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That was just his first mistake.
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ABOUT HARLEY FIREBIRD FILES

The first five Harley Firebird urban fantasy novelettes.


Harley von Canmore is a firebird–a rare breed, even among the Old Races.  She is also the Chief of Police of Falconer, a tiny town in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies.  Falconer is different, just as Harley is.  Everyone in the town is either one of the Old Races—orcs, fae, salamanders, and more—or they are human and waiting for their time to transform.

Follow Harley’s progress from reluctant Old One and newcomer to Falconer, who is stuck in the old way of keeping the peace, through to her emergence as a unique law-keeper, with a very human side to her firebird personality.

Harley Firebird Files is the first collection in the Harley Firebird urban fantasy series, and includes the first five novelettes.  The Harley Firebird series is set in the same world as Taylen Carver’s Magorian & Jones series.

1.0: The Dragon of Falconer
2.0: The Orc Who Cried
3.0: The Shepherd of Fire
4.0: The Mad Folk of Falconer
5.0: The Badge of Our Tribe
5.5: Harley Firebird Files (Collection 1)
…and more to come.
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THE DRAGON OF FALCONER


 

ABOUT THE DRAGON OF FALCONER

Here be dragons…


Harley von Canmore is firebird--a rare breed, even among the Old Races.  She is also the Chief of Police of Falconer, a tiny town in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies.  Falconer is different, just as Harley is.  Everyone in the town is either one of the Old Races—orcs, fae, salamanders, and more—or they are human and waiting for their time to transform.

When a dead body is reported, Harley meets Campbell von Havre—the town’s only dragon and her superior, for they are both of the fire element.  Only Harley’s twenty years experience as a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer tells her that Campbell is hiding something.  When she investigates, what she learns about Campbell puts her in a quandary…
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THE DRAGON OF FALCONER

Harley refused to take it personally that on the first day of her job as Falconer’s first police chief, someone died. Death calling unexpectedly, usually with gross unfairness, was part of life these days. Only, she was the chief of police. Dealing with a dead body was part of her job.

If this had been an ordinary Canadian town, one of her constables would process the paperwork, but Falconer wasn’t ordinary. Neither was she.

She had precisely two constables, both utterly new to police work. Neither had uniforms, but neither did she. They wore black jeans and black button through shirts, the best Mayor Akicita Frazier could do for now. Both men were currently covered in fifty-year-old dust, cobwebs and grime.

The shopfront Mayor Frazier had acquired for Harley’s police station had been abandoned after Falconer’s last coal mine closed in the 1970s. They had built for endurance back then and the two-story building was still sound, although the furnace clanked and refused to raise the temperature above fifteen centigrade, even though Harley had dialed the thermostat up to twenty-five.

The main floor was all one room, with stairs to the top floor on the right when one came in the door. Getting to the stairs was a challenge, because when the store owner had abandoned the town, he’d left all the fittings in place. The owner now used the building for storage. Harley could just glimpse the walls, which had once been white but were now patchy yellow. Between them was a fossicker’s delight. Old, empty glass counters, mystery boxes with yellow, brittle tape turning up on the edges. A dressmaker’s dummy with a missing leg, leaning drunkenly to one side. Drop cloths that once covered things were moth-eaten and moldy.

There was even a cash register behind the counter, one of the punch and pull-the-handle types which Harley had only ever seen in historical movies.

“Hey, help me here a second,” Bohdan Kask called out, wrestling with a stack of scratched laminated shelves leaning against a stool. He had his gaze fixed on something beyond the shelves, which Harley couldn’t see from her position by the counter.

Bohdan was five ten, in his late twenties, with dark blond hair and a gym-built, but still useful, physique. And dimples. He knew he was good looking, too. His eyes had glittered and his smile held a touch of cheek as he shook Harley’s hand this morning.

