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  Dedication


For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.

Every day is a good day.
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  Introduction


Small-town secrets often wriggle free… 

Her New Year fling vanished without saying goodbye.

Learning that he’s the new town cop shocks Claire, and unfortunately, tender feelings have blossomed. Crushing them is almost impossible, and strong, sexy Fergus wants nothing more than a casual friendship.

Shifter Fergus Murray hides his dragon status and upholds the human law in small-town Te Anau. A woman shattered his heart, and now he fiercely protects the remnants. Friends, he can do, but nothing more. Until Claire…

A werewolf’s murder brings danger to town, and that’s the start of the mysterious crimes and his humongous problems, especially when Claire gets dragged into the middle of the trouble.

Hunted Pack features a shapeshifter cop hunting for a murderer, a town full of secrets and gossip, and a human woman who can’t deny her attraction to a paranormal man. She wants more than one night and is willing to give him a second chance to readjust his mindset. Friends to lovers is the ultimate destination.






  
  Prologue


Fergus was halfway to drunk. 
Around him, Queenstown locals and tourists shouted and laughed, hips wriggling to the rockin’ music of the cover band. Groups of women in itty-bitty dresses flirted and tossed their hair while packs of young men eyed them with fervent interest. Lust seethed in the air along with the beat of the drums. The party had amped up during the last hour, the carefree mood a living, vibrant thing as the pub customers celebrated the creep toward the new year.
Only a few hours to go now.
He hadn’t wanted to socialize, but he’d tagged along with a group of mates, not wanting to draw attention by staying at the hotel.
Fergus stared at the double whisky sitting on the bar in front of him—expensive Scottish malt, his heart heavy as he lifted the glass to his mouth. The woody scent hit him first, and he forced himself to go slow, to savor the smoky vanilla flavor instead of tipping the entire contents down his throat.
The sad truth? Even if he was getting a decent buzz, his non-human status meant he needed to keep up the rapid pace to dull his senses. He couldn’t afford that—not on a junior cop’s wages.
A failure.
On all levels.
Miranda’s sneering words ripped through his mind, cutting through the drunken fuzziness and slashing at his heart again. And again.
She didn’t want him.
His dragon status had scared her.
He’d thought… Hell, he didn’t know what he’d thought.
But he’d never hurt her. He’d thought she’d understood. He was the same man he’d been before she’d known he was a dragon. The man who wanted to uphold the human law and keep citizens safe. It was all he’d ever wanted since an abusive uncle had murdered his best friend. From that moment, he’d wanted to be a cop. The good guy. But no matter how often he tried to explain, Miranda didn’t get it.
“Excuse me, can I squeeze in beside you?”
Fergus blinked at the curvy woman, attempting to get the barman’s attention. He was occupied at the far end of the bar while the woman serving closest to them focused on flirting with a burly wolf.
“Please.” Her expression in her bright blue eyes echoed the warmth in her voice.
Unlike some women around him, she wasn’t using coquettishness or flashing her tits to get what she wanted. Fergus’s gaze dropped without conscious permission and lifted again to catch the firming of her mouth. Her confidence remained, but the friendliness he’d noted took a back seat to the glare she leveled at him.
Shame filtered into Fergus, and the gentlemanly manners his mother had drummed into him came to the fore. “Sorry.”
He inched to the left to give her a slight gap. Fergus signaled to the closest bartender.
“What can I get you, handsome?” The slender redhead had flirted with him earlier, but he hadn’t reciprocated. Not when her hair—the color and the style—reminded him of Miranda.
“The lady would like a drink.”
The redhead’s mouth firmed, but she pulled up professionalism and focused on the curvy woman who’d squeezed close.
Fergus froze, suddenly hyperaware of the woman’s warmth against his arm and the subtle scent of vanilla and cedarwood drifting from her. A touch of sweetness with earthiness for balance.
“I’ll have a bottle of bubbly,” the woman said, pointing to the assortment of bottles in the bar fridge. “The brut one, please.”
Her melodic voice pleased his dragon, his animalistic half drawing forward in curiosity. This close, the freckles on her cheeks and across the bridge of her nose stood out, and he smiled, charmed. She was attractive, that sleek curtain of black hair making his fingers itch to touch.
“I’ll pay for that,” Fergus said.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she said, smiling.
