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As elemental forces stir and threats emerge from within and beyond the town’s borders, Harley must rely on her instincts, her training, and the fierce fire of her transformation to survive, and to protect those who cannot protect themselves.
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PRAISE FOR TAYLEN CARVER’S HARLEY FIREBIRD SERIES:

 

The whole world of this universe has been traumatized like crazy, much like the real world.

 

Leaves the reader on edge from start to finish. 

 

Like every exceptional hero the main characters, and none more than Harley, struggle with the concept of right and wrong and the inevitable conclusion that there are many shades of grey between black and white.

 

The city and citizens of Falconer, its sheriff Harley Von Canmore and other great characters, are all brought to life in this, not your ordinary fantasy series.

 

I absolutely love the world Taylen Carver created--so unique!
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Taylen Carver writes fantasy shaped by deep history, high stakes, and the quiet power of found family. Her stories aren't bound by tropes—they’re rooted in myth, political undercurrents, and the kind of lived-in worldbuilding that makes the magic feel real. Whether it’s contemporary fantasy, dystopian saga, or something harder to name, Taylen’s work always delivers one thing: hope in the face of ruin.
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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. A cylinder, actually, for there might be evidence up higher than eye level. But she started with the floor.

Under the bottom tray of the nearest grow tower, she spotted something which glinted in the bright lights. “Is that garbage, under there?” she asked Bohdan. “No, hook it out with your pen,” she said quickly, as he reached for it. They needed evidence bags—a box of zip-lock bags from the grocery store would do. But for now she moved over to the tower and bent close to look at what Bohdan had pulled out.

It was an innocent-looking blister pack, empty, with the backing foil peeled back. The foil had caught the light of the grow lights. She held out her hand and Bohdan put his pen in it. She used the tip to flip the pack onto its back so she could see the shape of the clear blister.

It was a broad house shape—flat bottom, vertical sides, angled roof, but in the middle a blunt steeple rose.

Her heart thudded as she stared at the thing.

Faint steps sounded on the concrete. Harley snatched up the blister pack, shoved it into her jeans pocket and moved back to the body. She gave Campbell a hard smile as he came around the corner, carrying a red and white blanket, which he shook out to reveal a Calgary Flames logo. “Don’t tell me…you’re an Oilers fan.”

“I am,” she said, for it gave her an excuse for her stiff posture. She was out of practice at dissembling. “Here, let me help.”

The three of them spread the blanket over the top of Martin ap Golden.

“Someone will be by to pick up the body,” Harley told Campbell. “We can’t tell anything about what happened without an autopsy—”

“Or even with one,” Campbell added. “He was a dryad. Human doctors are still trying to figure out our physiologies.”

“The blue lips are suggestive,” Harley said smoothly. “It is possible for us to die of strokes and heart attacks.” Us. She wasn’t sure if she had used that inclusive term with another of the old races before today. It felt strange. Odd on the tongue.

She made herself continue. “If he hasn’t been properly controlling his protein intake, he might have had a fatal seizure. He was found here? No one heard anything?”

“Not a thing,” Campbell said smoothly. “My night shift manager found him when he was doing his last round for the night.”

“Can I talk to him?”

Campbell hesitated. “Well, if you really must. But David’s an orc.”

“Got it,” Harley said. “I might swing by tonight, when David’s up, if that’s okay?”

“Absolutely,” Campbell replied, his smile bright once more.

“It was good to meet you, Mr.…Campbell.”

“And you, Chief Canmore.”

“Harley.”

“Harley.” Campbell’s smile was even warmer. His eyes danced. “Welcome to Falconer, Harley von Canmore.”

•

THEY WERE IN THE CAR before Harley would let Bohdan speak.

“Man, you’re one cool cookie, chief,” he said, his tone admiring. “I thought you were going to puke or pass out when you saw the wrapper, but when he came back, you coulda fooled me that you weren’t concerned about how the dude died.”

“Where are you heading?”

“Back to the station, I thought.”

“Head for Sundre.”

“Sundre?”

“I need to speak to the RCMP in Sundre. This is a criminal investigation, now.”

“It is?”

Harley pulled the blister pack out of her pocket and rested it on the console between them. “Know what that is?”

He shook his head.

“You should remember what it looks like. That’s a Naloxone inhaler.”

Bohdan still looked puzzled.

“Naloxone is an emergency treatment for opioid overdose. It holds off the effects of an overdose until the victim can get full medical help.”

“Like an EpiPen?”

“Just like that. They hand these kits out free these days, because besides being super addictive and dangerous as fuck, Fentanyl is an opioid.”

“Fentanyl? Here?” Bohdan shook his head. “This is Falconer, ma’am. You’d be hard pressed to find an illegal stash of anything, let alone a whole Fentanyl lab.”

“Maybe Naloxone doesn’t work on the old races,” Harley said. “Or maybe they didn’t give it to him fast enough, or the overdose was too large…but Campbell is hiding something and I can’t help thinking that it was weird all his gardeners were wearing lab coats.”

“You think they’re hiding a lab in there somewhere?”

“I’m thinking that they had someone on their watch die of an opioid overdose and they moved the body to hide that fact. They even dressed him in a fresh lab coat. I won’t say anything else right now. This is beyond petty theft, Bohdan. The RCMP must take it up, now.”

•

THE RCMP STATION AT SUNDRE was located in what looked like a former residential house. It was small, old, clean and tidy and very quiet. Harley had been in dozens of little stations like this during her time with the RCMP. Normally, asking to see the senior Staff Sergeant would get her swept into an inner office within a few minutes.

Not this time. The Constable on the front desk was polite but firm. “You can report a crime to me, miss.”

Harley shook her head. “This isn’t something you can do a drive-by for and forget it.”

“We will give the matter whatever attention it warrants, miss.”

“She’s not bullshitting you, Constable,” Bohdan added.

The constable’s badge read “Barnes”. Barnes’ gaze flicked to Bohdan and back. “If a serious crime has occurred, we will get to the bottom of it.”

“Harley Bernard,” said a new, male voice from behind them. “You’ve changed the color of your hair.”

Harley turned. The Staff Sergeant leaned against the doorframe leading to the inner sanctum. “That’s not all that has changed, Chuck.” It was better to be bald about the obvious right up front and get it over with.

“I can see that,” Chuck Hopson said. “What is the fuss you’re raising out here?”

“There’s something happening in Falconer that you need to know about.”

Hopson straightened from his lean against the doorframe and tugged his navy blue shirt down. “Better step in, Staff—” He bit off the end of the sentence. “Come through,” he added, instead.

Harley didn’t look back at Barnes, but Bohdan did.

“Stick around out here,” she murmured to Bohdan. “Keep your ears pinned back.”

He nodded.

Harley followed Hopson into the big office and he shut the door. She moved over to his desk, which was littered with paperwork. The visitor chairs in front of it were both upright, hard backed. She stayed on her feet.

“What’s this all about then?” Hopson repeated, sitting in the executive leather chair on the other side.

Harley told him swiftly. She was an old hand at reporting concisely. Hopson listened carefully, while drumming a pen on his blotter. When she was done, the drumming continued for a while.