She’d been slightly chilly to shut him down. He’d got to work without a shred of resentment, while Harley took a moment to recover from the idea that a human had even sort-of hit on her. It had been a very long time since anyone had looked at her, and not at the wings visible over her shoulders. Or the graduating dots of horny skin following the line of her brows. But Bohdan had stared into her eyes, letting her know that he liked what he saw.

Mojag Bear, her other constable, stepped over boxes and crud to where Bohdan struggled with the shelves. He scooped up three of them with one long arm. He was six-two, but slender, his waist-length midnight black hair tied back with a thong. He was of Akicita Frazier’s Stoney tribe, but lived in the town now. Mojag was strong and smart and genuinely wanted to help Harley make the town safe. He hadn’t turned his nose up at the idea of cleaning out the store, either.

The two of them moved the shelves out of the way and Bohdan dusted off his hands. “Yeah, thought that was what it was.” He glanced at Harley. “Wood stove.”

Mojag glanced out the high window in that wall. “Metal chimney out here, too, boss. Reckon we can fire it up?”

“If it makes this room warmer, knock yourselves out,” Harley told them.

“There’s plenty to burn around here,” Bohdan said. The two shoved everything away from the old iron stove against the wall. The stove was tarnished, scratched and white with disuse. It needed re-blacking. But it had a flat top for a kettle and sat on tiles, with a proper heat shield on the wall behind it. And Bohdan was right—there was plenty of fuel to hand.

The warmth would be welcome. Since she had emerged from her change, just over a year ago, Harley had not enjoyed cold of any variety. So, of course, she had to take a job in the foothills of the Canadian Rockies, in December. Not that she’d had any choice. As an official non-person, she couldn’t legally work in Canada anymore, but Akicita Frazier hadn’t given a shit about that. So here Harley was, fighting to stay alert in a building that didn’t want to warm up.

The two constables worked together to scrape out decades-old ash, break up one of the shelves and peel off the laminate, then break up the inner chipboard and load the stove. Old newspapers underneath. There was even a stack of short logs against the wall they could add once the fire got going.

Neither of them could start it though.

Harley bit the inside of her cheeks as the two swore at the stove and at each other, as the tiny flame flickered out once more. Bohdan straightened and brushed off his hands and turned to her.

“You wouldn’t want to...you know, do your thing? Get it going for us?”

Her amusement evaporated. “Excuse me?”

“What the fuck, dude?” Mojag breathed, sounding as shocked as her.

The front door opened, and the little bell over the top tinkled. It was a real bell, not an electronic warble, but Harley barely noticed it. Her heart thudded and her belly swooped sickly as she stared at Bohdan. Had he really said what he’d just said?

Akicita Frazier stepped quietly into the store. Her gaze flickered around the room, sizing up the tension. She was just over five feet tall, but Harley tended to overlook her diminutive stature because she was a force of nature. She had the same long black hair as Mojag, strongly arching brows, a square face and strong chin. She looked like a gorgeous twenty-year-old, but had to be a lot older than that. She’d been mayor of Falconer for nearly ten years. She wore a sheepskin coat and heavy boots and took off her gloves as she assessed the room.

Bohdan swung his gaze to Mojag and back to Harley. His smile faded. “Well…isn’t that something you can do? Light fires? You’re a firebird.”

Mojag’s lips thinned as he glanced at Harley. She saw an apology in his gaze.

“I see you’re blundering around in your size twelve boots again, Bohdan Kask,” Akicita said, her tone crisp.

Bohdan let his gaze shift from one disapproving face to another. “What’s wrong with asking that?”

“For a start,” Mojag said, “it’s dragons who can make fire.”

“They don’t make fire,” Harley said crisply. “They bellow fireballs, and only when they’ve shifted to full dragon, and a full dragon couldn’t fit in here. Even a dragon couldn’t help you get the stove going.”

“Shit, I’m sorry,” Bohdan said, genuinely aghast at his error.

