowing eyes.

"Such a pretty
little bitch in heat, just for us boys. Has your momma never told
you to stay inside at full moon?"

He'd smirked
at the frantic shake of her head, and she'd watched in morbid
fascination as his hand had formed into claws, and he had run one
of those wicked looking claws along her cheek bones and down to the
hollow of her throat. His other hand had grabbed her shoulder, his
claws slicing through her skin, the pain so acute that she had felt
sick.

"What shall we
do with her, boys? She would make a good snack, after we indulged
in her body."

"No!" She'd
found her mace spray in her bag and had somehow managed to get him
right in the face when he bent down to kiss her.

His angry
growl had trembled through her, not unlike Raoul's had back in the
bathroom just then, but he had let go, and she'd run. Faster than
she'd ever run, wolves on her heels, until they'd recoiled at his
snarled command to let her go.

"You can run
little bitch, but we'll get you. You're marked."

Nikita had no
idea what that meant, and she swallowed the rising bile of sheer
panic and willed her breathing to slow down. She was here with
Raoul, and she was safe. He'd said so, and he always kept her safe.
Raoul, who she had connected with from the first look across the
room, when he'd smiled at her and taken her under his wing. In his
final year then he'd taken her freshman self and shown her the
ropes.

She, Nikita,
the geeky girl, who never attracted male attention had the most
eligible male on campus at her beck and call. He'd made that first
year special, and even once he'd left they'd stayed in touch. He
had been her friend, her cheerleader, the strong shoulder she cried
on when one of her disastrous attempts at dating had gone wrong.
Raoul, always on her side, the big brother she'd never
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