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ABOUT THE SHIELD OF FALCONER

Harley is paid to uphold the law in Falconer, which daily grows more difficult…

 

Harley, a firebird, and Falconer’s Chief of Police, must dash to the wilds of British Columbia to rescue Chaz from the control of the ruthless Old Ones cult and their powerful leader who holds him. Harley wants to save Chaz for Noel, his now-dead big sister, who was good, kind and the perfect Falconer, even if she was hiding a few secrets.

 

Harley is forced to bring along unintended companions, to get them out of Falconer and danger. She learns that it wasn’t just Noel who has secrets. How can Harley uphold the law in a town that doesn’t cherish the law as she does?

 

And despite expert advice about the power of cults, the Falconers are not prepared for what they find deep in the fire-ravaged forests of B.C. …

 

The Shield of Falconer is the final story in the Harley Firebird contemporary fantasy series, which is set in the same fantasy 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)
6.0: The Firebird’s Regret
7.0: The Angel Who Wasn’t
8.0: The Shield of Falconer
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THE STORY SO FAR…

Harley von Canmore is a firebird, one of the rarest of the Old Races. The Old Races are former humans who survived the Tutu virus, only to metamorphose into other creatures. Goblyns, who are called orcs in North America, are the most common. There are also hobgoblins, dwarves, fae, angels, dryads, dragons, salamanders, sirens, avancs and water leapers, each aligned with one of the elements: Earth, Air, Fire and Water.

The town of Falconer, in the foothills of the Canadian Rocky Mountains, had a population of one thousand humans. Without exception, all contracted the Tutu virus. Now the residents are becoming Old Ones, without official status in Canada and scrambling to survive. The town’s mayor, Akicita Frazier, hires Harley to police the town.

Harley was a decorated Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer before her change. She resents the loss of that career and is in denial about her new life as a firebird. She also serves two masters; the law, which she has sworn to uphold, and Campbell von Havre, a dragon elemental to whom firebirds are subject. Her cop instincts tell her Campbell is not the simple businessman he appears to be, but he does tend to put the good of Falconer first.

Campbell seems taken with Harley on a personal level, but Harley knows their disparate ethics will clash sooner or later. The Mayor of Falconer’s newly-returned-home ex-military brother, Tiriaq Frazier, has also openly declared his interest in Harley.

Harley’s human history is checkered and dark. Her mother died recently, leaving a large inheritance for Harley that she cannot claim as she is not a legal entity in Canada—although the Canadian government has agreed that humans who transform into Old Ones are not legally dead, either. Harley’s abusive ex-husband found Harley in Falconer and tried to murder her so he could inherit her mother’s estate, but failed to understand Harley’s ability to defend herself now she is a firebird. The fallout from his death is still to be dealt with.

Harley ignored Falconer’s one unofficial doctor’s advice to seek professional help with her issues, choosing instead to talk to a most unlikely friend, the town’s seamstress and an angel, Noel ap Tailor.

But a tragedy left Noel dead, while her brother was abducted by a cult of Old Ones. Harley has sworn to find Chaz and bring him back to Falconer, to honor one of Noel’s last wishes.

In the meantime, Harley must maintain the law, while learning to use her new skills to do it, even though the work challenges all her beliefs and ethics and daily provides insight into the Old Races she is now a part of. Plus, the town of Falconer is learning to pull together, to work for the good of all, to survive in the face of harsh winters and the indifferent world of humans.

Now read on…




 

1: LITTLE ANGEL, BIG FEAT

Harley squatted. It had taken her weeks to remember to squat and spread her wings at the same time. Until she’d perfected it, she had rammed the points of her wings into the earth. Now, she wanted to be at the same height as the little, blubbering angel. She tried to meet his gaze. “Hey,” she said gently. “It’s okay. Tell me what you did.”

The little kid, who couldn’t be more than seven, hiccupped and cried harder, his white wings drooping, the tips trailing in the dust on the dried out, hot sidewalk. The gang edged even closer around him. Harrow, the dwarf and leader of the ragtag group, stood beside Harley. He’d taken a step sideways as her wings spread when she squatted, but no one could mistake that he was silently supporting her.