“Don’t worry about it,” Harley said. She turned to Akicita. “Mayor Frazier. What can I do for you?”

“It’s Akicita,” the Mayor said, not for the first time. “I just got a call from one of Falconer’s business people. He tends to keep to himself out on the edges of the town, so he didn’t know we had a police force and a police chief, yet. He wanted to report a dead body.”

Harley straightened, as all the standard questions and procedures rose in her mind. “An accident?”

“Campbell says,” Akicita replied.

“Campbell von Havre?” Mojag clarified.

Von. Harley cleared her throat. “He’s…one of the old races?” she asked delicately, for it was always possible that he was of German descent and had acquired the last name the human way. Only, “Havre” was French, and was most likely a reference to Havre in Montana… Her heart thudded harder.

“He’s a dragon,” Bohdan said flatly. His voice held a note of distaste. It was the first time she’d caught any hint of prejudice against the old races from him and it didn’t match with his touch of flirting this morning.

She would have to deal with that later. She turned to Akicita. “I’ll stop by and find out what happened. We’ll probably have to refer it to the RCMP in Sundre, so the body can be officially processed.”

“Unless it’s one of the old races, too,” Akicita pointed out.

That made Harley pause. She kept forgetting Falconer’s unique characteristics, which Akicita had spelled out for her when she had asked Harley to set up a police station in her town.

Akicita had stopped by the homeless shelter in the heart of Edmonton just after Canadian Thanksgiving and squatted down next to Harley’s ripped sleeping bag. “I’ve spent nearly a month tracking you down, Harley Bernard.”

Harley couldn’t bring herself to stir, let alone sit up. She raised her cheek off her elbow to look at Akicita and hooked her thumb over her shoulder, to point at her wings. “It’s Harley von Canmore, now.”

Akicita nodded. “You kept your human name, and your hometown. That tells me you still care. You’re a decorated Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer, a Staff Sergeant. You really want twenty years with the RCMP, your entire honorable career to just dry up on this sleeping bag?”

Harley closed her eyes and put her cheek back on her elbow. “Tell that to the Canadian government. I’m a non-person now.”

“I don’t give a shit what your status is,” Akicita replied, her tone a whiplash. “It’s a symbol. Wordspeak. I do care what you can do for my town.”

Harley didn’t respond. She kept her eyes closed.

“I’m the Mayor of Falconer,” she said. “Akicita Frazier.”

“Meetcha,” Harley murmured.

“Falconer has just over one thousand people, Harley,” Akicita said, apparently not at all discouraged by her lack of enthusiasm. “And unlike the rest of Canada, every single one of them contracted the Tutu virus.” She paused. “Including me.”

Harley couldn’t help it. She opened her eyes. “Everyone?”

“I guess we got lucky.” Akicita’s tone was dry.

Harley lifted her head. “How many have transmuted so far?”

“Three hundred and seven. I’ve got a dozen more phasing as we speak, but that’s not why I’m here. I need a police force, Harley. I don’t have one and the RCMP are out of their depth. You, though…you understand what I’m dealing with. Falconer’s population is booming. We had one thousand people, but now people who used to live there are returning. And there are others, who have already turned, who come there because there are so many others of their kind already there.”

Mayor Frazier had a problem on her hands, for sure. Humans who lived daily with the fear that they would shift to the second phase of the disease and turn into something not human and an official non-person tended to sink into depression or hit out in anger. Old ones newly emerged had morale problems of their own, as well as the challenge of surviving without an income.

A town-wide depression would be the least of Akicita’s challenges. Petty theft, most of it food, clothing and stuff that would keep homeless people sheltered and warm, and other associated crimes would be off the charts. The bigger the population of old ones grew, the more the issues would compound.

“Just what is it you think I can do?” Harley asked her. “You can’t hire me.”

“I can do what the hell I want. I’m the mayor of the town,” Akicita replied. She sat and crossed her legs.