“Please, I’d like to. No expectations on my part, I promise.” He meant it, too. Miranda had not only rejected him but, a week later, married a billionaire who lived in Auckland. She hadn’t wasted time after she’d packed up and left the flat they’d shared in Dunedin.
“Thank you,” she said finally after staring at him for a long, gut-twisting moment. “My name is Claire.”
“Fergus,” he said, rising. “Take my barstool.”
“No, I’m here with a girlfriend. She’s saving me a seat…” She glanced over her shoulder and trailed off. “Perhaps not,” she muttered under her breath. “Thank you. If you’re sure you don’t mind.”
Fergus followed her gaze to where a blonde woman slow-danced with a dark-haired man dressed in a suit. He couldn’t see the man’s face, but the woman’s expression screamed love.
“Your friend?”
“Yeah, I thought they’d split. It was why she asked me to come out with her tonight. She wanted to party but not alone,” Claire said.
“I came with friends,” Fergus said. “They’re around somewhere.” Possibly they’d ditched him since at least one had accused him of dragging down the mood.
They had several more drinks, taking turns paying. They discussed everything from how expensive it was to live in or visit Queenstown to hiking and the various adrenaline sports available in the area. They people-watched and made up silly stories about their fellow revelers, and Fergus was glad. He didn’t want to discuss anything profound or give personal details.
“Everyone seems determined to partner up tonight,” Claire said, watching the couples on the dance floor.
Fergus understood. No one wanted to feel alone when everyone else was celebrating.
The singer held the final note of a frantic dance tune, and the crowd cheered. He grinned. “The final song before our new year countdown. Grab your partner and celebrate life.”
“Would you like to dance?” Fergus asked.
“We’ll lose our seat,” Claire said.
“I’m going after the countdown.”
“Oh,” Claire said.
Had that been disappointment? Fergus wasn’t sure and didn’t trust his instincts right now. Miranda had fooled him good, making him doubt his judgment.
“Claire!”
Claire’s friend stood behind them, her hand clasped in Suitman’s. “Jerry and I are leaving now. Will you be okay?”
“Sure,” Claire said. “The hotel isn’t far to walk. It should be safe enough.”
“I’m staying with Jerry,” the woman said.
“Thanks for letting me know. Happy New Year!”
Claire was pissed. Fergus wasn’t sure how he knew because her smile remained intact. Friendly. Her friend didn’t notice, and the guy she was with—Jerry—wasn’t interested in anyone or anything.
The woman gave Claire a brief hug before leaving without a backward glance.
“You don’t like Jerry,” Fergus said.
“He’s arrogant and has a temper. They’ve known each other since childhood, and their parents want the match. It’s not up to me to butt in and express my doubts to Laura.”
The singer crooned about kids in love, and Fergus reached for Claire’s hand. “Let’s dance.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Claire slid her hands under Fergus’s shirt and smoothed her palms over his warm back. Fergus’s soft lips caressed her neck, and her heart rate kicked into a racy beat. She’d never done anything like this, yet that didn’t stop her from sliding the shirt she’d unbuttoned off his broad shoulders because she instinctively trusted this somber man with sad brown eyes.
“Claire?”
“Kiss me,” she breathed.
Fergus didn’t hesitate. He drew her close, and the rising passion easily surpassed their first kiss—the one they’d shared on the dance floor as the clock struck midnight.
Things had moved swiftly after that, and she found herself alone with him in her hotel room, her little black dress on the floor, and her wearing just her lacy black underwear and strappy black shoes.
Fergus’s pale blue shirt fluttered to the carpet, and as they continued to kiss, it became a competition to see who could get naked first.
He parted their lips, and they were both breathing hard.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes,” she said. She might have doubts tomorrow, but what did it matter? She was leaving town and returning to her new home of Te Anau. Her parents had left her a holiday cottage there, and she’d bought a pub. Living the dream.
Why not start her year with a bang?
Claire stifled her giggle. She had a happy buzz but wasn’t drunk. Yes, she’d grab the fleeting pleasure now because once she returned to Te Anau, she’d be too busy for personal shenanigans. All work and no play.
Fergus pulled back a fraction as if to reassure himself of her consent.
She sank onto the edge of the king-size bed and lifted her right foot, waggling it at him. “Help me off with my shoes?”
He did without hesitation, his warm hands cradling her foot and pressing into the arch once he’d slipped off the black sandal. He repeated his actions with her left foot before lifting her easily and tossing her into the middle of the mattress.
“Hmm,” she said. “I love your dragon tattoo. It’s amazing.” The black dragon covered most of his back, its tail curving around his hip.