“And you say you’re running a police department in little Falconer, now?” he said finally.

Harley frowned. “Not that it’s relevant, but yes.”

“How did they manage to employ you?”

Wariness flooded her. “I’m volunteering.”

Hopson’s brow crawled up his forehead. “Are you, now…”

“You know what is happening in Falconer. I know you must. They thought I had expertise they could use.”

His gaze shifted to her wings. Back to her face. “I see. Well, that makes this a bit easier.”

“What?”

“The problem is, Harley, the person who died isn’t actually a person, legally. And the person you think had something to do with his…or is it ‘it’?”

Harley just barely managed to not roll her eyes. “‘He’ is fine.”

“The person you say had something to do with it is also one of the old people.”

“Old races,” she corrected. “You don’t care that there might be an opioid lab running over there?”

“That, I care about,” Hopson said firmly. “But you’ve got no proof and we can’t go barging in there—” He halted as she tossed the blister pack on his desk, picked it up, then dropped it again. “It’s still not compelling enough to justifying a search.” He pushed the pack toward her. “Why don’t you keep an eye on the joint? Keep me informed.”

Irritation swamped her. “You know I’m still human under these wings, right, Chuck?”

He sat back. “Well, it looks like you, sure.”

“And if it was me lying on cold concrete, with blue lips, you’d still say it was none of your business?”

Hopson held up his hand.

“No, you wait,” Harley hissed. “They’re people just like you and Barnes, out there. The federal government will get around to giving us status one of these days, then it will be your job to care.”

“It’s not like I don’t care now, Harley.” Hopson’s voice was tight. “But right now, I haven’t got any jurisdiction over aliens and their affairs.” His expression hardened. “You’re one of them. You’re policing them. Perhaps you should go back to Falconer and do that.”

“And when I arrest Campbell von Havre for murder, I let you take all the credit?”

Hopson grew still. “You didn’t say it was von Havre in the middle of this.”

“You know of him?” She felt winded. “I didn’t think policing aliens was your jurisdiction.” Bitterness crept into her voice.

“He’s a…well, a person of interest. We know all about him,” Hopson said. “He’s a slippery bastard. He’s American, you know. From Montana.”

“I figured,” Harley said dryly.

Hopson’s irritation built. “He must have slid across the border, but as he’s an un-person, we can’t even demand he show a passport.”

The Canadian government had declared that while they were still deciding the legal status of the old races, no one could be forcibly ejected from the country. Nor could they be penalized for being undocumented. It was a half-measure that still left way too many people homeless and starving, but it was more humane than some of the ways other countries around the world were treating their emerging old races. The rumors coming out of China and North Korea were particularly horrendous.

But this was the first time Harley had seen it from the law-enforcement side of the equation. Hopson, who was used to being able to maintain law and order with relative efficiency, didn’t like being stymied by a point of law himself. The whine in his voice was not attractive.

“Why are you watching him?” Harley demanded. “If he’s an old one, why do you care what he does?”

“He mixed with interesting people, in Montana,” Hopson replied. “Most of them were grey hat—nothing on their records, because they knew how to keep their noses clean, but lots of suggestive associations and coincidences. And a lot of money. Eye-popping deals, scratching each others’ backs. You know how it goes.”

Harley nodded. A criminal was a criminal long before evidence surfaced and records were added to. Career criminals were easy to spot. She’d always had a handful of names on a mental list whom she watched over the years, waiting for them to show their true natures.

And now Hopson was watching Campbell von Havre. Even Akicita, who was a politician and could read personalities, was wary of him.

It matched with Harley’s impression of the guy, too.

“Why did he come north?” she asked.

“I wanted to know the same thing, so I asked around. There’s nothing official on him, not after he changed.”

“Yeah, I get it. What happened?”

“Beatings, at first.”

Harley grimaced. Beatings, muggings, were status quo for most newly turned old ones. Lots of humans didn’t like being reminded of what might be in their own futures and took out their resentment with their fists and more. “Lemme guess, he stuck around anyway.”

Hopson scratched his chin. “He stayed to protect the wife and kids, who were all still human.”

Were. She felt sick. She could already see where this was going. “And…?”

“House fire,” Hopson said. “Alarm didn’t go off, so it was across the whole house before anyone noticed. The fire department in Havre said von Havre walked back inside three times, right through the flames.”

“He’s a dragon,” Harley pointed out. “Why three times…?” She closed her eyes. “A body each time,” she whispered.

“Yep.” Hopson straightened. “Eight months later, he shows up in Falconer, dropping cash like it was going out of style and setting up that CBD farm. Even though they’re legal, now, we still keep an eye on ‘em. That’s how we got to know about him.” He gave Harley a friendly smile. “If you’re policing in Falconer, you can keep an eye on him.”

Harley straightened. “And keep you informed?” she suggested lightly.

“We are the official police here.”

“Even if he’s doing something illegal, you can’t process him.”

Hopson didn’t like that. “There’s the letter of the law—”

“And the spirit of the law,” she finished.

“And I could easily take exception to you running your own little vigilante outfit over there,” Hopson said.

The threat, loud and clear.

Harley drew in a breath. Then another. She painted a friendly smile of her own on her face, forcing it. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“I’d appreciate that,” Hopson said.

•

WHEN BOHDAN CRANKED DOWN THE window on the driver’s side, letting in a blast of Arctic air, Harley said, “You could always turn down the heater, if it’s too—” She halted as her gaze shifted to the heater controls on the dash. The heater was shut off.

“I think it’s you doing all the heating, ma’am,” Bohdan said, his tone apologetic. His face was red and shiny with sweat.

Harley let out a sigh. “I’m angry. Sorry.” She opened her own window an inch, to create a cross breeze. “I’m still figuring out how to…you know…”

“Control it?”

She nodded. That was as good a term as any. “Didn’t know I could heat up a space until just now,” she muttered. “Not from just being pissed off about something.”

“It makes sense, though. You being fire element and all. The Staff Sergeant…he didn’t care, I’m guessing.”

“Oh, he cares. He just can’t care officially. Not about Campbell. Or Martin ap Golden.”

Bohdan thought that through. Shook his head. “That’s fucked.”

“Because the rest of the world isn’t already there,” Harley replied. She glanced at the dashboard. It wasn’t even noon, yet. They were just coming into Falconer.

“What now, ma’am?” Bohdan asked.

“We’ll stop at the hospital and talk to Dr. Pranee, and arrange for the body to be taken to whatever the Mayor has set up for a morgue. Then you get to write up your first official notes.”

Bohdan rolled his eyes. “Joy.”

“Hey, you wanted to be a police officer.”

He shook his head. “I wanted to help the town.” He glanced at her and away and if his face hadn’t already been red with heat, she suspected his cheeks would have flushed. He was telling the truth.

“Write up your notes and then you’re done for the day,” Harley told him. “I’ll take Mojag with me tonight.”

“To where?” Bohdan said. Then, “You’re going to sneak around the arena, aren’t you?”

“I want to find out what Campbell is really doing in there.”