Harley felt a tiny dollop of admiration for the woman’s whiplash determination. “You can’t pay me. I don’t have a bank account.”

“I can pay cash. I pay cash for the doctor who is helping everyone through their phase shift.” She paused. “He’s an orc.”

Harley took in Akicita’s square, stubborn chin and the steel in her jawline. Dawning hope trickled through her. She struggled to sit up, and flipped her wings back behind her, a movement that was now completely unconscious. “Cash,” she repeated wonderingly.

Akicita nodded. “Most of the town runs on cash or trade. Mostly trade, really, but I figure that if we can get everyone working at something, the economy will shift to cash bit by bit.”

“By paying salaries out of your own pocket?”

“Can you think of a better reason to spend one’s money than this?” Akicita said softly.

Harley stared at her. The trickle of hope shifted to a hot flaring in her chest.

Then Akicita smiled. The smile was wicked. “Besides, I’m taking taxes from those who’ve got the money, so they’re underwriting the town, too. And I can’t pay you much—not even close to what you were earning before. But you’ll have a roof over your head and food to eat that you paid for yourself. And if this works, then you’ll get pay raises as the town gets up on its feet.”

It had taken Harley a while to think it over and decide to make the leap. Inertia had mired her. And the cold, for the first snow of the year had fallen early this year. But the dullness of her thoughts and her reluctance to stir off the sleeping bag had decided for her.

A week ago, Harley had used the crisp yellow and brown one hundred dollar note that Akicita had left her to buy a bus ticket to Sundre. She had walked to Falconer from there, for no drivers who saw her wings would stop to give her a lift.

Akicita had found her a room in a house on the main street of the town. “Two orcs and a human mother who lives by the orcs’ nocturnal timetable,” Akicita explained, as she swiftly made the bed with clean sheets, while Harley stood in the middle of the room and absorbed that this entire room and a whole, actual bed was for her alone. “You shouldn’t be disturbed, and you can come and go without bothering them, either. I’ll introduce you to the Ulicks when they wake up. They use the basement, now, so you get to use their old room.”

That probably meant they had drilled out the concrete floor, so they could walk around on real earth.

Yesterday, Akicita had visited again and told her she’d found two constables and a police station, too, and that Harley would officially start her new job today.

Harley looked at Akicita now, and said, “If the body is one of the old ones, then does your doctor...”

“Pranee,” Akicita inserted.

“Does Dr. Pranee have a morgue?”

“We’ll make one,” Akicita said, her chin coming up. “I’ll warn him that you’re on your way.”

Bohdan rubbed the back of his head. “Is it a smart idea for you to go see Campbell, chief?” he asked Harley.

“Is there a reason why I shouldn’t?”

Bohdan shrugged. “Well, he’s a dragon. Doesn’t that make him your boss? He can give you orders and you have to obey them, right? Dragons are the fire elementals, aren’t they? You’re subordinate?”

Harley wanted to be shocked again at Bohdan’s frankness.

“Where did you hear that, Bohdan?” Akicita demanded.

Bohdan gave another self-conscious shrug. “I live in a town full of soon-to-be old ones. I could end up one myself. So could you. Makes sense to learn as much as I can. There’s a shit—’scuse me. There’s a ton of stuff online, but a lot of it is guessing, so maybe I got it wrong.” He glanced at Harley, his voice lifting. “Again,” he added, with a grimace.

“In this case, you’re correct,” Harley said reluctantly. She raised her brow and looked at Akicita. “You’re my real boss, Akicita. Are you okay with me talking to Campbell?”

Akicita didn’t even hesitate. “We all have two masters these days. I have a tribal chief and the Alberta government to answer to, but I find a way around it. I’m sure you can, too.” Her eyes twinkled, and Harley remembered what she was doing for her town and nodded.

“But do be careful with Campbell,” Akicita added. “Not because he’s a dragon, but because he’s…well, you’ll understand.” She reached into her coat, withdrew a keyring and wound off a key. “Use my car as the official police cruiser for now. We’ll sort that out later, if we need to.” She handed the key to Harley.

