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  Description




  There is such a thing as too much help...




  Amber Marley insists on giving Hawk and Zach Callahan lessons in basic survival training. Instead, they get an entire town of helpful interfering neighbors. Elsewhere, Admiral Kian orders their spaceship readied using Earth-based raw materials to manufacture their own parts.




  Leading both to a dangerous encounter in the rugged Alaska mountains.
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  HAWK CALLAHAN came down with a cold first. Zach caught it soon after.




  Within a day, they went from the warmth of a trip to Bermuda, to being stuck inside the Salmon Run Lodge sniffling, coughing, and sneezing.




  "Not fair we got sick and no one else did," Zach said in a dark whisper between coughs.




  Hawk didn't complain. They were home safe and sound, with no aliens running around causing trouble.




  That he knew of.




  Which bothered him enough he found it hard to rest. Zach shared the tidbit about Yenni believing the alien spaceship in Bermuda might be a thousand years old, sitting almost lifeless under the surface of the water until only the past century. He knew from what Zach and Sasha overheard while hiding in the cave the Imperium aliens hoped to finish repairing the ship soon.




  What could or should they do about something like this? Trust other aliens he didn't know if he could trust, hoping they could take care of it? Hope the militaries of the world could handle anything that might happen? Only the militaries didn't know about it and Hawk couldn't go warn anyone without appearing a complete fool destined for an insane asylum.




  The best he could do was check with Zach for any updates from the Alaska aliens that might have come across the translator he wore around his left forearm. So far the only answer had been, "They are still researching."




  Getting over the cold meant something else good. He liked having a full lodge and appreciated the initiative of the women when it came to the meals and cleaning. Having people in the rooms upstairs made the place feel more like a home, that the place was being used for what it was designed. To smell the great food wafting out of the kitchen before every meal.




  He didn't care for the constant mothering. Having medicines, teas, and special food shoved at him at every waking moment, and sometimes not even when awake. Sometimes a man wanted to be miserable all by himself. Not to mention time to think over all the worries.




  With Zach back to school, Hawk decided to get out of the lodge himself, which meant his first meeting with the Men's Club at the Salmon Run General Store since getting back from Bermuda. He parked the Buggy next to the snow machines in front, forcing himself to wade through the throngs of curious dogs who came up to investigate him when he climbed out.




  He was proud of himself. His heart might be thumping hard, but he didn't dive back into the Buggy. Instead, he stood completely still while wet noses sniffed at him and the tires. A few wandered off, not finding anything interesting. Others started wagging their tails.




  No longer the center of all the dog’s attention, Hawk inched forward, breaking free from the rest. Almost to the store, and then he would have a break.




  A caw came from the railing of the porch. At the top of the steps sat Darnit, glaring at him suspiciously with his big blue eyes. Both ears pointed in his direction, letting Hawk know he was the center of attention.




  "Hello Darnit," Hawk said to Chance McRoyal's mangy black and gray dog. "Go ahead. Smile at me, woof, then go play with your bird friend."




  Only Darnit didn't try to smile, or even look at the black raven. No wagging of the tail. In fact, even the raven glared at him. The two did what the pack of dogs who greeted him at the Buggy couldn't do.




  Stopped him in a cold sweat.




  Hawk inched to one end of the stairs, taking the steps, watching them both. In return, the two stared back. They didn't move, but their gazes didn't lift. He stopped on the top, wondering if he should make a run for the store.




  Just when he'd made the decision to make a run for it, Darnit stood up and padded across the wood porch towards him. He sat on his haunches and looked up at him with the dangerous-looking human smile impersonation. The tail started wagging. The raven cawed from the top of a railing and then began preening its feathers.




  Hawk put out a mittened hand, ready to snatch it back if needed. "Good morning, Darnit. Satisfied?"




  Darnit sniffed at the hand and then stuck his head under it for a good pat, woofing before putting back on his grin. The dog moved out of the way and then followed him right to the door.