•

THE BACK OF THE ARENA was just as featureless as the front. Dark green metal cladding, a concrete wall for the last five feet, and a yard covered in a foot of snow that had tire tracks, boot prints, and animal spore all over it. Even with a new moon, the snow glowed. They didn’t need a flashlight.

“Deer,” Mojag said, pointing at a set of tracks. His breath fogged the air in front of him. “Their numbers are increasing now.” He seemed pleased about it.

“Sea containers.” Harley pointed to the long, low bulky containers at the back of the yard, by the chain-link fence. Then she pulled the cloak in around her and shivered.

“Why would he need sea containers?” Mojag said.

Harley grimaced. “One thought comes to mind.” She headed for the containers. There was no need to worry about leaving tracks in the snow. It already had too many to distinguish new ones. “Lots of the old races who get tossed out of their country, or leave voluntarily, end up in containers heading for Spain.”

“That refugee camp in Toledo?” Mojag said. “Think I’d rather take my chances living off the land.”

“That’s because it’s something your ancestors knew how to do. Some of the folk heading for Toledo don’t get the choice to stay. The others find the idea of fending for themselves with just an axe frightening. At least in Toledo, they get shelter and food and medical help.” She moved up to the front of the container and pointed at the precise arc of snow pushed back in a mound. “It’s been opened recently.”

Mojag lifted the bar holding the container closed. “Padlock.”

She rapped her knuckles against the molded steel wall and listened carefully to the echo coming from inside. “It’s not empty,” she decided.

“Can we bust the lock?”

“This is supposed to be a reconnoiter,” she reminded him. “To see what we can see without Campbell breathing over our shoulder.”

Mojag nodded and stepped back from the container and gazed along the row of six, all with a foot of untouched snow on their tops. “Two others have snow pushed away from the doors.”

The container they stood before was the first in the row. Harley moved up the row with Mojag, who tested each door. At the third container with snow pushed away from the door in a sweeping arc, Mojag rattled the padlock, then paused. “It’s not closed.” Even in the dark, she could see the whites of his eyes.

“Open the door, then.”

Mojag removed the padlock and caught the door as it wavered open with a soft squeal of rusty joints.

Harley waved. “Another six inches, or I won’t get through.”

He opened it a little wider and she slipped through. The chill in here was of a different kind. The air was frigid and still. Her fogged breath hung where it emerged, forming a little cloud.

Mojag slipped inside with her.

“Now we need a flashlight,” Harley murmured, trying to peer into the total black of the container. Three tiny windows—more slits than windows—all covered with iron grills, would have illuminated the interior with moonlight, if the moon had been a little larger, but the thin crescent added no light.

“Your phone has a flashlight app,” Mojag pointed out.

“Don’t have a phone,” Harley said shortly.

“Right. Sorry.” He pulled out his own phone, took off a glove and thumbed through the screen, looking for the app. Then the screen went black. Mojag swore softly. “I couldn’t find a power outlet in the station to charge it, earlier,” he said apologetically, putting his phone away.

Behind them, the door of the container closed with a soft metallic gong.

Harley leapt for the door and threw her shoulder against it as she heard the padlock rasp against the bars on the outside and click closed.

She swore heavily and stumbled over to the first tiny window. “Quickly, give me a leg up. Hurry!”

Mojag didn’t ask a hundred and one questions the way Bohdan would have. He laced his hands together and bent for her to step into it. Her head hit the top of the container, forcing her to roll her head back so she could see through the window, which was right at the roofline. She gripped the grillwork of the window and watched the yard, her heart thudding.

A black figure moved swiftly across the snow, heading for the man-sized door on this side of the arena. It was almost a shadow in appearance. Nothing was lit by the moonlight, not even white flesh. The stars didn’t gleam upon a head of hair, either.

“An orc…” Harley breathed. “Wearing all black. Let me down, Mojag.”

He put her back on the floor and brushed off his hands. “We’re locked in here?”

“Seems so.”

“By an orc,” he added.

“Campbell said his night manager was an orc,” Harley said. “David, he called him. And David ‘found’ the body, too.”

Mojag moved over the door and rammed it with his shoulder. “We have to find a way out of here. It’s going to hit thirty below tonight.”

“See if there’s enough charge on your phone for an emergency call,” Harley said, pulling the cloak around her tightly.

He pulled out his phone again and pressed the power-on button. The phone lit up then shut down immediately.

Harley sighed.

Mojag wordlessly put the phone away again.

“I’ll think of something,” she assured him.

•

THEY FUMBLED IN THE DARK, exploring the container. It was completely empty. Even the floor had been swept. Moving helped keep them warm, but once they had finished exploring the container, the cold settled into their bones.

Harley tried calling through the window but the containers were a hundred meters from the arena, and the arena was on the very northern edge of the town—there was nothing beyond the chain-link fence but pine trees and coyotes, which they could hear through the window.

After a while, Mojag crouched down so his short coat covered his legs, crossed his arms and shivered. He didn’t put his back to the wall, which would be even colder than the air in here. She could hear his teeth knocking together, but he said nothing.

They had left the car far down the road and walked a quarter mile to the arena. Even though everyone in town likely knew it was Akicita’s car, they wouldn’t connect it with the arena.

“Is anyone expecting you to come home soon? Someone who might send up an alarm when you don’t?” Harley asked Mojag. Her own teeth were chattering, now.

“I live alone,” he whispered. “Family are all out on the reserve.”

“Okay.” There wasn’t anything else to say.

Harley’s thoughts slowed. Blurred. She knew it was the cold gumming up her thinking but that wouldn’t help them get out of this. She walked in a tight circle, trying to warm herself with movement.

When Mojag stopped shivering and slumped into a bowed shape, sitting on the floor, her heart leapt. “No, no, get up!” she told him, hauling on his arm. He barely stirred. She slapped his face, but that just hurt her hand, for her fingers were freezing inside her gloves.

Harley was out of options. There was only one thing left to do. Deep reluctance making her move even more slowly, she pulled off the cloak and wrapped it around Mojag. “If you tell anyone about this, I will kill you,” she whispered. She settled behind him and put her arms around his shoulders and pressed up against him. Then, with a little flex of her shoulder blades, she snapped out her wings and brought them around in two arcs, to enclose them inside the little circle.

“This could take a moment,” she whispered. “I’ve never done it before. Not by choice.” She thought about the moment in the car that morning. She had been angry. And she had been…not hunched in. Upright. Radiating out from her middle. No, from her heart, which beat furiously…

Her heart thudded now. She felt the pull in her middle, as something gathered there. She sent it out from there, out into the air inside her wings.

The air warmed. She could feel it. Encouraged, she poured more and more of herself, of whatever it was building in her, out around Mojag, until the air itself began to glow with warmth. Heat.

Mojag sighed, his chin lifting. “Warm…”

“Yes.”

•

THE BRIGHT LIGHT OF EARLY dawn dazzled her, and Harley winced and shut her eyes again.

“No, take her inside,” she heard someone say, with a snap of authority in his voice. “She needs heat.”

She was being carried.

“She kept me warm, all night.” That was Mojag, his voice strained.

Harley tried to move, but her arms and legs felt like cold iron.

