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Note to Readers

Welcome to the world of Dragon Investigators and the taniwha. Snow Moon Dragon, like the other books in the series, stands alone. The story takes place in New Zealand and South Georgia, a small island in the southern Atlantic Ocean not far from Antarctica. I hope you enjoy your glimpse of both countries.

Once you finish reading Snow Moon Dragon, sign up for my newsletter and grab the bonus content—a deleted scene that didn’t make it in the book's final version and a copy of Nyree’s photo journal.

See you soon!

Shelley


Introduction

Love is a curse but also a blessing…

Dragon shifter Nyree Wirihana escapes an abusive relationship and travels to the far-flung island of South Georgia for a fresh start. No more dating for her. She’s finished with men. Instead, she’s content to work and explore the island while photographing the cute penguins and seals.

Dragon shifter Tāwera suffers from a curse, and for hundreds of years, he has lain in a rock pool with no hope of escape or revenge on the brother who turned him to stone.

A chance encounter changes everything, and suddenly Nyree is experiencing unique problems. Dragon problems. Romantic problems. Her peaceful man-free life becomes complicated, then danger strolls into her sanctuary and the situation becomes so much worse.

You’ll enjoy this dragon romance because it contains a sexy tattooed warrior from the past plus a strong heroine who has regained her mojo and isn’t afraid to kick dragon butt and face threats head-on. Sit back and enjoy the sensual sparks.


Glossary

Please click on the link for each word. This will take you to an online Māori dictionary. Click on the speaker icon beside the word to hear the proper pronunciation.

Kororāreka – Russell, which is a Northland town.

Rāwiri – a Christian name that translates to David.

Pūriri – a New Zealand native tree with glossy, dark green leaves and pink to red flowers, which attract the birds.

Whare – house or dwelling.

Pā – a fortified village.

Whānau – extended family.

Tāwera – Morning star.

Aroha – Love.

Pākehā – A New Zealander of European descent.

Hongi – a traditional greeting where noses are pressed together.

Mana – a person’s prestige or influence. Their status.

Taniwha – a dragon from Māori mythology. Some—water dragons—live in lakes, rivers or the sea. Legend says a taniwha lives at every bend of a river. Other taniwha are cave dwellers and have the ability to fly. Some are benevolent while others are mischievous tricksters or true villains.

Tohunga tā moko – An expert in tattooing.

Pōhutukawa – New Zealand tree that bears scarlet flowers at Christmastime.

Papakura – a town in South Auckland.

Hone – Māori for John, and a very common Christian name.

Manu – Māori, meaning man of the birds or a person held in high esteem.

Wirihana – Name. Wilson.

Utu – To repay or avenge.

Aotearoa – Māori name for New Zealand (Land of the Long White Cloud)

Piupiu – a garment made of flax. It also means to move, swing or sway, which is what the dried flax does when a piupiu is worn.

Haka – a ceremonial dance. Often associated with war to stir passion for the coming battle. If you’re a rugby fan, you’ll see the haka performed by the All Blacks before each international game. Facial features can be contorted and tongue poked out as part of the rhythmic performance.

Tohunga – an expert in their chosen field.

Wāka – a canoe.

Hāngī – an earth oven where the food is steamed in the ground. Heated rocks are used to produce the heat for cooking.

Kūmara – sweet potato.

Mere – a flat club, often made from greenstone.

Taiaha – a wooden staff used as a weapon. These days used in ceremonial greetings.

Kai – food.

Pīwakawaka – a small insect-eating bird with a tail that resembles a fan.

Waiata – a song.

Ure – Cock

Moko – traditional tattoos on the face.

Tamariki - children

Kahurangi – Māori, meaning sky blue or precious.


Prologue

Kororāreka, Upper North Island, New Zealand, 1780

The wind rustled the trees, playing a musical tune with the leaves. It tugged at Rāwiri’s top knot as he eased into a concealed position behind a pūriri tree trunk. He didn’t fidget, just settled, patient and careful to avoid areas where the leaf litter or a dry stick might signal his presence. The earthy scent of decaying leaves filled each steady breath, along with the crisp air foretelling rain. Moisture from the bed of ferns sank into his cloak, but he ignored the clammy coolness against his skin.