“Thanks.”
Seconds later, his muscular body held her captive. He surrounded her, and when she should’ve experienced fear, she encountered excitement instead. He kissed and caressed, taking his time to explore her body with his work-roughened hands. Her bra came free with a simple twist of his wrist.
Claire took a moment to wonder before pushing her questions aside. One night. Joy and pleasure. No interrogations.
His hot mouth closed around her nipple, and she sighed, enjoying the suction and the abrasion of his jaw against her flesh. A moan slipped free, and she couldn’t find it in herself to feel embarrassment.
He chuckled and continued teasing her flesh. The pleasuring stroke of his fingers across her other nipple had her gasping, her steady rise to arousal making her restless and needy.
“Shush,” he whispered. “Let me make you feel good.”
His tongue ran across the swell of her stomach as he repositioned himself. He drew her panties downward, and she lifted her hips in silent aid. Fergus tossed the filmy black material away and turned back to her, his eyes a golden brown and full of sultry promise.
“Close your eyes and concentrate on what you’re feeling,” he whispered.
Her heart thundered as she obeyed. Shutting down one of her senses made the others strain to gain information.
“So pretty,” he whispered, his voice thick and much deeper.
Before she could reply, the stroke of his fingers had desire kicking her in the belly. She wanted this so much. Wanted him.
Claire moved her hips in silent demand, lifting into his light touch. Her legs fell open in blatant disregard for modesty. Cool air whispered across her heated flesh before she felt the softness of his tongue. The firm sweep across her clit had her groaning and a plea settling on her lips. She bit it back, gasping instead as his fingers came into play, teasing and arousing her. A shudder ran through her as he played her body like a pro.
He sucked and tasted. Explored and surrounded her aching nub with his lips. The light suction slammed passion to life, and when he coupled this with his fingers, sliding one digit into her warm heat and stroking her internally, she exploded. The spasms tore through her, and her sex clenched around his finger.
Gradually, she came down, her pulse slowing.
He rose up the bed and kissed her, slow and deep. It was brief, way too fast. Embarrassingly quick.
“Let me grab a condom,” he murmured.
Her eyes flew open, and she saw to her consternation that he still wore his trousers. He grabbed his wallet and pulled out a condom. The fabric of his pants rustled as he dropped them and his underwear. Then he stalked toward the bed, not shy about his nakedness.
She had a glimpse of trim hips, his erection, and part of his sexy tattoo that curled around his hip and one shoulder. Fergus turned off the light before she heard the crinkle of the condom wrapper.
Soon he was on the bed and kissing her again.
She’d thought he’d be in a hurry, but he seemed to take pleasure from caressing and kissing her breasts and any other body part within reach. By the time he entered her, stretching her flesh with his girth, she was almost desperate with need again.
She’d picked the perfect man for a one-night fling.
His expertise and generosity would ruin her for other men.
He pushed deep, filling her in a most delightful manner before slowly withdrawing and thrusting home again. Desire flared in her, the tiny tremors of her flesh grasping his cock. She gripped his shoulders, giving into her desire to kiss and touch his splendid body. It surpassed her wildest carnal fantasies.
“Are you close?” he whispered.
“Yes.”
Fergus changed the tempo of his strokes, going faster and thrusting deep while holding her protectively. This time wasn’t as quick, but it was no less memorable. She arched into his strokes, falling into bliss. He rocked into her, keeping his moves slow before his breath caught. His next push was fast, flesh slapping against flesh as he strove for completion.
He groaned, released a pent-up breath as he thrust home, then held still. A long moment later, he twisted their bodies so Claire lay partially on top of him.
“That was amazing,” he said. “Thank you.”
“It was fantastic on my end, too,” Claire said.
He held her for a few minutes before moving. “Let me dispose of the condom before we cuddle a bit and get some sleep.”
“Okay.” Be still my beating heart. The man intended to cuddle her.
He was back quickly, placing something on the bedside cabinet.
“Another condom for later,” he said.
Worked for her.
He woke her at some stage. She couldn’t have guessed at the time and didn’t ask. But the sex was stupendous, and she wasn’t about to waste time with stupid questions.
When she woke again, daylight pierced her hotel room. She rolled over and found the bed empty; the only evidence of his presence was the lingering soreness in her limbs and the head impression on the pillow.
“Fergus?” Claire sat upright, but she was alone.
Fergus had left without saying goodbye.

