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To my dad, who taught me to always stay curious.
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Chapter one

Jack and Nicole





Jack Reynolds leaned against a post on the front porch of his cabin and gazed around his tree-enclosed yard, enjoying the crisp-chill poplar scent of an autumn evening in the Alberta foothills. He took a drag on his cigarette and blew out the smoke in a long stream, watching as the slight breeze dispersed it against the pink dusky sky. It was his last one. He wished he’d noticed how low the pack was before he’d left town after work, but maybe he could wait until tomorrow to get more. His German shepherd, Holly, snoozed on the deck beside him, her head on her paws. 

A pale blue BMW turned in to the driveway. Holly’s head came up, and Jack’s heart leapt into his throat.

“She’s here, girl.”

He stepped down off the porch and crushed his cigarette butt under his boot heel. He didn’t need to hear Nicole complain about him trying to give himself cancer again.

Holly gave a small whine, then came and stood beside him, watching the car park behind his red ’96 Ford Ranger. When Nicole got out, the dog padded over to greet her and was rewarded with enthusiastic ear scratching and baby talk.

Jack watched Nicole avoid him, waiting. After four years of not speaking, he was sure his daughter was just as willing to delay their meeting as he was. She looked good—her walnut-brown curls were pulled back into a ponytail and she had new glasses—dark frames around eyes as blue as Peyto Lake’s glacial waters. She wore a gold scarf, light blue Oxford shirt, and grey blazer with her dark blue skinny jeans. She looked every bit the city girl she had become. He felt like a country bumpkin in comparison in the faded jeans and flannel shirt he’d worn to school today—a uniform no one at Ptarmigan High had any problem with.

She finally stood up and met his gaze.

“Hi, Dad.”

He stepped forward and gave her an awkward hug, stooping to reach her petite frame. “So good to see you, sweetheart.”

She wrinkled her nose. “You still smoke?”

He pulled away and scowled. “Really?”

She swallowed. “Sorry.”

They stood looking at each other for a moment, then he indicated the house. “Shall we, uh . . . ?”

“Oh. Yeah, of course.”

They stepped inside into his dishevelled living room. Brown wood-panelled walls that hadn’t been updated since the cabin had been built in the seventies surrounded cast-off furniture that was nearly as old. He indicated a clear space on the couch and cleared away some empty take-out containers from the coffee table, taking them into the kitchen to toss them.

“Would you like some coffee or tea?” he asked over his shoulder, already grabbing the coffee pot and filling it with water.

“Uh, sure. Whatever you’re having,” she called back.

He got the coffee started, then went back to the living room. Holly sat beside Nicole with her head in his daughter’s lap. Jack sat in an ancient, olive-green swivel rocking chair across from them and cleared his throat.

“I was surprised to get your text that you were in town. Obviously, you didn’t come just to see me.”

Nicole stroked Holly’s head absentmindedly. “I’ve got a consulting job here. I figured I could hardly come home without letting you know.”

“Well, you could have.”

She frowned at him.

“But I’m glad you didn’t.”

He gave her a tight-lipped smile and she smiled back. She looked just like her mother had at that age.

“Anything new with you?” She pointed east, roughly in the direction of Ptarmigan. “The town still looks the same. A little emptier, a little sadder, but basically the same.”

He shook his head. “It’s been pretty quiet since the mine shut down. A few people on council have been talking about trying to drum up a tourist industry, take advantage of all those mountains in other ways, but I don’t know if it’ll be soon enough. Not with the population down by two-thirds. I’m now teaching science to multiple grades at once.” He smiled. “Not that I was sad to see the mine shut down. More like a victory.”

She frowned. “Are you claiming that you single-handedly shut down the Ptarmigan Mine? I bet you’re as popular as ever around here.”

“Well, the press release said it was the plummeting price of coal, but I’m sure I had something to do with it.” He glanced out the window at her expensive luxury car. “So, where’re you working these days? You still with that corporate pirate that hired you after college? What was it, Terra-something?”

Her scowl was back. He was really going to have to watch himself.

“Bonaterra Industries. And yes, I’m still working for them.”

“What are you doing here, then?”

“There’s a start-up energy company in the area whose contract with their primary investors is coming due for renewal. Our firm was hired to come in and assess their progress to give their investors an unbiased third-party opinion.”

“A start-up energy company? I haven’t heard a thing about it.”

“It’s pretty hush-hush right now.”

“What are they called?”

“Green Dragon Energy.” She shrugged. “Not the most original name, but it does stand out for an energy company.”

The coffee maker finished its gurgling. He went and poured them each a coffee. He almost put Nicole’s in the “World’s Best Dad” mug she had gotten him for Father’s Day when she was twelve, then changed his mind. He chose one with the high school logo instead.

“You still take your coffee with cream and sugar?” he called.

“Yes, please.”

He doctored her coffee, leaving his black. “Wait. Green Dragon. I thought they were some kind of science lab that set up out at the mine. But they’re an energy company?” He snorted. “Figures. What are they going to do? Restart the mine?” He scowled.

“I’m not allowed to talk about it. Confidentiality agreement. Sorry.”

“Huh. Of course you’re not.”  He took both cups to the living room and set hers in front of her on the coffee table.

“What?” She glared at him, sitting forward on the couch to pick up the mug. Holly’s head fell from her lap.

“Never mind. Nothing.” He didn’t want to start an argument in their first ten minutes together in four years. He stood across the room, sipping his coffee. He was too full of nervous energy to sit again.