Water tinkled as it spilled over mountain rocks to the pool below. The sounds of nature worked to his advantage—a benefit since he’d misjudged his younger brother’s destination. He’d mistakenly believed Tāwera when he’d told his mother he intended to visit a friend at his whare on the other side of the pā. Instead, Tāwera had ducked into the forest, walking unerringly to this private pond Rāwiri hadn’t even known existed.

Now, Tāwera leaned against a tree, and his cheerful whistle carried to where Rāwiri hid. Rāwiri suspected he knew who his brother was waiting for and prayed he was wrong.

A return whistle cut through nature’s music, and Tāwera straightened. Rāwiri caught the flash of eagerness as Tāwera warbled a response. An instant later, Rāwiri spied a slender form slide from the trees.

Aroha.

She ran to Tāwera, and they pressed their noses and foreheads together in the traditional hongi. Yet this wasn’t a mere meeting of acquaintances.

This was the greeting of close friends.

Lovers.

Rāwiri wrapped his cloak tighter around frigid shoulders.

Tāwera knew Rāwiri had approached Aroha’s father to arrange the joining of their families. Aroha’s father had told Rāwiri he favored the match but would speak with his whānau and his daughter before giving his formal acceptance.

Rāwiri’s chest burned, and his breaths came faster, the expulsion of air so harsh he feared discovery. For as much as he wanted to spring from concealment and rail at the couple, he clamped down his inner turmoil. Although he wished to strike his brother, now was not the time. Instead, he’d gather information and consider the problem with a cool head.

While Tāwera was the younger brother and a lesser maiden’s son, he was not without mana. His prowess as a fearless warrior and his uncanny battle skills gave him more prestige than most. Rumor stated he had the strength of a taniwha when he sank into his battle rage. Several of the warriors swore Tāwera flew and spouted fire, but even Tāwera laughed at these tall tales and suggested the men had imbibed the pākehā’s stinking water.

A giggle came from Aroha as Tāwera deftly untied her cloak and dropped it to the ground. Rāwiri fisted his hands, fighting the devil inside him that ordered he spring from concealment and pummel his younger brother. Luckily, prudence overrode this impulse. He sucked in a quiet breath and repeated the process to rid his body of rage and bitterness. Not the right moment to indulge his temper.

The older son of his father’s first marriage, Rāwiri traced his roots back to those who’d rowed the original canoes from the homeland.

His status as the tribe’s tohunga tā moko and his aptitude for the art of tattoo had brought him honor early in life. With his position and accumulated wealth, any father should welcome him with open arms. They should pay him for the privilege he brought to their family, the prestige that would accrue to them by association with him.

It was best he thought hard on this betrayal and consider the consequences for himself and his younger brother.

Aroha was the innocent in this situation, and it was evident to Rāwiri his younger brother considered her a prize. Tāwera had known of Rāwiri’s intentions, and as the younger brother, he should’ve stood aside.

The couple ambled to the pool’s edge and discarded their remaining clothes. Rāwiri only had eyes for Aroha—the curve of her breast and the shapely silhouette revealed in the moonlight. Uncommonly tall for a woman, she was a hard worker and always had a cheerful word for each person in the tribe, no matter their standing. Her smiles warmed many a heart. Not only was she of excellent character, but her sparkling brown eyes and lustrous black hair helped to highlight her inner beauty.

Tāwera cupped Aroha’s cheek. He whispered to her, making Rāwiri’s woman giggle. Rāwiri glared at Tāwera’s hand, where it rested low in the small of Aroha’s back. His brother urged Aroha into the water, and the pair embraced again, their bodies hidden in the shadows.

While the couple whispered and played in the water, Rāwiri forced himself to leave. He rose without haste and retreated. One thing was sure. He would take Aroha as his woman, and she would become the mother of his children. Together, they would prosper.

But Tāwera, he was a problem. His brother had acted with guile instead of honor, and he must pay for this transgression.

Rāwiri glanced both ways before he stepped onto the forest path and made haste to return to the pā on the hill. He called out a greeting to the warriors manning the entrance and strode to his whare where he currently lived alone.