The others, orcs, salamanders, dryads, water leapers and more, made up a good cross section of the population of Falconer, and all of them were kids. There were fifteen in the gang, now, Harley noted.

They were all standing on the broad sidewalk of McDavid Street, which ran off Mountain Avenue just north of the main section of town. The houses were slightly larger here, and the trees taller, but they weren’t casting shade where Harley and the gang stood. Instead, the hot August sun belted down upon their heads. The salamander looked both uncomfortable and sleepy. She would need to get out of the sun, soon.

A medley of noise washed over them, emanating from Mountain Avenue. A great many people talking, and at least two pieces of music being played, but not loudly enough to drown out anything else. A sheep bleated. Things clanged, knocked, rustled. Everything combined into a soft roar of sound.

The little angel got himself under control, with a lot of sniffing and wiping of his nose. Harley saw his gaze flicker to her and she nodded. “Okay, tell me what happened. You’re not in trouble, Gavin. I just need to know what happened. Angels can’t do what you did.”

Gavin’s chin quivered again.

“He did it,” one of the orcs protested. “I saw him do it.”

“I’m not disputing that,” Harley said, keeping her voice down. “I’m just curious. Gavin?”

Gavin drew in a shuddering breath, his little body shaking with it. “I just…blew.”

“On the hydrant?”

He nodded.

Harley leaned to one side, propped her hand on the concrete, and looked around the closed-in gang. The hydrant in question was three meters away, on the municipal strip between street and sidewalk, a faded blue and yellow. And it was covered in a sheath of ice at least two inches thick. The ice seemed impervious to the sun and the heat of the day.

“Her hand! How come it isn’t burning off, on the concrete like that?” someone whispered.

“Firebird. She’s like Suzie. Heat is good.”

Suzie was the salamander, then. Harley straightened up and brushed pebbles from her hand. “The heat makes me feel energetic,” she told them. “And it puts Suzie to sleep. But we both like heat.”

She crossed her arms. “Why did you blow on the hydrant, Gavin?”

“To cool it off,” someone said, their tone defensive.

Harley looked at Harrow. The dwarf gave a small shrug. “They wanted to open the hydrant, like they do in New York. Play in the water. But the cap was stuck.”

“Swollen in the heat,” someone added.

“So if you cooled it off, it would contract and you could get it open?” Harley finished.

Nods.

“Only, it got away on me,” Gavin said, his voice very small. “I just wanted to blow on it, but….” And his chin quivered again.

Harley put her hand on his head and gave it a tousle. She was amused, and hid that, but let her puzzlement show. “I can understand wanting to play in water,” she told all of them. “But there’s a perfectly good swimming pool that just opened a month ago and it’s free for residents. Why not go there?”

They shuffled. Looked at their toes.

So she looked at Harrow and lifted her brow. She’d taken off her sunglasses, so the red dots over her brow would be on full display.

Harrow gave another small shrug. She’d learned, though, that his indifference was a mask. “Pool’s full of tourists,” he said. “Soaking in the spa water.” He looked up at her with steady, large brown eyes. His forehead was dotted with sweat.

The swimming pool tapped into the Red Deer River that ran along the eastern edge of the town, and the partnership of anwens running it made the most of the fact that the water was naturally clean and healthy, thanks to the avancs who owned the river.

“River’s too fast here,” Darrow added. “For the little ‘uns.”

“And it’s red ‘n all,” someone added.

“The river stopped running red weeks ago,” Harley pointed out. “The avancs have made the water crystal clean again. You can paddle in it and sit in it, as long as you don’t go out too far for the current to get you,” Harley said. “And Portsmouth will watch out for you. Do you know how to knock to speak to the avanc?”

Darrow frowned, then held out his hand flat and moved it up and down. “Like this, on the water.”

“And be respectful when you ask,” Harley added. “He can help you with the little ones.” She moved through the pack of children, who all separated to make room for her. She moved over to the hydrant and put her hand on the thick ice at the top. She wanted to jerk her hand away from the shocking coldness, but held it there and instead poured her warmth, the heated flow of whatever it was that made her a firebird into her hand, countering the cold. Then she upped the heat.