      [image: image-placeholder]Four months later.
Throughout the day, the locals gossiped about the new cop who’d arrived to replace their community constable. Constable Davies had retired after a health scare, saying he wanted to spend more time fishing.
“He’s gorgeous and single,” one of her regulars said. She was a solo mum who’d had a rough time after her husband had run off with the owner of the funeral home.
“Have you seen him?” another single woman asked.
“Yep, I want his boots beneath my bed,” a third woman said, a determined glint in her eyes. She fanned her face with her hand. “Hawt stuff!”
If Claire had a chance, she’d warn the poor guy. No man deserved this high level of scrutiny, and the last thing they wanted was to scare him off. Te Anau desperately needed a community constable.
“He’s tall. It’s difficult to tell, but I’d bet my next paycheck the man has stacks of muscles under his uniform shirt.” The woman, barely out of her teens, cocked her head, making her blonde ponytail tip to the side. “His eyes are brown and soulful.”
Claire barely restrained her snort at that gem, but she wiped across the bar, clearing away water splashes and eavesdropping on the small-town gossip.
Another woman continued the description. “He has brown hair with blond highlights that look natural. When I saw him, he was at the school crossing, speaking with the kids walking to school. He has a lovely smile.”
Claire didn’t hear anymore since the local stock agent strode up to the bar, his expression harried and his dark hair sticking up as if he’d dragged his fingers through it several times. “Something wrong, Kerry?” she asked.
“One of the trucks has broken down. It has a full load of my heifers destined for sale. The driver will be late, and I’m gonna miss my slot. I’d love a rum, but I’d better settle for a flat white,” he said.
“Sure thing,” Claire said, pushing a button to grind the coffee beans.
“Have you met the new cop?” he asked.
“No, but everyone is talking about him. So far, opinion is favorable.”
Kerry nodded, showing his agreement with her assessment. “I spoke to him a few minutes ago when I reported a dozen loose sheep on the road. He’s young but not arrogant. I liked him.” Kerry lowered his voice. “He’ll be popular with the ladies since he’s single. Easy on the eye, according to my wife.”
Claire had already gathered that from her eavesdropping. Her mind drifted to Fergus, the man she’d met in Queenstown. He’d been tall with brown eyes. She sighed and focused on heating the milk for the coffee. Kerry hated too much froth.
She handed over the takeaway coffee cup and accepted a ten-dollar note. After ringing up the order, she gave Kerry his change.
“I told the constable you make excellent coffee and food here,” Kerry said.
“Thanks for the recommendation,” Claire said. “I hope the truck issue gets resolved fast.”
“Me, too,” Kerry said.
Claire made coffee for an Australian couple and sold a sandwich to a Canadian girl who told her she’d arrived in Te Anau yesterday and was walking the Kepler track starting tomorrow.
Between customers, Claire answered a phone query about accommodation for the following week and refilled the beer fridge. She sliced a lemon for garnishing drinks.
A lull in the conversation had her lifting her head. A man had entered the bar, tall and wearing a cop’s uniform. As he stalked closer, her gaze lifted to his face, and she froze. A sharp pain in her finger had her cursing and dropping the knife. She grabbed a paper towel before she bled all over the lemon slices.
“Fergus,” she whispered.
His steps slowed—a sort of stutter in the fluidness of his stride—before he recovered. “Claire. I didn’t know you lived in Te Anau.”
The statement came close to an accusation, and she scowled.
One of the women from the singles group appeared at the bar beside Fergus. “Do you know Constable Murray?”
“We’ve met once,” Fergus said, his words decisive with an edge of warning directed at her.
Claire winced. She’d thought about this man ever since their one night in Queenstown. Dreamed and fantasized about him. Every other man had paled beside him, but it was obvious from his abrupt speech that he wanted nothing to do with her.
“How can I help you?” Claire said, amazed she could keep her voice so steady.
“A tea with milk, please,” he said. “I also wanted to have a word about underage drinking.”
“I don’t sell alcohol to underage people. Or inebriated people,” she added for good measure.
“Can I get you something, Natalie?” Claire asked the woman hovering beside Fergus.
“I wanted to invite the constable for dinner.” She flashed him a winsome smile. “Save you looking through your unpacked boxes for pots and pans.”
Claire held her tongue with difficulty. It was best to let the new cop speak for himself.
“Thank you, but I’ve unpacked my kitchen and filled my fridge. That was the first thing I did.”
“But who will cook for you?” Natalie asked.
“My mother taught me to cook.” He smiled at Natalie, a smile that was way too friendly for Claire’s liking.
Claire wanted to jump between the pair and tell Natalie to back off. She didn’t move a muscle. Fergus had made his position clear. She should suck it up and avoid making a spectacle of herself.
“Besides my busy work schedule, I’m dealing with the aftermath of a broken relationship. I won’t be scintillating company.” Fergus turned to her. “Claire, my tea, please.”
Heat suffused her cheeks as she turned away. Natalie said something to Fergus, but she barely heard his rumbly reply since the hot water pouring into the cup was loud. She made the tea, and when she turned back, Fergus was alone.
“It’s nice to see you again, Claire. A familiar face to explain local things will be helpful. A friend.”
His intense brown gaze turned golden for an instant. She gulped, another surge of heat flooding her cheeks. “Friends with benefits,” she blurted.
No sooner had the words emerged than she wanted to haul them back.
Fergus blinked before he shook his head, set a ten-dollar note down, picked up his tea, and stepped back from the bar. “Friends without benefits.”
The silence between them lengthened, and Claire wanted to melt into the floor, so acute was her embarrassment. “Of course,” she managed in a strangled voice, her words scarcely louder than her thumping heart.
“Friends,” he said firmly and strode away without waiting for his change.