Tohunga passed knowledge and experience on to their successors, and his uncle, who had lived a long life and had never taken a woman to wife, had chosen Rāwiri as his successor. Along with teaching Rāwiri tattoo skills, his uncle had passed on darker arts, which he’d made Rāwiri promise to only use as a last resort.

When Rāwiri reached his whare, he ducked under the low entrance decorated with beautiful and meaningful carvings he’d done himself. He crouched next to the firepit and fed the glowing embers. Although summer loomed and the pōhutukawa buds had burst into fiery red, a chill had sunk to Rāwiri’s bones, and he needed the warmth to ease the working of his mind.

Rāwiri sank onto the woven flax mats and held his hands to the heat from the flames. The more he thought about this, the more he knew he must take a stand against his brother. Aroha was the best candidate for the mother of his children. He’d spotted her amongst the other maidens early one morning after a vivid dream had shown him the way.

Immediately, he’d known her beauty and goodness made an excellent foil for his intelligence, his skill, and cunning. They would produce beautiful offspring together, giving birth to a great legacy that would span many, many generations into the future.

For long hours, he sat and stared into the flickering flames.

Thinking.

Planning.

He considered everything his uncle Arepeta had told him during his oral teachings, twisting and turning the possibilities. He rejected some ideas and accepted parts of others.

The hour grew late, and still, Rāwiri poked and prodded at his fledgling plan. He built it piece by piece, then he tore it apart and strengthened the foundations until his scheme was a thing of beauty.

Fail-safe.

Rāwiri pushed to his feet and almost fell as the blood raced back into his limbs. He rotated his hands and ankles and stepped gingerly around his whare interior until his strides no longer sent prickles through his legs.

He had a plan.

An audacious one, but he was of warrior stock too. In this, he was willing to take risks.

He would let the relationship play out and pretend he was a gracious loser. He’d offer his brother a unique wedding gift, and the moment his brother accepted, the fates would pivot and smile upon Rāwiri.

Once his strategy played out, he’d swoop in to console Aroha. He refused to let her slip through his fingers.

Aroha was his woman.
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ESCAPE

Present-day, Papakura, New Zealand

The dinner guests—a married couple and two single men—departed with smiles of thanks and waves. Nyree Wirihana stood in the doorway to her apartment and forced a return smile, despite the ticking time bomb standing at her side.

“See ya tomorrow.” Ari Steele, her live-in boyfriend, bid a cheery farewell to his friends before shutting the entrance door with a decisive click.

“I’ll stack the plates in the dishwasher,” Nyree murmured, every instinct shouting at her to retreat and to do it now. The fresh citrus and bold amber notes of Ari’s aftershave filled her nostrils, and she lengthened her steps to escape both the overpowering scent and him.

Unfortunately, Ari followed, and the fear simmering inside her ratcheted sharply upward.

“I told you I’d invited friends to dinner.” Ari’s tone hovered near a snarl. “You promised you’d be home in time to cook a dinner to impress.” Ari’s handsome face contorted into an ugly mask of fury.

Nyree took half a step back, trying to distance herself. Her breaths emerged in frantic pants. Audible gasps that signaled her panic. “I apologized.”

“You went to the pub with your friends,” he roared.

“We had one drink after work,” she tried to explain. “One drink to celebrate getting a new client. Your friends seemed to enjoy the meal,” she added, inwardly wincing. The wrong thing to say. “I’m truly sorry, Ari. The dinner slipped my mind.”

“I’ll give you sorry,” he snarled and raised his fists.

* * * * *

The next day, Nyree hunched in the bus seat and waited until the other passengers stood to exit before she gritted her teeth and forced her legs to carry her weight.

Every muscle protested, and a tic in her swollen jaw jolted to life to join the painful cacophony playing through her limbs. The reek of body odor, followed by a cloud of designer perfume, had her holding her breath, and even that hurt. She bit back a distressed cry, and breathing carefully through her mouth, shuffled down the aisle. A teen girl bounded to her feet and shot into Nyree’s path, jostling her without apology.

Nyree hissed, and a grunt escaped her.