  Hawk entered the store to a roar of laughter of the men. He glared at them while he took off the hat and mittens. It didn't stop them a moment. Instead, it incited them to even more laughter.




  "We didn't think Darnit was going to let you in," Doc Fitch said, pouring a cup of coffee and handing it to him.




  "I didn't, either," Hawk said. He set the cup down in front of an empty chair and started stripping off his coat.




  "Don't know what that fool dog's problem is. He's always liked you, then he didn't, and now he does again," McRoyal said, glaring out the front windows where Darnit ran from one side of the porch to the other in pursuit of the taunting raven. The other dogs ignored the antics of the two, while Darnit appeared to be having the time of his life.




  "It's getting time for breakup. All the animals get a little crazy this time of year," Winston Goodwin said. "Even the womenfolk."




  "The only thing the womenfolk hate about breakup is all the mud," Ms. Dunn said, putting another carafe of coffee on one of the tables. She pointed at Winston, and then at the rest of them. "You grab the broom and sweep yourselves out when you leave."




  Which was when Hawk noticed the trail of melting ice, snow, and mud leading to his chair. How did that get there? He'd even stomped his feet before coming in.




  Grandpa Neeley leaned towards Hawk as the men teased Ms. Dunn, before she gave them a sour look and left to work in the other side of the store. "Darnit knew Nanuk wasn't you."




  "He could tell the difference?"




  "Animals know things we don't," Grandpa Neeley said before leaning back in his chair.




  Hawk sipped at the coffee, the hot liquid feeling wonderful on his still-sore throat. "Have more jobs today?"




  "Replacing all the plumbing in the Sullivan's basement. The earthquake did a good job at sheering the pipes."




  "What you bet Sara is going to have a busy summer digging up water pipes?" Stewie said, leaning his chair back on the rear two legs, tipping back his baseball cap.




  "Just so long as the water wells are fine," Winston said.




  Which started a conversation on water tables and looking for sand in the filters. Hawk sat back and enjoyed it all. Human men doing what they loved, shooting the moon over coffee, even planning what kind of trouble they could get into in a cold winter's day. All while the radio played in the background, tuned to the new local radio station.




  "Feeling better?" Grandpa Neeley asked.




  "Not even a sniffle now. I would have been down yesterday, but accounting needed to be done first," Hawk said.




  One good thing about the earthquake. No loss of life, and the insurance companies paying the lodge to house its customers while their homes were repaired. The money coming in would mean they could go into the summer with a good nest-egg and buy the supplies they needed. What a relief to not have money so tight. It gave the lodge a better chance of being successful.




  "Good. Listen," Grandpa Neeley said, pointing to the radio sitting up on top of one of the cabinets behind the bar area of the cafe.




  "First tip of the day in this new series: never underestimate the Alaskan wilderness," Amber Marley's voice said.




  "Or Alaskans in general," Jacob Neeley inserted.




  "This means never going out into the wilderness without the most basic survival gear," Amber continued, as if Jacob never spoke.




  Winston Goodwin started laughing loudly, relaying to those who didn't hear what Amber was now going on about on the radio. As a group, the men turned towards Hawk to continue their laughing.




  Even Grandpa Neeley smiled at him. "I believe Amber is making her wishes known."




  "For what?" Hawk demanded, remembering her arrival at the lodge when they got back from Bermuda. "We told her she could come on the next trip."




  "And she's ready for the next trip, now," Winston said with an added chuckle. "That little lady is not subtle, just like my Ellie."




  "Do not assume the proper gear will save your life in a real emergency," Amber continued in the background. "It can only save your life if you are trained to use it, which means time out in the wilderness, receiving training by those with experience."




  Another round of laughter erupted, drawing Ms. Dunn over to find out what all the commotion was about.




  "I think you better call the radio station," Grandpa Neeley said with a big grin on his face. "If she's doing this on the airwaves, imagine what poor Zach is going through while around her all day long."