  
  1


Flies buzzed—the angry drone of dozens of insects in a food frenzy. A shift in the wind brought a ghastly metallic stench. Although the sun beat overhead, hotter than average for an October morning, a shiver ran through Constable Fergus Murray. 
“Samuel?” he called, caution filling his voice.
When his friend didn’t answer, Fergus halted halfway up the driveway. His nostrils flared as he pulled his dragon senses closer to the surface.
The sweetness of flowers rode the air, along with a faintly gamey scent he couldn’t identify. He stepped off the gravel driveway onto the vibrant green lawn that needed mowing again because spring rains had swept through last week. Typical New Zealand weather for this time of the year. The pungent aroma and the buzz of insects increased as Fergus neared the brown gate on the right side of his white bungalow.
With his senses screaming, Fergus took a cautious step into the garden. His fingers tightened on the bag of sandwiches he’d purchased from his favorite bakery and the plastic container holding the chocolate cake Melissa Jacobson had dropped at the station. While he didn’t want a romantic relationship, he wasn’t about to turn down cake or the other goodies the single and married ladies brought him. Since he was a bachelor, living on his own, they invariably said.
A blowfly struck his face, and he flapped it away with an impatient hand.
“Samuel?” he called again, his gut churning. Something was off. Wrong. He set the container and sandwich bag on the front deck and focused on his screaming inner alarm.
Under most circumstances, he’d charge in and let his size and dragon power take control of whatever situation faced him. Not with Samuel, though. An ex-soldier and a werewolf, Samuel didn’t take well to surprises.
It had taken Fergus months to gain Samuel’s trust and persuade him to move into the tiny cottage at the rear of Fergus’s home.
“Samuel?”
When he received no reply, Fergus followed his nose. He strode past a shrub with red flowers and came to an abrupt halt, a curse spewing from him on spotting a wolf lying by the vegetable patch. Blood matted its gray fur and pooled beneath the still body. Flies buzzed and landed, feasting on the gore.
Fergus crossed the distance in seconds to squat beside the still body. He cupped his hand over the wolf’s nostrils. Not breathing. He placed his fingers against the wolf’s chest and noted the body was still warm.
With a heavy heart, he stood to observe the scene with a dispassionate eye. He buried his emotions, his distress at losing a friend, and stepped into his cop shoes. No footprints marked the ground apart from the ones within the vegetable patch. The tread mark and size matched the worn gray runners near the body. An old red T-shirt lay near the shoe, almost faded to pink. It looked as if someone had ripped the garment down the middle. A pair of well-worn jeans had suffered similar treatment. Fergus suspected Samuel’s shift had burst through him before he could disrobe.
But why?
Much like Fergus, Samuel kept mainly to his two-legged form. Despite their pretty, politically correct words, Samuel hadn’t trusted the humans to keep their word and afford shifters equal footing. Although he’d remained tight-lipped about his military stint, Fergus assumed the roots of Samuel’s wariness had been sown during his service.
And now, someone had murdered him.
Fergus studied the scene, noting every detail. He snapped pictures of Samuel’s wolf, his torn clothes, and discarded shoes. His nostrils flared wide as he breathed deeply to analyze the air. That wild, gamey scent again. It wasn’t Samuel’s wolf but something else Fergus had never encountered.