“You can show me the way, Constable Kask,” Harley told Bohdan. “Mojag, see what you can do about getting the stove working. It’s freezing in here.”

“You might want to open the damper in the chimney, first,” Akicita said.

Mojag cursed softly. “A damper!”

•

BOHDAN POINTED OUT THE FOUR-year-old dark Ford sedan parked on the hardpan in front of the store. “That’s hers.”

Harley held the car key out to him. “You’ll have to drive.” She pulled the cloak in around her as tightly as possible to close off chinks of cold air trying to creep beneath.

Bohdan took the key. “You can’t drive?” His gaze flicked to the little humps of her wings beneath the cloak.

“I don’t have a license,” she said stiffly.

“So? This is Falconer. We have our own way of doing things. You must have noticed by now.”

“Falconer is a town in Alberta, a province which has laws about driving without a license.” Harley moved around to the passenger side of the sedan. “What is the point of upholding laws we don’t intend to follow ourselves? If the old races want full citizenship, they should live by the same standards that citizens do.”

Bohdan looked thoughtful as he unlocked the car and got behind the wheel.

Harley spent a few minutes adjusting the passenger seat, tilting it back a few degrees more, then got in very carefully. She’d learned the hard way that getting into and out of small vehicles provided challenges the average human did not have to deal with.

First, she lifted her left wing and tucked the end carefully between the seat and the center console. Then she settled on the seat herself. Then she even more carefully tucked her right wing between the door post and the seat. The declined seat provided room for the bulk of her wings, up between her shoulder blades.

Then she could lift the seatbelt over her wings and shoulder and clip it closed.

Bohdan watched her arrange herself with close attention. When she was settled, she dropped her Aviators into place, for the sun was bright in the cloudless blue sky. They were also large enough to hide the horn dots over her brows. She nodded at Bohdan. “Okay, let’s go.”

Silently, he started the car. It was still warm from Akicita’s journey from her house to the store. Just as silently, Bohdan turned the heater on full, and flipped all the vents away from himself and toward Harley. She appreciated the gesture and could feel herself relax as the hot air blasted her feet and her face.

Bohdan turned onto the main street and drove north at a steady fifty kilometers an hour, obeying the speed limit. Harley turned her head, watching the few stores and private homes slide by. Most of the homes showed bright lights through their front windows, for nearly everyone in Falconer grew their food, now. In winter, that meant turning their homes into grow-ops.

Harley had spent years breaking up illegal grow-ops in Edmonton and overseeing the disposal of marijuana plants. Now marijuana was legal, and a grow-op house instead held a small farm’s worth of vegetables and herbs.

“Do you know where I can buy bed sheets?” she asked Bohdan, as a general store flashed by, reminding her.

“Sheets?” He sounded startled. “Nowhere here, I guess. You could get them online…” He winced. “I suppose we could figure out a way for you to order them online.”

She shook her head, the idea repugnant. “Never mind. I’ll figure it out.”

There was no mistaking when they had reached Campbell von Havre’s establishment. Akicita had spoken of a business. She had failed to indicate the size of that business.

Bohdan turned into a parking lot in front of a shed which looked as though it might have been an indoor arena, once. The iron cladding had been recently painted a pleasant dark green color and two dozen cars were parked on either side of the lot. A glassed-in section in the far corner of the shed held a door and Harley could see a reception desk behind the glass, complete with receptionist.

“This is Campbell’s business?”

“Pot farm,” Bohdan supplied, switching off the engine. “This used to be the town’s hockey rink, only there hasn’t been a hockey team since I was in elementary school. When Campbell came to town, he bought it up and converted it to an indoor farm. Uses hydroponics and grow lights…well, you’ll see for yourself.”