“Stay still,” came the voice once more. “You’re exhausted. You used up too much of your energy, fighting the cold. As soon as everyone is gone, I can help you.”

A hand on her face. Another on her shoulder, the heel of the palm against her chest.

Heat surged through her, and it felt like the warmest of hot showers, cascading through her like bubbling, heated champagne. Harley gasped, drawing in air that was just as hot. It was life giving.

She had the energy to open her eyes and wasn’t surprised to find Campbell crouched over her. He lifted his hands away from her face and neck, the red glow in them fading. “That was close.”

“Your night manager…” She tried to sit up. They were in a small room with wooden slat benches around the edges. An old locker room.

“Let me deal with him,” Campbell said shortly. He got to his feet and held out his hand to her.

Reluctantly, because she was still weak, Harley let him help her to her feet and looked around more thoroughly.

The room wasn’t a locker room anymore. On the other side of the room, under the windows, long trestle tables had been set up and covered in butcher’s paper. An urn steamed at one end, with towers of squat white cups beside it, and boxes of tea and cartons of almond and soy milk. Baskets of bread, buns, muffins. Pots of nut butters. Fruit, sliced and chopped, and a basket of oranges. Then serving trays with lids on them, condensation inside the lid hiding what was inside them, but she suspected it wasn’t bacon and eggs.

“What the hell…?” Harley breathed and glanced at Campbell.

He looked embarrassed. “Breakfast. For the day shift.”

He fed his workers breakfast.

Harley reached out for the wall beside her, staring at the piles of white bowls and plates, knives and forks and spoons waiting for people to come pick them up and move along the tables, helping themselves to food that wouldn’t poison them. Most of the old races couldn’t eat meat. This breakfast was ideally suited to their needs.

Wow.

Campbell shifted on his feet. It was the first time she had seen him look anything but urbane. So, she changed the subject, because she would have to think about this, too. “How did you know we were in the container, if you had nothing to do with it?”

“The steam billowing out of the windows.” Campbell smiled. “It looked like the container was about to pop its lid.” His smile faded. “This should not have happened. I’m appalled that it did.”

Oddly, she believed him. “You and I have things to discuss,” she said, then sank down onto the bench beside her as her knees gave out. “Later,” she added.

•

IT WAS CLOSE TO SUNSET when Campbell showed up at the station. He stepped inside as the door bell jangled and brushed snow off his western hat, for it was snowing again. He looked around the station, his expression curious.

Mojag and Bohdan had progressed a long way in clearing out the room, although there were still piles of junk and dirt here and there. But one could navigate the room now and not be in danger of tripping on something, or getting their wings snagged.

One of them had found an old armchair and put it in front of the stove. That was where Harley was sitting, the blanket pulled in tight around her even though the stove was blasting heat.

“Cold?” Campbell asked.

“Freezing,” she admitted.

“You’ll have to treat yourself nicely for a few days until you get back to normal core heat,” Campbell said, his tone one of authority.

He was a dragon, she reminded herself. “I’m always cold,” she countered. “It’s winter.”

“You shouldn’t feel the cold at all,” he said, coming over to the fire. “Not if you’re taking care of yourself.” He looked down at the box she had upended and put beside the chair and the neat pile of folded cotton sitting on it. “Sheets?”

“I found them in the secondhand store on the main street.”

“Your landlord didn’t give you a set?”

“I…something happened to them.” She stirred. “I’m kinda off duty, Campbell.”

He reached into his coat and withdrew a silver hipflask. “That’s why I’m here. This will help a bit.”

“Bourbon?” She wrinkled her nose.

“Scotch.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m not a heathen.”

“Coulda fooled me.” She took the flask anyway and drank deep. It did warm her, just a little.

Campbell shifted a pile of old magazines off the top of the orange crate, moved the crate to the other side of the stove and settled on it carefully. “I wanted to let you know that David is no longer in my employ.”

“I know.”

Campbell raised his brow. “You do, hmm?”

“Bohdan saw an orc heading into Sundre with a duffel bag. Most of the old races arrive here. They don’t leave here. I put two and two together.”  She hesitated.  “I had Bohdan take him the rest of the way to Sundre and hand him over to the RCMP.”

“I see,” Campbell said heavily.

“It’s my job, Von Havre.”

“Yes.”

She rolled her eyes.  “But David is a non-person, legally, so all they can do is question him, and even then, he can refuse to answer without comeback.”

Campbell considered her.  “You don’t like that.”

“No.”  She pulled the blanket in around her once more.  There was more she could say, but Von Havre had been the orc’s boss. Then she found herself speaking, anyway.  “If I had a prison here, if we had courts, due process, then I’d have brought David back here, instead.  What he did was wrong.”

Campbell played with the brim of his hat. “David is…was…a friend from long ago. He has an older set of values, which are no longer of use to anyone, anymore, but I didn’t know that about him until today.”

“Older values?” She took the flask as he offered it again. “I told Staff Sergeant Hopson of the Sundre RCMP that as far as I could ascertain, Martin ap Golden’s death was accidental.”

Campbell considered her for a long moment. “Thank you,” he said at last.

“I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what it was,” she added. “Someone tried to revive him, which means they didn’t mean to kill him. But that doesn’t mean I think you’re a sterling character, Campbell. Your values might have changed, but you’re still up to something hinkey in that arena.”

Campbell’s smile was easy. “Don’t dig too deeply, Chief Canmore.”

“I’m betting that if I asked you to show me your provincial license to grow marijuana, you wouldn’t be able to do it.”

“Are you asking?” He seemed amused.

“Not yet.”

“Ah.” He took the flask back and drank deeply. “People like us, Harley…we have to look out for ourselves.”

She shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong. I told Bohdan the same thing this morning. If we want to be legally recognized someday, we have to live by the same rules as humans do.”

“But until then, we have to survive,” Campbell replied. “And while we are outside the law, some of the things we must do to survive will also be outside those laws.”

She studied him. “I guess we’re going to have to disagree on that one.”

“Maybe. But I have high hopes I can talk you into seeing things my way, Harley Firebird.”

She grimaced. “I’ve only been here a week, but I already like this town. It’s my job to protect it, but I think that even if it wasn’t, I’d still want to step up if someone threatened these people. They’ve been through enough.”

“They have,” Campbell said, his tone heavy with agreement. “And even though I know you won’t believe me, I will tell you just this once that everything I do, I do for Falconer. Nothing I do impacts negatively on the people here. I won’t allow it.”

She shivered and pulled the blanket in tighter.

Campbell got to his feet and moved over to the glass counter, where the stack of printer paper sat. He took out a gold pen and wrote upon the paper and came back to the orange crate, folding the paper.

“What are you doing?”

“I have a gift for you.” He reached into his coat. For the first time she consciously noted that his coat was a light thing, barely adequate for spring thaw, let alone the deep winter chill of the mountains.

He put a cellphone down on top of the folded bedsheets and tapped it. “Burner phone. No registration needed.” He put a plastic chip embedded into a credit-card sized piece of plastic on top of it. “A pay-as-you-go phone card.”

He put the folded piece of paper on top of the phone. “Don’t lose that.”

