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​She needs protection. 

He needs a plan. 

Darla isn't exactly a tiny person. In fact, she's more than a person. She's a tiger shifter. Still, her kitty-cat claws are no match for the people who are hunting her. She crossed the wrong people one too many times, and now they're after her. 

But Darla has a plan. 

What she needs, more than anything else, is protection. What she wants, more than anything else, is Kapono. 

Will he agree to marry her to keep her safe? 

He may be able to protect her body, but can he protect her heart?
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Darla

He was tall.

That was the thing I noticed about the man with the leather jacket as I stood before him in his bar.

He was tall, and he made me feel tiny.

That wasn’t good.

I’d been made to feel small my entire life. I’d been tricked into feeling tiny. Now the very last thing in the world I wanted was to feel small and insignificant and teeny.

There I was, though: feeling it.

“Are you Jim?” I asked him. The woman at the diner had told me about this man. He was the one who was supposed to help me. He ran this little bar in Wishville, which was a place in Rawr County. It wasn’t exactly far from Honeypot, but it wasn’t just around the bend, either. I’d spent a couple of hours driving, which was long enough for my car to stop working twice. I’d been tempted to shift into my tiger form and run the rest of the way, but if I’d done that, I would have arrived naked, sweaty, and without any sort of identification or personal belongings.

My plan for survival wasn’t going to work very well if I couldn’t find anyone to offer me shelter.

The man glanced up at me from where he was wiping down the counter. He didn’t seem very friendly. He hadn’t said hello to me and he hadn’t seemed very interested in the fact that I was there. 

So, was he the one I had been looking for?

“Who’s asking?”

“I am.” 

Irritation welled up within me. Georgia didn’t say he was annoying: just that he’d give me a place to stay. They were old friends of some sort. He’d grown up near her, I guess. I’d met her quite by accident and she’d known instantly that I was in trouble. Maybe it was too much to think that this guy would be willing to help me.

Space.

I needed space.

I had to find a place where I could just be. I’d been running from Dwayne and his business partner, Mike, for nearly two weeks. They weren’t going to let me go, though. Not forever. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life running, but if I could make myself disappear...if I could form a life somewhere...then everything would be okay.

Wouldn’t it?

“Look.” The man placed his hands on the faded bar counter. I had no idea how old this place was. It certainly wasn’t new. Definitely wasn’t like anyplace I’d ever seen. It had sort-of a rustic, dive-bar kind of feel: complete with dickish bartender. “I don’t have time for your attitude. What the hell do you want?”

I glared at him. 

What did I want?

I wanted a fucking break.

That was what I wanted.

I wanted two days where I could stay in the same place and not have to worry about looking over my shoulder. I wanted some time where I didn’t feel like I was being stared at like a total freak. I wanted to be able to walk into a store and not feel nervous that the people in the next aisles were after me in any sort of way.

That was what I wanted.

It seemed as though I wasn’t going to get it, though. 

Instead, I was stuck dealing with Georgia’s “friend” who wasn’t very much of a friend. I had been sure she had called ahead to let Jim know I was coming. That was kind of part of the deal. She was going to let him know and then I was going to show up and start working at the bar. At least, that was what I’d hoped for. Georgia had promised only that Jim might be able to let me stay for a little while, and unlike Honeypot, it was big enough that I might be able to blend in for a little while.

Honeypot was nothing more than a blip on the highway. It was the epitome of “small town.” While Rawr County was a bigger place, it had little pockets that felt smaller and close-knit. A few of the towns within the county were tiny, like Wishville was, but others were larger cities complete with high rise buildings.

The bar we were standing in was just a normal, run-of-the-mill brick building that probably had a moldy basement and a dilapidated apartment upstairs.

Who knew?

Maybe this guy would let me throw a sleeping bag up there so I could rest my head for a bit.

It was starting to look like Georgia had been wrong, though. I was beginning to get the distinct impression that whatever happened next was not going to be very fun at all. He was going to boot me out, I realized. 

Then what was I supposed to do?

Anger welled up within me and I forgot about being nice.

“Georgia told me you were a nice man. She didn’t warn me that you were a complete asshole,” I snapped. 

There.

I’d done it.

I’d told him what for.

Only, this guy wasn’t the type of man who was going to take that sort of disrespect.

His hand shot out and he gripped my throat. His eyes narrowed and he tightened his grasp on my skin.
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