The nearby passengers sent her disinterested looks, averting their gazes when they spotted her swollen jaw. The judgy whispers commenced. She’d tried to disguise the bruises and had done reasonably well, but nothing hid the swelling.

Once she’d ridden out the wave of pain, she shuffled toward the front door. The driver pulled away from the stop before she reached the exit, and tears stung her eyes.

“Wait, driver,” she called.

Nyree’s voice emerged at a normal register, and by a miracle, the driver—a skinny white man with a bald patch at the back of his head—heard her and slowed.

“Sorry, love,” he said, glancing at her with an apology on his narrow face. “Thought everyone made it off.” His expression shifted once he spotted her injuries. “Take your time.”

Heat flooded her cheeks, even though kindness tinged his words. He was judging her, and the knowledge galled because he’d be right in his assumptions.

Finally, she exited the bus.

“Thank you, driver,” she called.

He smiled, and with a nod, guided the bus into the flow of traffic.

Nyree hitched her handbag over her shoulder, not bracing quickly enough for the renewed flash of pain. It hit every nerve ending on the way to her ribs and chest. Once she arrived at work, she’d rest. Her receptionist job would be manageable as long as she didn’t move too fast. Besides, she’d used up her sick leave. If she’d stayed home, holed up in her apartment, her sister would’ve blabbed to her mother about Nyree’s injuries.

Her mother would sympathize and side with Ari, believing his creditable lies of illness or clumsiness as usual—if she bothered to question him. Her mother’s view came from her background and life experience, while Ari had hit upon the perfect strategy to undermine Nyree in her parent’s and sister’s eyes.

Manipulation and charm.

Her parent would blame Nyree for not keeping a clean house and providing delicious meals. It was a small thing, she’d lecture Nyree. A tiny service for her man. When were they going to marry? Living together was a sin, and each week the church ladies asked if her daughter and her fiancé had decided on a wedding date.

Ari wanted to marry, but Nyree kept fobbing him off. Recently, he’d upped his demands to marry and start a family. This relationship was hellish. If she agreed to wed Ari, she’d set herself up for constant punishment and perhaps death, all because she wanted to hide her taniwha heritage and keep her family safe.

Ari was handsome, successful, and used his charm as a weapon to draw in the unsuspecting. She’d fallen for his gambit, his seduction smooth and practiced. Extracting herself from the relationship was so much more challenging than succumbing to him.

Not even her flurry of thoughts, her regrets, her hope for the future cut through the thump, thump, thump of her injuries, and it took her twice as long to walk down busy Emery Street to reach the offices of George Taniwha & Son. Once she arrived at the office building’s heavy double doors, she steeled herself to pull them open. She almost cried when a stranger exited and held the door for her. Nyree nodded her thanks, and even that sent a whiplash of pain through her muscles and bones.

As a taniwha, she healed faster than most humans, but this time Ari had done a fine job. She’d go to a doctor, but imagining the pitying glances from patients and staff kept her away. A wry laugh—a tad crazed—burst free as she pictured herself in the medical waiting room. Immediately, she winced, and she rode out the darts of agony that reverberated down her body with stoicism. Yep, from experience, she’d be fine in a day or two.

Nyree entered the elevator when it arrived, thankful to travel up to their third-floor office alone. Her Uncle George and her cousin, Hone, wouldn’t believe the story she intended to tell—that she’d taken a corner too fast on her bicycle. Normally, she healed overnight, or at least enough to avoid outright curiosity. She’d grown skilled at hiding injuries, but not this time.

Too bad.

Ari had made it clear their relationship was private, and she couldn’t risk the consequences right now when her finances were low and escape was impossible.

The lift dinged as it reached Nyree’s floor, and she dragged in a rapid breath on hearing voices coming from the reception area.

Familiar voices.

Nyree closed her eyes briefly, then straightened her shoulders. The small action sent discomfort swooping across her chest and down her torso, almost taking her out at the knees.

A groan squeezed past her clenched teeth, and the voices ceased.

“Nyree?”

An instant later, Jack Sullivan, one of her uncle’s investigators, poked his head around the corner. His black brows squeezed together, and he cursed.