Harley extracted herself out of the car with the same care as she entered it, while Bohdan waited for her on the footpath running along the front of the shed. She grimaced and resettled the cloak over her shoulders. “Sorry. I’ll get faster at it.”

“Out of practice?” Bohdan asked.

“This is only the second car I’ve been in since I emerged.”

His brow lifted very high. “Shit damn,” he said softly. He hesitated, then said, with an air of confession, “There’s dozens of orcs in Falconer, but no firebirds. You’re the first I’ve met.”

“I’ve never met another one, either.” She moved along the path swiftly, looking forward to getting out of the crisp, cold air and into stuffy manufactured heat.

The receptionist was very young and very nervous when she saw what Harley had under her cloak, when she took it off. “Please, have a seat. I’ll call Mr. von Havre…” She picked up her phone.

Harley moved away from the desk and took in the fresh paint, the motivational posters on the wall and the tall palm tree in the corner, which was real, as far as she could tell. At least it was warm in here.

Bohdan plucked his shirt away from his chest. “Phew.”

“Is it always like this?” Harley asked, thinking of the dead body somewhere inside.

“Ideal growing conditions, I suppose,” Bohdan murmured. He tapped the wall, which sounded hollow and thin. “The heat in there bleeds into here.”

Harley nodded. “This is your first official body. Let me do the talking, okay? Got a notepad?”

He patted at his breast pocket, testing it. Then his back pocket. He pulled out a thin coil bound notebook and yanked a pen out of the coil.

“First, write the time and date it is right now,” she told him, and he wrote swiftly.

He checked his watch.

“Then, you record every name of every single person we see or speak to. You can ask them to repeat their names if you don’t catch them and ask them to spell them if you don’t know how. Also, anyone who speaks to us, you get their phone number or email address, or both. Then, whatever anyone says that is a fact—dates, times, locations, events—you write that down, too. You’ll have to figure out a shorthand for yourself and learn to listen while you’re writing.”

Bohdan nodded, writing fast.

The inner door opened and a man stepped through, around five ten, with thick honey blond hair and keen blue eyes. He looked to be in his late thirties, with a day’s growth on his chin, and a straight nose. Over his brows were the same reducing dots of horny growth, following the line of his brows. His gaze was direct and he came over to Harley with his hand already thrust forward, the sleeve of his very expensive grey business suit sliding back to reveal a white shirt and strong wrist. “Chief Canmore…or do you prefer von Canmore?”

“Canmore is fine,” Harley said, startled. She hadn’t realized she had a choice. And just Canmore sounded more human.

He shook her hand, and nodded hello to Bohdan.

Only now did Harley feel the tug of Campbell’s presence. She had been warned that those of the fire element could sense each other, but this was more than detecting a nearby presence, the way humans could “feel” someone standing behind them. She could feel herself being pulled toward him and the need to pay attention to every word he said and obey.

It was a little like standing in the same room with the Commissioner of the RCMP, as she had when she had received her commendation. But this was more physical than the simple awe she’d felt then. Campbell was an elemental.

Harley mentally shook herself. She kept her tone firm as she said, “I believe you have come across a body, Mr. von Havre.”

“Campbell,” he corrected her. His smile was warm. “Was your hair always red, Chief Canmore? Or did it change when you did?”

She blinked. “I…um…I was strawberry blonde.” And she could feel her cheeks heating. He was disarming.

“A lovely change.” He stepped back. “This way.” He pushed the inner door open and held it for her.

Harley moved through, with the little swivel that let her wings through without the edges tangling with the frame, for this was a standard two-foot-wide door.

It was even hotter on the other side of the door and Harley could feel herself relaxing even more. Campbell raised his brow, watching her. “It is pleasant, isn’t it?” He looked cool and comfortable, while Bohdan’s temples were already glistening with sweat, and he swiftly shrugged out of his heavy dark peacoat.