“What is it?”

“The email address for Dr. Michael Jones in Toledo.”

“I’m guessing that’s not Toledo, Ohio.”

He shook his head. “If there is a world-class expert in treating the old races, Jones would be it. He helped me. He could help you.”

Harley jumped. “You were in Toledo?”

“For six months. It was world-view altering.” His tone sounded like he was confessing.

Uncomfortable, she shifted the paper aside to look at the phone once more. “A burner phone. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Because you’re a law-abiding citizen,” Campbell told her. “Anyway, I’m glad you didn’t think of it sooner, because now I have your number.”

 

 


 

The Orc Who Cried

 


 

THE ORC WHO CRIED

THIS TIME, HARLEY MANAGED TO wake before the sheets actually caught on fire. She tugged on the chain of the beside lamp, pushed herself up on her hands and examined the sheet beneath her.

The movement yanked on her wings. She’d tangled the top sheet up in them again. She pulled at the sheet with one hand and dumped the entire thing into the bucket next to her bed. It hissed as it settled in the water.

The sheet beneath her was a dark brown, almost black. Cotton fibers glowed orange. Embers.

Harley eased herself off the mattress, so her wings didn’t fan the embers and make the sheet and bed whoof into full flames. She’d learned that the hard way. Grimly, she pulled the comforter to the floor and stripped the bed. She pushed the bottom sheet into the bucket. Steam rose as the embers were extinguished.

The mattress protector beneath the sheet was scorched a dull brown. It wasn’t charcoal, at least. Scorch marks she could live with. Not that she had a replacement for it, anyway.

The oversized teeshirt with the slashed back she was wearing was also stiff with melted fibers and brown where it had rested against her. She pushed it into the water with the sheets. By then it was gone five a.m. She had an incoming call at five-thirty, so she dressed and padded downstairs to the kitchen.

It was still pitch-black outside. The solstice had only been three days ago. It was Christmas Eve, and the snow was deep and crisp and even.

Mrs. Ulick had left the kitchen pristine, as usual. Plus, there was a bonus—a batch of raisin oatmeal cookies in a plastic container, with Harley’s name written on a Post It note. The handwriting was ill-formed. Mrs. Ulick’s claws didn’t let her wield delicate tools like pens with finesse. But she could still cook like a dream.

It was too late to thank her. The Ulicks would be settling in for their night, down in the basement.

Harley ate three of the cookies in big bites, then made coffee while she ate a fourth. She picked up a fifth, settled at the scratched Formica table in the breakfast nook and opened up her laptop.

She sipped her coffee until the call came in. It connected and Michael Jones’ clear Celtic features formed. He smiled, showing even, white teeth. “You look tired, Harley.”

“And happy Christmas Eve to you, too, doc.” She sipped her coffee.

Jones tilted his head, his eyes narrowing. “It happened again, didn’t it?”

Harley gave him a hard smile. “I woke before the bed actually went up in flames.”

“That’s progress, I suppose.” He rubbed his jaw. “It’s perplexing. I’ve never heard of any of the fire elements doing this.”

“Know lots of firebirds, do you?” she asked sweetly.

He smiled. “I wish I could say you are one of a kind, Harley.”

“You actually know firebirds?” She lowered her mug.

“Just one. He’s…also unique.” Jones shook his head. “And before you ask, no, he doesn’t set fire to his bed while he’s sleeping.” He scratched his jaw with a thoughtful expression. “I’m sure there is a way we could arrange for you to come out here. I’d really like to examine you—”

“No, doc. I am absolutely not traveling to Spain just for you to feel my pulse. I have a job to do here. I’m the town’s police chief.”

“If we arranged a flight, it would only take a few days. They could spare you that long, couldn’t they?”

She rolled her eyes. “I have two constables, both completely new to police work and the nearest RCMP office doesn’t want to have anything to do with this town. There is no one else, Michael. I can’t justify abandoning them for even a few days. There’s nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.”

“But you’re eating like a famine is due to hit tomorrow. That’s your third biscuit while we’ve been talking. Your resting body heat is climbing so high your bed smolders while you sleep. You might feel fine, but something is not functioning as it should.”

“It’s Christmas Eve,” she pointed out. “And besides, what commercial flight would let me on it? I don’t have a passport.”

“There are private planes and ways to get around borders, especially here in Spain, for Old Ones.”

She laughed. It was the only sane response to that idea.

“At least promise me you’ll think about it.”

“I’ll think about it.” In her mind, she qualified the statement. She would maybe consider if she wanted to think about it at all. “But while I can do my job, I have to keep doing my job.”

He sighed and nodded. “Very well. Until next week?”

“Have a good Christmas, Michael.”

“And you. Do you have plans?”

She paused. “I…ah…sleeping, probably. Maybe send Bohdan and Mojag home for the day and run the station by myself.”

He frowned. “That’s not good, Harley. Don’t you have family?”

“Who are willing to talk to me and not pretend I died six months ago?” she asked, her smile brittle.

At that moment, her phone vibrated, jiggling upon the table.

Jones grimaced. “I’ve been watching that happen to Old Ones for years now, and I am still no closer to understanding why.”

She read the screen of her phone.

Need you at Maze Peak lookout. Body. :( Mojag on his way. It was Bohdan Kask, her other constable.

“If I ever figure it out myself, I’ll pass it along,” Harley told him distantly. “And I have to go.” She looked up at him and lifted the phone. “A body. See?”

“It’s almost like someone heard me,” Michael Jones said with a wry smile. “Take care, Harley.”

They disconnected. Moodily, she finished her coffee and ate another cookie and watched through the big picture window next to the table as the moon sank to the horizon, and the last of the glow left the untouched snow in the backyard. It was so cold out there that frost was building on the corners of the window, making it look like a Christmas cliché.

Then she ate yet one more cookie, just because. Who the hell cared, anyway?

When Mojag arrived and honked his horn, she brushed her jeans of cookie crumbs and went out.

•

ON THEIR WAY TO THE lookout, Mojag gave Harley the facts as he knew them. The deceased was Lubbert Maxwell, a Falconer resident. He’d been found at the bottom of the Maze Peak lookout, buried in snow.

“Snow is three feet deep there,” Mojag added, as he steered the truck carefully over deep-packed snow, his powerful headlights cutting through the night. It was still dark, but in the east, dawn was threatening. Houses along the street spilled light through their windows onto the snow and onto Christmas figures arranged on front lawns. “Looks like there was a small avalanche.”

“That’s why he died? Suffocation?”

Mojag shook his head. “Someone will have to check him out officially, but by the angle of his neck, my guess is it’s broken.”

The headlights lit up the section of the road just ahead. Snowflakes, just a few, drifted down into their cones of light. The sky was much lighter in the east and she could see silhouettes of trees as Mojag drove out of town, heading northwest.

“Maxwell fell from the lookout?” she hazarded. “He fell, broke his neck and then the avalanche…and that’s way too big a coincidence.” She tapped her knee. “And you want me there for why?” she added. “I’ve walked you two through processing a body and the site.”