His wife, Emma—another investigator—appeared beside him and her blue eyes shifted to warrior-fierce.

Nyree forced herself to smile and keep walking toward them. Her cousin, Hone, appeared next, then her Uncle George and Manu Taniwha, another cousin, and the dragon in charge of the local tribe.

Manu spoke first, glaring at her with his deep brown eyes. “Who did this?”

Nyree opened her mouth to recite the lie she’d prepared before her mind came to a screeching halt. This was idiotic.

It was crazy to accept this as her life.

She was an intelligent woman with a job she loved and people who cared for her. Ari had been vital to her once, but each time he’d hit her, that love had died. She’d wanted to unleash her taniwha but hadn’t because to do so would put her friends and family—everyone she loved—in danger.

“Nyree,” Manu said, his voice deep and compelling. “I’m waiting.”

Nyree inhaled and groaned at the automatic tightening of abused muscles. Lord, it hurt to breathe, to smile, to expect her body to do anything normal.

Emma stepped forward and took charge. “It’s time for morning tea,” she said, sweeping a lock of brown hair away from her face. “Jack, make the coffee. Manu, you can help him.”

Four sets of male gazes fixed on Emma before they swung back to Nyree.

Without another word, the men dispersed, letting Emma boss them around. Her Uncle George returned to his office while the three younger men disappeared into the lunchroom. Doors clicked shut, silence fell, and Emma closed the distance between her and Nyree.

“Come and sit,” Emma said, gesturing at a black leather two-seater opposite the reception desk. “Before you topple on your arse. You’re shaking.”

Nyree glanced down in surprise, shocked to see Emma spoke the truth. She was trembling like a leaf in a breeze. Nyree let Emma guide her to a seat.

“You sit, and I’ll get us a cup of coffee. I won’t be long,” Emma promised.

Nyree gingerly lowered her body to the seat, another anguished groan squeezing free without her permission. Lack of sleep hadn’t helped as she’d replayed the previous night. She’d been late home from work and had forgotten Ari had invited his work friends for dinner. She’d done her best with a scratch meal. During dinner, Ari had sent her chiding glances, but she’d thought she’d done well and used her initiative. She’d told Ari she’d had to work late, but he’d got it into his head that the wine he’d smelled on her when she’d walked in the door was because she’d spent time at a bar.

Not true.

Her Uncle George had poured them a glass of bubbly after they’d secured the contract from an important new client.

Her explanation hadn’t appeased Ari.

As soon as their guests had left, he’d started his accusations.

When she’d told him she’d had a drink after work—one drink—he’d backhanded her. When she’d fallen, he’d kicked her twice and continued to harangue her. She’d tried to explain—she really had, but he’d decided, and that had been that. He’d morphed from Charming Ari to Monster Ari, and she’d taken the beating to protect her taniwha identity.

Again.

“Here’s your coffee, Nyree. No, don’t reach for it. I’ll put it on the table for you.”

Curvy Emma set a tray bearing two mugs of milky coffee and two pieces of shortbread on a wooden coffee table. That done, she took the seat beside Nyree.

“Thanks,” Nyree said.

“No problem. I had to wrestle the guys for the shortbread, but I’ve been training. It was no sweat.”

Nyree smiled because her cousins were quick with food. Her smile died fast since even that hurt, and Emma, bother her private-eye-attention-to-detail, noticed everything. Emma’s gaze narrowed, and her mouth tightened a fraction, although her grin remained intact.

“Tell me what happened,” she ordered in a deceptively pleasant tone.

Her friend practically vibrated with anger, disdain, and judgment. It was the judgment that hurt the worst. Nyree didn’t understand how her relationship with Ari had drifted this far off course. To anyone else—Hana and her mother—he was charming and generous and always ready with a smile and a joke. They didn’t see the danger lurking in him.

“Nyree,” Emma prompted, a hard, determined edge to her verbal prod. “Don’t try lying to me because I’ll know.”

Nyree had lied in the past, but right now, she hurt, and fatigue slowed her down. So, so tired. Nyree hesitated before puffing out a painful breath. “Ari has a temper. He hit me.” Once the words started, they gushed forth.