The ice sizzled and the kids murmured, behind her. Then it cracked with a sound like rifle fire. Harley saw the kids jump in reaction from the corner of her eye.

The ice fell onto the lawn to either side of the hydrant, in two nearly symmetrical pieces, hollowed out in the middle in the shape of the hydrant. It smoked.

“Whoooooa!” someone murmured, almost whistling.

Harley wanted to say the same thing. She had merely intended to melt the ice, not put enough instant heat into it to crack it open like a walnut. But the result was the same. The hydrant was unobstructed once more.

She wouldn’t point out to the kids that Falconer had no fire brigade anymore, and that she wasn’t sure the hydrant would be able to run water even if it was properly tapped. It would have been years since it was serviced.

“Chief! Chief!” The call came from further along the street, toward Mountain Avenue.

Harley glanced over her shoulder. Nika von Falconer was hurrying toward her, looking fresh and cool in a thin sari, bangles on her wrists, her pale strawberry blonde hair glowing in the sunlight. She waved her hand to get Harley’s attention.

“Okay,” Harley told the gang, speaking mostly to Harrow. “Go cool off in the river. Especially you, Suzie. You don’t want to fall too deeply asleep.”

Suzie nodded, blinking slowly.

“We’ll cool her off, Chief,” Darrow said. He held out an arm. It was a shepherding gesture, rounding up the gang. “Let’s go, guys,” he told them. “Get away from the tourists, huh? Then they can pluck someone else’s feathers, and poke at everyone else.”

Harley winced, for the tourists did have a habit of wanting to see for themselves if the Old Ones they came across in Falconer were for real.

The gang turned and headed east, toward the river-end of McDavid Street. There would be a shortcut through to the river at the end, probably through someone’s back yard, but Harley knew the gang were aware enough to not trample vegetables down on their way through.

Nika came up to Harley, breathless. “There you are!” she exhaled.

“How are you so full of energy in this heat, Nika?” Harley asked, glancing at the horny spots over Nika’s brow. She was a salamander, too. Her brow dots were a pale pink, showing she was cool and comfortable.

“Too much to do!” Nika said, waving off the observation. “Chief, the auction starts in ten minutes. We need you on the stage, so people can see your feather is the real thing. And you promised.”

Harley sighed. She had promised. Nika had auctioned two of her feathers this summer and Harley’s presence on the stage did drive the price up. “Coming.” Now she sounded just like the kids she’d just sent swimming. She turned and followed Nika down the sidewalk toward Mountain Avenue and the noise wave. The heat from the concrete bathed her legs and face. It was pleasant in the same way that a cool evening breeze had once been.

How had Gavin been able to blow ice into existence like that?




 

2: GOING ONCE, GOING TWICE…

“This is so stupid,” Harley muttered as she stepped up onto the temporary staging, where Elvis, the orc emcee was waving toward her.

“And here she is, folks!” Elvis said into his mic. “Chief Harley von Canmore! Give her a welcoming hand!”

The applause was louder than Harley expected and she paused mid-step to take it in. The stage had been built over the top of the old well, which left a nice big open area between the well and the street, paved over so that the tourists and those residents who braved the tourist crush, could stand to watch the proceedings and bid for the dozen or so items that Nika put up for auction each week.

There were a lot of people squashed into the open space, so that they spilled onto the sidewalk, making pedestrians step onto the street itself to pass. Most of them were humans, strangers to Harley, and clearly tourists. Harley was pleased to see Bohdan there, controlling both pedestrians and traffic.

They would have do so something about the cars on market days, Harley realized.

On the other side of the street, tour buses sat nose to tailpipe, lining the street. There were at least twelve of them, clogging up the street.

They would have to do something about the buses, too.

Harley flashed a quick, tight smile at the crowd.

“Get rid of the sunnies, Chief,” Elvis murmured to her. “Please,” he added quickly as she glared at him.

She took off the sunglasses once more and put them in her breast pocket. Then, deliberately, she combed her fingers through her hair, pulling it back and letting the red dots display fully. If it helps Falconer, she muttered mentally to herself.