“Lubby Maxwell was still human,” Mojag said, in his meditative tone. “That means calling in the RCMP to process it officially, right? They won’t deal with us.”

“But they’ll deal with me. Sort of,” Harley said in agreement.

It didn’t take long to reach Maze Peak. It was Harley’s first visit to the mountain. Sunlight spilled over the snow, turning it pink and casting long shadows, as the truck rattled along a winding road. A fork appeared, with signage indicating that the lookout could be accessed by taking the left fork.

“You can drive to the lookout?” Harley said. She studied the fork. The road was a mush of multiple tire tracks. “Not steep enough to discourage anyone from driving up there, either.”

“It’s got a couple of hairpins, which keeps the gradient low,” Mojag said. “It’s a make-out site for teenagers in the summer, and there’s a foot trail up to the peak, so the hikers use it all year round.”

Bohdan Kask’s green SUV sat nose-in beneath a big sign announcing the lookout and trail for Maze Peak. A map painted on the sign showed the tourist features of the mountain. Mojag parked beside it.

“You sure you don’t want a coat?” He stepped down to the snow-covered gravel and zipped up his heavy winter coat and pulled on thick gloves.

Harley just rolled her eyes.

He turned up the collar and pointed to the trail path. “That way.”

The trail path was clear because dozens of boots had packed it down. She could see crampon marks. At least the hikers were wearing sensible gear for the climate. Spike marks from hiking poles punctured the snow along the edges, too.

The trail split and a sign pointed to the left, announcing the lookout trail, which they took.

Ahead, around a bunch of snow-ladened firs, Harley heard voices. The light was growing stronger with each passing minute, too.

Then they hit fresh snow—nearly a meter of it, and none of it was a smooth blanket the way freshly fallen snow laid. This was a churned up, chunky sea of white, flecked with dirt and twigs, last summer’s brown leaves and broken off pine needles.

Several sets of footsteps showed, each step buried deep.

“We need to string up some barricade tape,” Harley said. “It’ll minimize the tracks.”

She walked beside the tracks that were there, leaving her own fresh trail, but that made the going tougher. Her boots sank in up to her knees. She waded through the snow, following the previous steps.

A dozen meters on, she came to where Bohdan stood with a figure nearly his height, wrapped to the eyes in muffling winter gear. They were holding the leash of a German Shepherd. The dog sat by their side, billowing steam clouds as it panted. It wore snow booties and a quilted coat.

“Who’s this?” Harley asked, stopping beside Bohdan.

Bohdan wore a hooded coat and a scarf wrapped around the lower half of his face, and spoke through the scarf. “Isadora ap Red Deer. This is Chief Canmore, Izzy.”

The woman pulled down her own scarf, which revealed the mild points on her ears. She was a fae. “I’ve seen you about, Chief.” Her voice was pleasant. Almost mesmerizing. Her gaze shifted to Harley’s wings, as usual, but came back to her face. “It must be nice, being of the fire, this time of year.”

“I guess,” Harley said, startled.

“Izzy found the…found Maxwell, just after four-thirty this morning,” Bohdan added.

“You were walking the dog at four thirty in the morning?” Harley asked, surprised.

Izzy shook her head. “Baxter wouldn’t settle after the earthquake. Kept whining and pawing at the door. I gave in just after four, got out of bed and took him out, just to shut him up. My house is over that-a-way, just over a kilometer. He came straight here.”

‘Here’ was in front of them—the body was half buried in the snow, but someone had dug away enough to reveal the upper half of the body. A man in his early forties, showing the first flecks of grey in a good head of dark hair. Thick through the body, but not overweight. Although if he’d lived another ten years, he would have got there.

His eyes were already filmed over. They had been grey, she thought.

And the neck was definitely broken. Postmortem or cause of death, or the reason he’d fallen…they’d have to figure that out.

Harley pulled her phone out with a sigh. “Yeah, we’ll have to get the RCMP out here for this one.”

First, she texted Akicita and let her know that she wouldn’t be able to make the morning tea appointment Akicita had set up for her. Again. There was a touch of satisfaction in having a legitimate excuse this time.

Then she phoned the Sundre RCMP station, to leave a message to let them know there was an actual, legitimate piece of policework for them out here in the woo woo lands.

She put the phone away and looked at the fae. “You said something about an earthquake?”

Izzy nodded, as she pulled the scarf back over her nose and mouth. “Around maybe one this morning.”

“It wasn’t just the sound of the avalanche you heard?” Bohdan asked.

Izzy shook her head. “The ground shook. It was an earthquake.”

“We didn’t feel anything in Falconer,” Harley pointed out.

“I’ve seen lots of avalanches, growing up here,” Izzy said. “Some really big ones. It wasn’t an avalanche.”

“Very localized tremor, maybe?” Bohdan asked doubtfully.

“The Rockies are on a fault line,” Mojag added.

Her phone buzzed. Harley pulled it out. “Add it to the list of questions that need answers,” she told her two constables.

Akicita’s text was to the point, displaying her steel backbone. You are not cancelling a third time. I’ll pick you up in an hour. Make your constables earn their salaries.

Harley sighed. Maze Peak lookout, she texted and put the phone away again. “In an hour, I have an interview with Moira Falconer I can’t get out of,” she told Bohdan and Mojag. “So let’s do what we can until I go. If the RCMP don’t get here in the meantime, you’ll have to deal with them.”

They got down to business. Harley interviewed Izzy ap Red Deer and took clean, comprehensive notes to give to the RCMP, who wouldn’t know what questions to ask a fae, anyway.

Staff Sergeant Chuck Hopson arrived with one of his constables at almost the same time as Akicita pulled up in the carpark in her sedan. Harley handed over her notes and had Mojag lead them along the trail to the body.

Then she turned and tramped over to where Akicita’s car idled, sending up plumes of steam.

Hiding her sigh, Harley opened the passenger door, bent and pushed the back of the seat into steep decline, then got in and threaded the tips of her wings on either side of the seat, before carefully closing the door. Then she eased the seatbelt over the top and clipped it closed.

“You know it’s twenty below, this morning, right?” Akicita said, as she eased the car out of the getting-crowded parking lot.

“Could be worse. Could be thirty below.” Harley glanced at the diminutive woman. Akicita had to be in her forties, but she looked like she was barely twenty. Her straight black hair was wound up into a French pleat and pinned. She wore neat round earrings, too. Harley couldn’t see what she was wearing beneath the coat, but the coat wasn’t her usual down-filled parka. It was a dark, full length coat like businesspeople wore.

“Should I have got dressed up for this?” Harley asked.

“Your uniform is appropriate,” Akicita replied, with a quick, reassuring smile. “But you look a bit odd without a coat.” She paused. “You really feel no cold at all?”

“Nope.”

“You’re shedding heat like crazy, too.” Akicita turned down the dial on the car heater. “Is this the same as what you did for Mojag, when you were stuck in the container overnight?”

“I suppose,” Harley said warily.

Akicita rolled her eyes. “That’s probably a nosy question, sorry. It just seems to me that learning everything I can about the Old Ones is a good thing. The odds are, I’m going to end up one myself.”