He’d spotted Samuel earlier this morning coming back from a run. That had been around six. Fergus had headed to the station shortly afterward, and they’d exchanged a wave. What had happened during the intervening time? Samuel hadn’t mentioned problems, not that he would. Fergus usually heard of concerns via local gossip. Small towns. Nine times out of ten, keeping an ear on rumors allowed him to head off problems in his district before they occurred.
Fergus swallowed hard before quashing his churning emotions. He couldn’t help Samuel if he allowed sorrow to govern his actions. What he needed was a calm mindset, and he’d require assistance from the Invercargill police.
He did another careful circuit of the body, but apart from the strange aroma, there was nothing to point Fergus in the culprit’s direction. He collected his food before striding inside and leaving it in the kitchen. After a second of thought, he pulled a freshly laundered sheet from the hot water cupboard. On his return, Fergus swatted at the flies and carefully covered Samuel. Then, with a loud sigh, he dialed his superior officer.
“Sergeant Jackson,” a brisk masculine voice barked.
“It’s Constable Fergus Murray at Te Anau. I have a paranormal murder.”
A lengthy pause ensued before a harsh grunt rippled down the line. “Are you certain?”
“Yes,” Fergus said simply.
Another grunt. “Hell,” Jackson said in disgust. “We had to have the first one. How do you know it’s a paranormal creature? What is it?”
Fergus bit back his instinctive retort. While different paranormal species had come out in many countries, the New Zealand government had been the first to give them equal legal status to humans. The small country’s ballsy move garnered global attention, but experts were now urging for more public consultation. The government hadn’t listened because many of them were paranormals themselves. To Fergus’s surprise, there had been little trouble, and New Zealanders were getting on with their lives after the decimating effects of COVID-19 only eight years prior.
“Are you there?” Jackson barked.
“The murder victim is a werewolf. It looks as if someone thumped him over the head and stabbed him. I know he’s a werewolf because he’s my gardener/handyman.”
“But you didn’t see the murder occur?”
Fergus hesitated. He’d kept his dragon identity secret since he’d noted the attitudes of his bosses and the other cops he had dealings with during his duties. In a split-second decision, he said, “No. I arrived home and found the wolf’s body in my garden. My handyman’s clothes are nearby, and judging by the rips in the fabric, he did a rapid shift.”
“I see,” Sergeant Jackson said, and Fergus straightened at the man’s tone. The pause lengthened, and Fergus thanked the stars he wasn’t standing in his boss’s office because the urge to shuffle his feet ate at him.
“I’ve taken scene photos,” Fergus said. “Where should I send the body for an autopsy? Is it possible to assign another officer to the investigation?”
Still, his boss remained silent. Fergus frowned. Had the call dropped off? Something that happened in Te Anau because of the mountainous region. “Are you there?”
“I’m here,” Jackson snapped.
Fergus pulled a face.
“No,” Jackson said finally. “I can’t spare the personnel right now. We’re having trouble with the local gangs.”
Fergus’s hand tightened on his phone, and he bit back his instinctive retort. “What should I do with the body?” He kept his voice even as anger flashed through him. Samuel deserved better than this, and he’d do his best to uncover the identity of the person who’d murdered his friend.
Sergeant Jackson sighed. “Seek advice from a local GP or vet. Let them assess the body. Document the cause of death, write a report, and email it to me. We must take action, especially if a human dies later.”
“Of course, sir,” Fergus said in a neutral voice, even as disgust flooded him. It sounded as if he was on his own to investigate this murder. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if their local vet would examine Samuel’s body.