When the applause died down, Elvis said into the mic, “Folks, Harley is Alberta’s first firebird. Falconer has two firebirds now, and one day we’ll introduce you to Pavina, our latest edition. And folks, here’s the thing…there are no other firebirds anywhere in Canada. And the only other known firebird anywhere in the world lives in Spain. Harley and Pavina, now, are the rarest of people you can find among us Old Ones.” He let that sink in for a beat, then added, “Chief…could we see your wings?”

Harley drew in a long, slow deliberate breath, kept her mouth in a smile formation, and flipped out her wings.

“Oooooooooooohhhhhh!” the crowd breathed.

Then they were applauding again. Harder than before.

As soon as Elvis could make himself heard above the applause, he went into his patter about firebird feathers. How they could be ground and used as a tea to increase metabolism and halt metabolic disorders. It was thought they could halt aging, and they could light a room, even when plucked.

Harley barely listened. She had heard it all before, and most of it was nonsense, pulled straight off the Internet, where the hysteria about firebird feathers was beyond ridiculous.

But the people in the audience would have seen that same hysteria, and they believed it, or they wouldn’t be here.

In truth, her feathers did give off a pale glow in the dark, but only when she was…well, excited, or animated. Something that she and Tiriaq had learned one long winter night.

And it might be true about the metabolic enhancements ground feathers might impart, but first, the subject had to get the ground feathers into their stomach. Harley couldn’t imagine imbibing them, ground or not. It would be like eating her toenail clippings.

If anyone had dared experiment with eating her feathers, they hadn’t reported back to anyone in Falconer about it.

She suspected that the feathers that had been sold had been mounted, or had become a weird sort of pendant. Or kept in a cardboard box in a drawer, for all she cared.

She looked up and down the street. North and south, for as far as she could see and just on this side of the street, for the sidewalk was too narrow on the other, market stalls stood on the inner edge of the sidewalk, their coverings bright and clean. Red and white stripes, bright orange monotones, rainbow spectrums, and lots of plain white.

Professional signage announced the names of the stalls, or what they were selling. There were a number of produce stands, but the stalls selling kitsch far out-numbered them. Nika had started off the trend, with her bed sheet-covered single stall, sitting about where the stage was now. She had set up her stall every day the buses arrived, which had been only twice a week, last year.

She had shamelessly sold anything the tourists would buy. Cheap jewelry with plastic beads, showcasing the tip of an orc claw. Angel feathers mounted into silver jewelry, as pendants, earrings. Sealed and polished pieces of rowan, harvested from the mountain ash trees that had been cultivated by Falconer fae, were sold as paperweights, or plain rings, along with cards announcing why the fae treasured the rowan. Pretty sealed pots that, when their lids were removed, bathed the face of the opener with a gentle, cool evening breeze, courtesy of the fae and the angels who breathed into them before sealing them up.

Quickly, other stalls had popped up alongside Nika’s and the range of things on offer exploded.

Kilo bags of orc-treated potting mix, guaranteed to make anything planted in it thrive no matter how black-thumbed the planter, had turned out to be one of the hottest items in Falconer, for the soil really did work. Harley was growing herbs on Mrs. Ulick’s kitchen window using soil Mrs. Ulick had prepared, and they hadn’t died despite Harley’s complete inability to grow anything.

Pots of “curing” air breathed by the fae. Potted plants and flowers, nurtured by dryads and rooted in orc-amended soil, guaranteed to thrive. Tree seedlings, also guaranteed to grow at twice or three times the rate of normal trees. Avanc purified and certified water, in one, five or ten liter bottles.

Also incredibly popular; statuettes and stone carvings created by any dwarf in Falconer with a skerrick of artistic ability. Pretty stone pendants, too, carved into flowers and abstract patterns, tended to sell out quickly.

There were more mundane products for sale among the Old Ones kitsch, that one could find at any market. Stalls selling freshly made refreshments, and hot meals. None of the food was commercially prepared, for Falconers couldn’t buy prepared food from food companies. They made it themselves, and the smell of meat pies and small fruit pies, cakes and sausage rolls, perogies and more permeated the air in Falconer most evenings, now.