“No, say it.” She set the mug down.

He met her challenging gaze. He definitely regretted asking about her job now. But there was no way he was going to lie or back down. He knew exactly where she’d gotten her frank honesty from. “I’m just surprised that, after how I raised you, you’re able to sleep at night after selling out the planet for the fancy car and the benefits. Screw your great-grandkids, right? At least you’ll have a cushy retirement.”

Her nostrils flared. “After how you raised me, I’m lucky I’m not spending my twenties in jail.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“When I was in high school, do you know what my friends got to do on weekends and vacations? Have sleepovers or work at the Dairy Queen. Not drive all over the damn province to handcuff themselves to bulldozers with their crazy-ass father.”

“We only did the bulldozer thing that one time, and I told you I knew it was a mistake. But better to be the one chained to the bulldozer than the one driving it.”

She shook her head. “No, this was a mistake.” She stood, grabbing her keys from the coffee table.

“So you’re going to run off again now?” he said. “That’s how it’s going to be? Just like your mother?”

“Leave Mom out of this,” she snapped. “This is between you and me, but I don’t have to sit here if you’re going to disrespect me.”

She strode toward the door. He set his mug on the cold wood stove and stepped toward her, laying a hand on her arm.

“Don’t go, Nicole. Why don’t we head into the Golden Phoenix for supper and try again?”

Nicole shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She opened the door. “Bye, Dad.”

He watched through the picture window as she stomped down the front stairs, got into her car, and drove away. He thought about sending a text to apologize, try to salvage things. But after four years, he wasn’t sure there was much left to save.

Maybe it was time to admit it to himself—his relationship with his daughter was dead, just like this town.

He was definitely going to need to go back to town for smokes.


      [image: ]Jack tapped the steering wheel, distracted by thoughts of what he could have done differently with his daughter. A new pack of cigarettes and white cardboard takeout containers from the Golden Phoenix sat on the passenger seat. Thick cloud cover blocked any light that the moon and stars might have offered, turning the cracked asphalt and dense evergreens lining the highway into a light-sucking black hole. He rounded a corner, but his headlights illuminated the creature in the lane too late to do anything but swerve. Not enough. He nicked the animal with the driver’s side headlight.

Fighting to regain control, he cursed and slammed on the brakes. He pulled over to the side of the highway, fetched a flashlight from the glove box, and got out to see what he’d hit.

Since Ptarmigan nestled into the toes of the foothills and he lived on a small acreage around the base of Mardell Mountain, hitting wildlife on his commute was a constant danger, and one he was usually more wary of. The shattered headlight and dented hood and grill said “small deer,” and he cursed again. This old beast was probably worth less than what it would cost to repair it, and his insurance company would probably just rather write him a cheque for the truck’s value. He turned and shone the light back down the lane toward the inert dark lump in the middle of the highway. It wasn’t big enough to be a deer and the shape was wrong, too round in the middle, too long. Maybe it was a wildcat? He couldn’t remember ever hearing of anyone hitting a cougar on the highway—they were usually too canny—but it was too big to be anything else. Maybe it was a deer after all.

Cautiously, he approached the animal. It wasn’t moving, but every so often, it would make a pitiful clicking sound in its throat. With every step, his eyes got wider and his mouth got dryer. Instead of hooves and fur and ears, it had claws and scales and horned browbones extending back from a small, pointed snout marked by two tiny slits for nostrils. Two leathery wings extended from the creature’s back—and one appeared to be broken.

“Well, I’ll be jiggered.” Jack stared down at what, according to every fantasy tale ever invented, was obviously a dragon—small for a dragon, but he couldn’t think of anything else to call it. It blinked up at him from golden eyes split with a band of black, seeming anything but threatening. It was smaller than he’d thought from a distance, too, no bigger than Holly. He squatted down beside it and laid a hesitant hand on its shoulder. Its skin was soft and dry like a snake’s. It followed his actions with its eyes, but seemed to be in too much pain to shy away. It seemed calmed by his touch.

“One thing’s for certain,” he muttered, examining the charcoal-coloured hide that blended with the dark asphalt. “You’re not green.”

On the far horizon, he could see another set of headlights approaching. He looked down at the large reptile dubiously.

“Are you going to let me move you? I can’t leave you here.”

Reaching a decision, he ran back to the truck and backed it up until it sat beside the creature. Then, as gently as he could while avoiding the spiny knobs on the creature’s back, he lifted it into the truck bed. It didn’t complain, and barely even stirred.

“How hurt are you, little guy?” He didn’t know why, but he was certain that whatever type of creature this thing was, it was a juvenile. And the fact that it was barely moving had him worried.

Back behind the wheel, he looked up the number for the local fish and wildlife office and dialled. The approaching headlights materialized into his neighbour’s Chevy, and Jack waved at him on the way by to let him know there was no reason for alarm. He put his truck in drive and slowly resumed his homeward journey as the phone rang.

Finally, the line clicked open and launched into an automated menu in a woman’s pleasant voice. “If this is an emergency, call . . .”

“Damn.” Jack ended the call and tossed the phone on the passenger seat.

In the rear-view mirror, the dark shape rose and fell with the creature’s breaths. He slowed and turned right onto the gravel road leading to his place, missing the plume of blue flame illuminating the tree-covered hills far down the valley to the south, near the old mine.
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