“It’s not too nosy,” Harley told her. “Anyway, you’re my boss. Truth is, I don’t know what I did to keep Mojag warm that night. It just…happened.” Which wasn’t exactly true. She had wanted to do it, that night, because it had been that or die—for Mojag, at least.

“Like it’s just happening now?” Akicita asked.

“Not quite,” Harley admitted.

“And there I go again,” Akicita said. “Although you should be glad I’m not my brother. Tiriaq is mad about the Old Ones. Sucks up everything he can learn about them.”

“He’s still human?”

“He didn’t get Tutu,” Akicita said.

“He lives on the reservation, then?” If he hadn’t caught Tutu at all, then he didn’t live in Falconer. Everyone in Falconer had caught it, making Falconer an anomaly in the pandemic’s statistics.

“He was in the States for the last five years consulting for the US military. He only came back a few months ago. He says the Old Races are as old as the First Nations, they just haven’t figured out their stories yet the way we have.”

“That’s about right,” Harley replied.

Akicita raised a brow. “You sound grumpy.”

“Because I am. There’s this body thing…something doesn’t add up. And I don’t know that I can do anything about it anyway, because he’s human, which means the RCMP get to process the scene and the case. And they won’t process it properly, because Maxwell is a Falconer townie and a fae found him. They’ll handle everything like this.” She pinched her finger and thumb together as if she held up something noxious with them.

“Lubby Maxwell? That’s…not good,” Akicita said. “Do you want me to talk to the Mounties?” As the town’s mayor, she could deal with them officially and watch over their shoulders if necessary.

Harley scowled. “Nah, I gotta figure out a way to deal with this sort of…of…”

“Interdepartmental liaison?” Akicita suggested.

“Yeah.” She sighed.

Akicita had been heading back into town, but at the next intersection, she took the left-hand road, which was narrower. “Anything else bugging you?” she asked.

“It shows?”

“You’re not a sunshiny person,” Akicita said, with a sunny smile of her own. “But today you are extra overcast.”

“Great.” Harley gave another sigh. “That doctor in Spain I was talking to?”

“The one that knows about the Old Races?”

“He wants me to go to Spain, just so he can stick a thermometer in my mouth.”

“Because of this heat thing of yours?”

“I’m a firebird. We’re supposed to be hot. We’re of the Fire element.”

“If an expert in the Old Ones thinks you need treatment—”

“There’s nothing wrong with me!” Harley cried.

Silence, except for the muffled sound of the tires on the packed down snow.

“Sorry,” Harley said, her voice strained.

Akicita didn’t speak for a long minute. Her tone was gentle as she said, “Why are you so determined to be human? Why do you refuse to use your…what are they? Powers? Talents? Not that it matters, because you won’t use them.”

Harley propped her elbow on the rim of the window and her head in her hand. It let her not look at Akicita. “Old news.”

“Not to me.”

“Thought it was your brother who wanted to know everything?”

Akicita knew the power of silence. She didn’t speak.

Harley sighed. “I had three failed marriages before I was thirty. I dropped out of high school for the first one. My father said I had ruined my life and I should get a steady job and give up my delusions.”

“Ouch,” Akicita murmured.

“Only, I sat my high school equivalencies and I joined the RCMP when I was eighteen. Through the next two marriages, and all the shit that came after, I had my career. Which my father always figured I’d fuck up somehow, too. But I didn’t. It kept me sane. And now…I can’t be a Mountie anymore because I’ve got wings sprouting from my back.”

“Wow…” Akicita breathed. Then, “Why the Mounties?”

Harley shifted on the seat. She badly wanted to tell Akicita it was none of her business, only it was—a little, at least. “I met a Mountie who made a difference to my life,” she muttered.

Akicita slowed the car to barely a walk, then carefully turned it through a gate with large stone pillars on either side, and drove down a long, well-ploughed private access road. Trees that were not the spindly firs typical of this area grew on either side of the road, their bare limbs heavy with snow. Through them, Harley could see the snow-covered mounds of what would be an extended garden in summer.

A large, luxury log house with huge picture windows was ahead. Facing west, it would have a great view of the mountains from the upper windows.

Akicita stopped the car in front of the house. The drive turned a full circle around a bird bath before joining up with itself once more.

They got out and Harley looked up at the windows once more. Warm yellow light glowed through them.

“You’ll be fine,” Akicita said. “She just wants to meet you. Especially after the thing with Campbell von Havre.”

“She doesn’t like him?”

Akicita pressed her lips together. “I’ll let you ask her that.”

They moved over to the front door and a light came on as they reached it. Akicita pressed the bell.

After a moment, the door was opened by a female dwarf. She smiled up at them. “Ms. Falconer is in the dining room. She’s expecting you, Mayor Frazier.”

“Thank you, Jinni,” Akicita said, peeling off her gloves and scraping her boots free of snow on the mat. “This is Police Chief Harley von Canmore, Jinni.”

“Hi,” Harley said.

Jinni was not even five feet tall, with telltale thickened fingers and coarse, thick skin. She wore jeans which had been cut down to her size, and a flannel shirt with rolled up sleeves. It was possible that when she had been human she had been a perfectly average height.

Jinni’s gaze flickered over Harley’s shoulders and settled on the top curves of her wings. “Hi, Chief Canmore. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“I’m sure you have,” Harley said.

Akicita lifted a brow.

Harley scraped her boots and stepped inside, pummeling her bad mood away.

Jinni shut the door. “You know the way, Mayor.”

“Thanks,” Akicita said. She beckoned to Harley and moved across the slate-floored entrance hall. There were three doors leading off the hallway, and stairs running up to the next floor.

Akicita took the door closest to the stairs and they moved into a dining room which glowed with the light from the morning sun. On the east side of the house, the windows were just as tall and wide. The warm light turned a long mahogany table with stout legs into a golden-brown color. It also put the woman at the end of the table in a lovely halo.

The woman was sitting, but Harley judged her to be of medium height, with white hair cut stylishly short. She was in her late sixties or early seventies but appeared sprightly and energetic. She was buttering toast but put the slice down as they approached the table.

“Ah, Akicita…” The woman got to her feet and waited for them.

Harley cleared her throat, nerves fluttering in her gut. It wasn’t every day one got to meet the head of a founding family, with roots in the district stretching back over a hundred years.

Akicita gestured toward Harley. “This is Harley von Canmore, Moira. Harley, Moira Falconer…who is, indirectly, one of your employers.”

“I suppose I should thank you for that,” Harley said. “Hello, Ms. Falconer. It is good to meet you at last.”

“Yes, I’m sorry I could not meet you as soon as you arrived in Falconer,” Moira replied, her tone crisp and businesslike. “I was in New York and only recently returned for Christmas.” Moira Falconer looked Harley up and down, not bothering to hide her inspection.

Akicita removed her coat and folded it over the back of the nearest dining chair, revealing a stylish pants suit.

“You left your coat out the front?” Moira asked Harley.

“I…um…no, I don’t have a coat.”

“Interesting. Do you not need one because you are of the Fire element?”

“I’m not certain,” Harley admitted. “I just don’t need one.”