  Poor Zach.
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  "DO NOT assume the proper gear will save your life in a real emergency," Amber said, leaning forward towards the microphone and holding a piece of paper steady in both hands. "It can only save your life if you are trained to use it, which means time out in the wilderness, receiving training by those with experience."




  "Real experience from real men," Jacob said.




  "People," Amber said. "Training by experienced people."




  "No, drag and drop it to the new order," Zach whispered, trying to ignore the radio program in progress behind them. Not easy with the two in such close proximity to where he and Nicoli worked at the computer hooked into the radio station's control board.




  How did he end up in the radio room at the same time as Amber and Jacob almost each and every day? Why couldn't the times be staggered? With the lessons at school so modular, surely there existed the needed flexibility.




  So, he tried to ignore the two while teaching Nicoli how to use the new computer system to automate some functions of the radio station. It was going better than he hoped, despite Nicoli's insistence he didn't know how to use a computer and never would. Zach enjoyed proving him wrong.




  Meanwhile, it was getting harder and harder to ignore the back and forth banter of Amber and Jacob. Especially Amber. She'd been on him ever since he'd come back to school after being sick, wanting to know when they could go out for some 'real' wilderness survival training. He wanted to know how she tricked Jacob into adding the segment to their radio show.




  "She means her, ladies and gentlemen. In case you didn't know," Jacob said.




  "I did not mean only me. I mean by someone who knows what they are doing," she said, giving him a disgusted look before returning her gaze to Zach. "So, Jacob Neeley, do you know the minimum requirements of survival gear one can carry in a small backpack?"




  Zach turned back to the computer and tried to ignore her, despite her gaze burning a hole in the back of his head. He pointed to the save button before Nicoli could move out of the program to set up the play times.




  A red light started blinking on top of the console. Nicoli reached for it automatically while continuing to manipulate the mouse. Zach was proud of the moment, although Nicoli probably didn't thinking anything of it. It meant he was multitasking, already so comfortable with the system that he could do two things at once.




  "Amber? Of course, hold on," Nicoli said. He leaned back and handed the phone to Amber. "Hawk Callahan."




  Zach sat up, staring at Amber as she took it and switched a dial so the call could be heard over the air. "This is Amber. Go ahead Mr. Callahan.  You're on the air."




  "Okay, I give up," Zach heard his father say. "Formal wilderness training at the lodge. I don't think we need to go out into the actual wilderness right now."




  "We, Mr. Callahan? Does this mean it will include more than Zach?" Amber asked while Jacob flashed evil grins between her and Zach.




  "I'll need it, too. I want to see what you have to show us," his father said. "Saturday morning at first daylight. I'll even throw in a good breakfast to get us going."




  For the first time since they'd returned from Bermuda, Zach saw the corners of Amber's face twitch, as if she wanted to smile.




  "Deal, Mr. Callahan. I'll be there." Amber turned to pin Zach with the traditional Marley stare with her bright blue eyes, an unnerving steady gaze with hardly any blinking. "Be ready to learn how to be a part of Alaska in a way you've never known before."




  "And pray for survival," Jacob crowed.




  "You could do with a little training yourself," Amber said at Jacob while keeping her gaze on Zach.




  Zach knew he was in for it now. Amber getting the chance to show her survival skills? Her parents were survivalists. She probably knew things hardly anyone else knew.




  "I can track circles around you, Marley," Jacob said.




  "Uh, right. See you then," his father said before hanging up.




  Nicoli grabbed the microphone before the two could start up again. "Thank you Amber and Jacob for such an informative session."




  Jacob shouted in the background, "That's the Jacob and Amber show, thank you!"




  "And thank you for the call, Hawk Callahan. Good luck on your training. Now, let's see if my own computer training has gone well." Nicoli clicked a button on the mouse and music started playing through the speaker. He turned a dial to mute the sound and the on-the-air bulb over the door blinked out.




  "You've got it," Zach said, pleased with himself.




  "Playlists, yes. I want a few more practice sessions recording new material." Nicoli rubbed his hands together. "Then I can even record commercials in here."