“I worked late last night, and it slipped my mind Ari had guests for dinner. He was angry because I was late home and cooked an ordinary meal.” Nyree shifted to ease her discomfort and winced at the jagged shard of pain that zapped down her ribs and pooled at her hips.

A gasp escaped her parted lips.

“What happened after you arrived home and realized you had guests for dinner?” Emma asked.

“Ari shouted. No, he whispered at me in a harsh voice because his guests had arrived. He’d given them drinks, and I found a bag of crisps and made a dip. As soon as I’d done that, I checked the pantry contents and prepared a pasta dish along with a garden salad and cooked an apple crumble for dessert. To finish, we had cheese and biscuits and coffee. Everyone appeared to enjoy the evening, and I was proud of myself for managing a tasty and delicious meal.”

“Ari didn’t agree.”

Nyree winced. “No.”

“You know this can’t go on, right? You’re a taniwha, and you should’ve whopped his butt.”

“I couldn’t tell Ari about the taniwha race.” Nyree’s shoulders rounded inward as her and Ari’s previous night’s conversation replayed through her mind. “I told Ari I wanted him to leave my apartment. That we were done.” A tear escaped and ran down her cheek. Nyree jerked, and pain reverberated across her ribs and down her torso.

“He refused to leave?”

“He told me he loved me,” Nyree said, her voice without tone.

Emma sniffed. “How did you feel about that?”

“I think…I think a man who loved me wouldn’t keep hitting me. He wouldn’t shout or threaten or treat me as insignificant. And my gut instinct wouldn’t tell me never to tell him the truth about dragons.”

Emma nodded. “What do you want to do?”

“I want Ari to move out, to leave me alone.” But that wouldn’t happen. Ari had told her as much. He’d said he loved her, but his love was a smothering blanket from which escape was impossible.

“Are you positive you can’t get Ari to leave?”

“Yes.” He would make her life difficult because he’d see it as a loss of mana. His prestige would take a hit, and their friends and family might laugh behind his back. Ari would dig in his toes and stand his ground. He’d come from a poor background and been the sole member of his family to gain a higher education. Ari’s pride would plummet if she turned her back on him.

“Drink your tea,” Emma ordered, her expression thoughtful. She picked up her china mug and took a sip. With a faraway gaze, Emma reached for a piece of shortbread and bit down. The cookie crunched as she nibbled. “Yum. You should have one.”

“I’m not hungry,” Nyree said. In truth, she hurt too much to eat. Each swallow loosed a barrage of pain because Ari had grabbed her by the neck at one stage.

Nyree closed her eyes briefly before she opened them again. Despite the pain, she forced herself to drink more of the sugary coffee Emma had poured for her. A tremor sped through her, and a few droplets of milky liquid leaped from her cup. From habit, Nyree hurriedly wiped up the splatters. Ari didn’t like—

Her thoughts screeched to an appalled halt.

Ari disliked many things. Small, inconsequential things that she’d changed because they bothered him. He’d been so charming at first, and she’d been head over heels smitten with the handsome man who hailed from the North. When they met, he’d accompanied another woman, and Nyree had been at the local pub with her girlfriends. Their gazes had connected, and he’d grinned and winked at her before escorting his date from the pub. She had thought little more about him until he’d tapped her on the shoulder three weeks later at the same pub and asked if he could buy her a drink.

“I have an idea,” Emma said, breaking into Nyree’s wander down Memory Lane.

“If you’re going to say I should go to the cops, I can’t do that.”

Emma drew herself up, straightening her shoulders and piercing Nyree with a direct gaze. “You should’ve reported him straightaway, or at least told your cousins. Men like Ari are bullies, and they prey on those who are weaker and can’t fight back.”

“Ari threatened to hurt my sister if I went to the cops. He’d do it too, and Hana idolizes him. She doesn’t understand the face he presents to the world isn’t the one he wears at home when we’re alone. Mum and Hana believe Ari when he laughs and tells them I’m clumsy. He’s a chameleon with his emotions.”

Emma grasped Nyree’s right hand and gave it a brief squeeze. “Back to my idea. I have a friend who spends the summer working in South Georgia—the island in the Atlantic, not America. South Georgia is an English territory. It’s isolated, and Ari wouldn’t be able to find you there. Would that interest you?”