“It’s an anomaly,” Akicita admitted. “Campbell wears a coat, and he’s an elemental.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Moira said. “Would you please turn around for me, Ms. Canmore? I would like to see your wings.”

Well, at least she was polite about it, Harley thought, as she turned a full circle.

“What have you done to that shirt?” Moira asked, her tone sharp with disapproval.

Harley peered over her shoulder. “I have to split all my shirts,” she said patiently. The woman had just got through peering at her wings. How else did she think Harley fitted shirts over them?

“Did you tear it with your teeth, Ms. Canmore?”

Harley blinked. “My knife.”

Moira lifted her brow. “Well, that won’t do at all.”

Harley looked at Akicita helplessly. Thirty seconds and already this interview was falling apart.

“May I have some coffee, Moira?” Akicita asked, her tone bright.

Moira shook her head. “How thoughtless of me. Yes, please, both of you. Sit. The coffee is fresh, and Jinni put cups out for you. Sit, sit. Ms. Canmore, you are eyeing the bagels. Would you like one?”

Harley jumped guiltily. “That would be wonderful, thank you.”

They sat and poured coffee for themselves. Harley split and buttered the fresh, still warm bagel, her mouth watering, as Akicita prattled politely about the weather and the latest hockey scores. The Flames were being slaughtered, which pleased Harley a great deal, but depressed nearly everyone else in Falconer.

“You are the first firebird I have ever met, Ms. Canmore,” Moira said as Harley took her first huge bite of the bagel.

Harley chewed furiously, so she could answer.

Moira continued without a response. “I have decided that when my time comes, I will become a fae.”

Harley stopped chewing. She had decided?

Akicita laughed. “I’m sure if anyone has any influence over the matter, you do, Moira.”

“I don’t think I would make a good orc,” Moira added. “I like my garden. I like working in it with the sun on my back and that’s not possible for orcs. So I really shouldn’t like to be one.”

“You could plant an indoor garden,” Harley pointed out diplomatically. “Most of Falconer has a garden growing under lights in their living rooms these days.”

Akicita drained her cup of coffee and reached for the silver thermos flask for a second time. “I’m not sure we can stay very long, Moira. Harley has her hands full this morning.”

“I see,” Moira said. “Is it something to do with the earth shrugging last night?”

Harley stared at her. “You felt an earthquake?” She re-ran the route Akicita had driven to get here, relating the position of this house to the mountain. “How close are you to Maze Peak?”

“We’re on the south side here,” Akicita murmured.

“Something happened on the Peak last night?” Moira asked, her tone not just curious but demanding. She wanted to know what was happening in her town, Harley realized.

“Lubbert Maxwell was found at the foot of the lookout this morning,” she told her.

“And you came here, instead?” Moira asked.

Harley could feel her mouth trying to open. “The Royal Canadian Mounted Police have jurisdiction over the matter because Mr. Maxwell is human,” she pointed out.

“But he lives in Falconer,” Moira Falconer replied. “You are the Falconer Chief of Police. I really think you should be investigating.”

Harley scratched at the tablecloth with the side of her thumbnail. “I have no real authority to tell the RCMP to leave it alone, ma’am.”

“Then don’t tell them to go away,” Moira said, her tone implying that this should be perfectly obvious. “Work around them. Besides, if they are processing the scene, that means they will have to deal with the body—and as our town is still lacking a mortuary and coroner, that saves us a small headache. You, Chief Canmore, need to learn why the man died. And only you have the capacity to deal with the people of Falconer. I suspect that they will only be frank with you, too.”

“Outsiders don’t understand us the way you do,” Moira added.

“Even I still get confused,” Harley admitted.

“But you’re one of us,” Akicita insisted. “Those wings on your back make you one of us.” She added sotto voce, “Even if you don’t use ‘em.”

Harley looked from one to the other elegantly clad woman. Then she got to her feet. “I guess I should get back to work, then.”

Akicita scrambled to her feet, too, and bent to gulp a mouthful of coffee.

Moira Falconer sat back. “May I suggest you start with breaking the news about her husband’s death to Mary of Dormer? I’m quite sure the RCMP don’t have her in their records. She’s a perfectly wonderful little orc and housewife.”

•

“I HAVE TO OPEN THE window,” Akicita muttered, as they reached the edge of Falconer and the country road turned into the main street. She stabbed the rocker button on the armrest of her seat, let in a flood of chilled air and sighed.

“I’m sorry, it’s me,” Harley said. “I’m feeling guilty,” she added. “It must be increasing…whatever it is that makes me heat up.”

“You’re squirming because you didn’t think about next of kin, aren’t you?”

Harley grimaced. “Mentally, I had already handed the whole thing over the RCMP. When I was with them, that’s exactly what I would have expected a local authority to do, if it was our jurisdiction.”

“Moira had a point, though. They simply don’t understand us. They’d fumble it. You said as much yourself.”

“I know, but I still washed my hands of it, because…well, it’s the RCMP.”

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Akicita assured her. “You’ve only been in this job for a couple of weeks…and you’ve only been a firebird a few months longer than that. And you’ve already solved a murder in that time. Give yourself some credit.” She halted the car, bent and peered through Harley’s side window. “That’s the Maxwell house.”

Harley looked around, recognizing the street. “I can walk just about anywhere from here.”

“That’s Falconer for you,” Akicita said, with a grin. “I’m going to get another coffee. Call me if you need me.”

Harley got out and tugged down her shirt. As Akicita drove away, her window closing once more, Harley moved toward the neat bungalow along a straight, well shoveled path and rang the doorbell.

The door opened almost immediately. The orc could only be Maxwell’s wife. Mary. Of Dormer, which had to be a nod to the mountain peak just to the west of here. She was a handspan shorter than Harley, with the almost-black skin typical of orcs, complete with the fired bumps and divots that always made Harley think of wood burned to charcoal. Her tusks were smaller—a female thing? Harley would have to pay attention the next time she spoke to her landlady and do a comparison. Mary had short, very tight black curls over the back of her head.

Mary’s eyes were red rimmed, which was not typical of orcs, but she was also awake in the middle of her night, so…

Harley cleared her throat. “Mary? I’m Harley—”

“von Canmore,” Mary completed and abruptly her eyes filled with tears. “Something has happened to Lubbert, hasn’t it? Something bad.” She brought her clawed hand to her face as she made a sound that was a low snort…and with a jolt, Harley realized it was a sob.

“Hey, hey…” She put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Let’s go inside,” she suggested.

Mary let go of the door with her other hand and stumbled inside. Harley followed her in and shut the door. She trailed Mary through a neat living room, with a small Christmas tree blinking colorful lights in the corner, into a kitchen with a peninsula and dining area—a typical Canadian home layout. The bedrooms and bathroom would be on the other side of the house, and there would be a closed-in staircase down to a basement that might or might not be finished—or perhaps the floor had been ripped out so Mary could put her feet on raw earth.

Harley glanced at the woman’s feet as she moved over to the little table and dropped into a chair. Bare feet—thick hide for soles, and coarse skin over the toes and tops.

Mary leaned on the table and put her face in her hands. “I knew something bad had happened when he didn’t come home last night.”
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