Across the street, obscured by the buses –which was another good reason to find somewhere else for the behemoths to park—all the stores that had once been empty were now doing a similar brisk trade. One of them, Falconer’s Closet, had opened after Noel ap Tailor’s murder. Noel had provided clothes that Old Ones could actually wear, and the Closet had picked up that service. Falconer’s Closet was a loose partnership of seven or eight Falconer people with sewing abilities; they upcycled secondhand clothing they scrounged from anywhere and everywhere. They were sending the few remaining humans in Falconer as far abroad as Calgary and Edmonton, now, to clean out thrift stores and bring back the bounty.

The clothes they made were unique, put together from a dozen other items in creative ways that didn’t leave the finished garment looking home-made or even silly. They made patchwork coats from dozens of sweaters, which were one of the items the tourists snapped up eagerly, even at five hundred dollars apiece. The Closet team kept raising the price on the coats to slow down demand, so they could keep up.

But the Closet team charged residents next to nothing for their essential clothing. And they kept Harley supplied with uniform shirts that fit over her wings.

Ninety-nine percent of the transactions throughout the market were cold, hard cash. At first, the tourists had complained, but the tour companies who brought them here had learned to warn them to bring cash, and why.

The tour bus visits had increased from twice a week to five times a week, then to seven times a week, with the weekends more lucrative than the rest of the week put together.

Falconer was, unexpectedly, thriving. This, despite more than eighty percent of its residents being Old Ones and non-citizens in the eyes of the Canadian government, unable to hold down legitimate jobs or open bank accounts. But neither did they pay taxes.

Elvis was winding up his patter about the virtues of firebird feathers. Harley brought her attention back to the moment and gave the crowd another robotic smile, as Elvis came over to her. He lifted up a finger and turned it, and she turned obediently so her wings faced him. “Remember, up by the bone,” she murmured.

“Gotcha,” he murmured back, and carefully plucked a feather. It stung a bit, no more than pulling a hair. She shook out her wings and folded them away, which drew another sigh from the crowd.

Elvis held up the long feather, which ran from white at the base through all the fire colors to bright, glowing red at the tip. “Now, I’m going to set the opening bid at a hundred dollars, folks. Who will pay more for this magical feather, and shake Chief von Canmore’s hand, too? Who will give me one hundred and fifty?”

Dozens of hands rose into the air, all holding numbered cards.

Harley turned back to face the crowd, her interest in the auction fading away. The first time she’d heard the opening bid, she’d choked. But humans seemed more than willing to pay that much and more for one of her feathers. It was baffling. She had given up trying to understand why humans who, anywhere else in the world beyond the borders of Falconer, preferred to pretend that the Old Ones didn’t exist, who let them go homeless rather than deal with them, while withholding any sort of government assistance because they were non-citizens, would compete against each other to pay enormous sums for an Old One object.

She spotted Fiona further along the street, writing a cash-only ticket while a human stood over her with a sheepish expression. The ticket would be for littering, or jaywalking, or petty assault upon a local, or some other small municipal offense, payable at the town hall around the corner. Between Fiona, Bohdan and Mojag, over a hundred tickets were written every day. They were constantly ordering new ticket pads from the hobgoblin who had a small printing press in his basement next to his apartment.

The bus drivers wouldn’t leave until their load of passengers swore they’d paid their fines. They’d even pull their buses up around the corner, in front of town hall, for the convenience of their passengers, because Akicita had warned them that if they didn’t cooperate, they would find the roads into Falconer blocked the next time they came, which would make their paying passengers very unhappy.

As the tickets had the addresses of the offender on them, Akicita also followed up by mail. And once a quarter, Akicita hired local orcs as debt collectors, to chase up the hold-outs who lived within Alberta. They would use a multi-seat van, a human driver, and travel around the province for a few days, visiting the debtors. The collectors got half of what they recovered, and they didn’t have to work nearly as hard as human collectors. They just had to stand on the debtor’s porch and glare at them. An orc glare could weaken the resolve of the most stubborn human.

Yes, Falconer was doing quite well, these days. And no one but tourists
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