Apart from Samuel, Fergus was the only other paranormal in the area, and they’d kept the information to themselves. He didn’t know Samuel’s reasons and hadn’t asked. Fergus found it easier doing his job without side-eyes from other cops and management. He’d seen how they treated paranormal officers—skilled and experienced cops who’d deserved better. His goal was to do his best for humans and paranormals, which was impossible if the locals feared him.
“Right,” Sergeant Jackson said. “I look forward to your report.”
The loud click confirmed his superior had hung up, and Fergus cursed under his breath. This wasn’t right. It made him glad he’d concealed his true identity. Many people, like Jackson, believed paranormals couldn’t safely integrate or interact with humans. Bigoted people who hated non-humans and considered them inferior.
They feared what they didn’t understand, yet the truth was paranormal creatures had lived among the human population for hundreds of years, with no one being wiser. He could annihilate the population if he wished, as could many others. They didn’t because they enjoyed peaceful lives instead of this blatant discrimination.
Fergus slipped his phone into his pocket and walked another circuit of the body. Now that his initial shock had faded, he might spot something he’d missed during his first scrutinization of the area. Then, he’d visit the vet surgery in person to ask for help.
He wanted to witness Nikau Brown’s expression when he requested aid. While he’d always liked the other man whenever he’d met him, this was too important to leave to chance. If Nikau showed the slightest sign of prejudice, he’d contact another vet from farther afield.
Fergus discovered one partial footprint that didn’t look like his or Samuel’s. He snapped a photo and jotted a note covering his impressions of what he saw, length and depth, the front zigzag tread that was visible to the naked eye. Once he’d done that, he combed the area for anything that struck him as unusual. He bagged and labeled Samuel’s clothes and footwear.
“Nothing else out of the ordinary.” Fergus crouched beside Samuel’s body, flicking a sheet corner dislodged by the breeze back into position. “Samuel, my friend, what happened to you? There’s nothing here worth stealing, so why did someone kill you?”
When the wind continued to play with the sheet edges, Fergus pegged the cover in place with nails from his toolshed. He noted all his woodwork tools were in their usual positions, and nothing seemed disturbed. Samuel’s gardening implements were all in position, clean and sparkling as Samuel had left them.
This murder baffled him, but everyone left traces behind, no matter how smart they were. Perhaps someone had noted a stranger entering his property, or one of his neighbors had heard something. As soon as he spoke to Nikau, he’d spread out his investigation.
Samuel had fought for this country and kept his werewolf identity a secret when many others embraced the new freedoms offered by the government. After he’d limited his alcohol intake, he’d become a model citizen, deserving of the second chance Fergus had given him.
With one last check of the sheet covering Samuel’s body, Fergus left his garden. He locked the gate when he usually didn’t bother.
Determined to save time, he jumped into his work vehicle instead of walking, as he often did. Five minutes later, he entered the vet surgery, strode to the counter, and asked the elderly receptionist to speak to Nikau Brown.
“Nikau is with a patient,” the woman said. “Once he finishes, you’re welcome to see him.”
“How long will he be?”
“Perhaps five or ten minutes.”
“I’ll wait. Does Nikau have
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