“Doesn’t it cost you a fortune to heat such a big room to this level?” she asked, for the former hockey rink was an enormous cavern, with the banks of seating and the rink removed, leaving a flat expanse of concrete.

“All part of the cost of doing business,” Campbell said, striding toward the first bank of towers. The towers were everywhere in the room, climbing up thirty feet or more. Iron stairs on wheels rolled between them, allowing staff to tend to the plants.

Each tower was a support structure for dozens of square white trays, each a meter per side. A few inches above each tray was a square pad emitting bright light—grow lights. The trays on the nearest tower held soil and immature marijuana plants, about a dozen per tray.

“As the plants mature, we replant them in deeper trays, and raise the lights over them,” Campbell said. “This is the nursery area.”

There had to be more than a hundred towers in the old arena, and Harley could see at least twenty people moving along the lanes between them, climbing the stairs, inspecting the soil and plants and making notes on clipboards. Everyone wore white lab coats and those with long hair had it pinned or tied back and held under nets.

It was all very clinical and efficient, yet the thick, cloying and musty smell of marijuana gripped her throat and triggered old instincts. She had arrested people for standing in rooms like this.

Still, the legalization of pot was just a tiny drop in the whole sea of changes that had swept across the globe in the last decade.

Harley kept her attention sharp and followed Campbell along the lanes. He turned into another lane toward the back of the arena, which was closed off with a makeshift barrier made from ordinary duct tape.

Harley made a note that they should acquire some police barricade tape from somewhere. They would need it sooner or later. Duct tape didn’t have the official feel the real tape did.

Campbell lifted the duct tape barrier and she ducked under it carefully, flattening her wings, and straightened up.

“Just around the corner,” Campbell said. “To the left.”

She stepped around the corner. The body laid on the concrete, sprawled face down.

Bohdan gave a gusty exhalation, next to her.

“Got a phone?” she said.

He nodded, his gaze on the body.

“Take photos. All angles, close up, middle distance.”

He fumbled for his phone while Harley moved closer and crouched to look at what was left of the old one.

“What is he?” Bohdan whispered.

“Martin was a dryad,” Campbell said, behind them. “Martin ap Golden.”

Harley barely heard him. Listening was Bohdan’s job. She examined the corpse, old habits and long ingrained instincts firing. Her heart thudded as she took in the anomalies of the scene. The odd notes. The plain wrong notes.

“Is that green color in his skin…um…normal?” Bohdan murmured.

Again, Campbell answered. “Dryads are of the air, constable. The trees are theirs to command. Growing things thrive under their care.”

“Guess that makes sense,” Bohdan muttered, snapping more pictures.

“Mr.… Campbell,” Harley said over her shoulder. “Could you scare up a sheet or a blanket? Until we can arrange to remove the body?”

Campbell frowned. “Now?”

“Please.”

“I’ll be right back.” He turned and moved away, walking fast.

As soon as he was out of sight, Harley said, “Quickly, help me put him on his back.”

Bohdan pocketed his phone and helped her turn him. “No rigor?”

“The body is too old for that,” she said.

“You sent Campbell away.”

“See this?” She pointed to the man’s mouth. The skin around it was blue.

“Lack of oxygen?”

She nodded. “And this…” She traced the line along Martin ap Golden’s cheek, from the corner of his mouth up toward his eye socket, not quite touching the flesh.

Bohdan twisted his head to study it. “Is that…drool?”

“Dried drool, yes. It travelled up his face. His head was hanging upside down when he died, but we found him on his face.” She looked at Bohdan. “The body has been moved since he died. Campbell is hiding something.”

Be careful with Campbell. Akicita’s warning came back to her. Now she understood why she had said it.

Bohdan glanced over his shoulder. “What now?”

Harley bent and sniffed the body. Death was a familiar smell to her and there was nothing else odd or unusual emanating from the body. It wore a lab coat, just like the other workers on the floor.

She radiated her inspection out from the body, mentally drawing a circle around it
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