“I’ve never heard of the place.”

“South Georgia is near Antarctica and the Falkland Islands. Do an internet search later. The place in South Georgia where you’d be working used to be a large whaling port. Once commercial whaling ended in the sixties, they abandoned the processing plant. These days tourists and scientists conducting research visit the island.”

Nyree frowned, interested despite the difficulty in escaping Ari. His threats disturbed her, and worse, he was capable of carrying out his promises. Even if she warned her mother and sister, they wouldn’t believe Nyree until it was too late. Ari was that good an actor. He’d punish her family because Nyree had thwarted him. “What type of job is it?”

“A bit of everything, really. The staff greet groups of tourists and run a whaling plant tour. From the pictures I’ve seen, the wildlife is incredible. Lots of penguins and seals. Whales swim into the bay, now that it’s illegal to hunt the creatures. Shackleton, the polar explorer, is buried in the Grytviken cemetery. They have a gift shop and a museum. Should I tell my friend you’re interested?”

“What if Ari keeps his word and attacks Mum or Hana?”

“Manu and Jessalyn have a vacant property. I know they’re looking for new tenants. Would it ease your mind if your mother and Hana moved in there? Manu and Jessalyn would monitor them. We will all protect them. Would you trust us to keep them safe?”

“I…I don’t know,” Nyree said.

Emma took the undrunk mug of coffee from Nyree’s hands and set it aside. “If you don’t make a change, the beatings will get worse. If you’re honest with yourself, you know this. Ari might say he’ll change, but he won’t. I’m going to take you to my doctor and get you checked out.”

“No, I’ll heal fast. Tomorrow, I’ll be on the way to recovery,” Nyree said.

“We’re going to the doctor,” Emma stated. “We need to document your injuries. Once we’ve done that, we’ll work out a plan to keep you, your mother, and your sister safe. I don’t know how you hid your taniwha and didn’t punch back.”

Nyree opened her mouth to tell Emma it was an ingrained habit to conceal her true nature, but Manu spoke first. He rounded the corner and placed his hands on his lean hips. Power radiated from him, along with intelligence and a healthy slice of pissed. His mother, who had died under mysterious circumstances two years ago, had radiated that same vibe.

“Emma is right. She will take you to visit the tribe’s doctor. Once you return, we’ll discuss our next steps.”

“No, I need to work. I can’t lose this job,” Nyree said.

Ari would truly complain then. During the heady days of their relationship, she’d agreed to Ari’s proposal to have a joint account. It was only later Nyree realized her contribution was much larger than Ari’s. The money mysteriously disappeared while she went through an interrogation each time she wanted to spend her wages. She’d started hoarding cash and keeping it here at the office, out of Ari’s reach.

“You’re a valuable employee,” George Taniwha, her boss and uncle, boomed.

Emma rolled her eyes and pulled a face. “Come out here instead of hovering like a bunch of old biddies.”

Heat roared through Nyree as her boss and the rest of her workmates stepped into view. She ducked her head to conceal her burning cheeks. Everyone had listened to her confession. Knew of the depths to which she’d fallen—her stupid mistakes.

Footsteps came toward her and halted.

“Nyree.” Manu’s voice contained authority even though it held gentleness too. “Look at me, sweetheart.”

Nyree swallowed hard, and it was an effort to lift her gaze to meet his.

“I will protect your mother and Hana. You have my promise. They can move into the house on my property, and I and the others will watch over them while you’re away.”

“But I—”

Manu held up a hand. “The break will do you good. It will allow you to decide your future.”

“But what about my apartment?”

“I will take care of that too. Do you want to keep it?”

“Yes. It took me ages to find a place I liked.”

“Emma, how long is the contract in South Georgia?”

“It’s for the entire summer. November to the end of February.”

“Right, I’ll find a short-term tenant for you. That way, we’ll get Ari out and keep your apartment available for when you’re ready to return home.” Manu’s intense gaze dared her to argue.

“But my stuff.”

“Emma and Jessalyn will pack your possessions while the
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