  Jacob leaned back in his chair, casting a stupid grin towards Zach while Amber gathered together papers into a binder. "You might want to start begging for mercy right now."




  "It's only basic survival training," Zach said. "You're talking like I should fear for my life."




  "Having a healthy fear of the outdoors is a good thing," Amber said, rising from her chair. "Time to return to class."




  "I'll be right there. Need to take a detour," Jacob said. He continued smiling while she left, and then he broke down into laughter. "You are toast."




  "Excuse me?" Nicoli scowled at him as he moved his chair back to the main console. "The playlist is playing live and I now know the basics. I might be old, but I can still learn a few things."




  "No, I meant the greenhorn," Jacob said. He stood up and grabbed his binder without taking his eyes off Zach. "The whole town heard."




  The fact Jacob found it all amusing put Zach on guard. Whatever amused Jacob on Zach's behalf couldn't end up being good. He wracked his brain trying to figure out why. "Because my father called the station about Saturday at the lodge with Amber? What's so funny about that."




  "Watch, wait, and see. You'll find out soon enough." Jacob laughed all the way to the door. Before he disappeared through it, he added, "Good luck. You'll need it."




  Jacob grinned or laughed at Zach any chance he could, while Amber talked about the upcoming survival training session all day. Lunch, breaks, even during gym, until even Sasha said she was sick of hearing about it.




  "That's because you've already gone on a training session with him," Amber said as they entered the coatroom after the school day ended. "We need to get you outfitted. Have a backpack?"




  "Of course. Dad and I used to go hiking all the time," Zach said, trying to get his winter clothes on so he could head home and escape. He wanted a nice quiet night to catch up on homework and go to bed early, not worry about what Amber had in mind for him come Saturday.




  "Knife?" When he started nodding, Amber said, No, I mean a proper heavy-duty knife for outdoor use. Waterproof matches? Candles?"




  Amber listed other things so fast Zach didn't have time to respond, much less write down. Most of it sounded like common sense stuff, but not all of it. As she continued to list items, he finally said, "A person can carry only so much, you know."




  "None of it is heavy," Amber said.




  "I thought you would be going over this with them on Saturday," Sasha said, pulling on her snow pants.




  "We won't be able to get very far if they don't start out with the basic equipment," Amber said.




  Zach put on his coat, amazed that even with so much talking Amber was already fully dressed. Did they have dressing drills at home, too? "I'm sure Uncle George has all of it somewhere in the lodge."




  "Might, but again, we would have to search to find them," Amber said.




  Zach pulled his hat and big winter mittens out of the big pockets of his coat. "And what are you suggesting we do about it?"




  He was tired of Amber not just coming out and saying what she wanted to do. From her face, she obviously had an agenda.




  "We go to the General Store and put together one basic survival kit. Then on the nights till Saturday, you and your father can put together one to match it from the kit I give you." Amber said.




  "I don't have money with me for something like that," Zach said, frowning.




  "It won't cost much. Besides, don't you have a credit account with the story?" Amber asked.




  "The lodge does, not me."




  "Close enough. Ms. Dunn isn't going to say no to you about something like this. I'm sure she heard the radio," Amber said.




  Which brought to mind Jacob's comment about the whole town having heard the radio call his father made. Zach's sense of dread increased. Maybe he could have a relapse of his cold before Saturday.




  He was glad to have Sasha's presence when he found himself at the General Store despite his worries. Most of the supplies consisted of small and inexpensive items, and the Dunns stocked all the basics, including space-blankets.




  Amber dropped a pack of candles inside a plastic case. "Useful for both winter and summer survival situations."




  Sasha dropped strong insect repellant into the handcart Zach carried. "Only for summer, but you do not want to head out without it."




  Matches dropped into the cart. "We keep separate kits for summer and winter because of that."




  "Don't forget the flag," McRoyal said from down the aisle. He came down to drop another package into Zach's cart. "Hard to be rescued if no one searching for you can find you."




  "Don't forget a tent," Buck called from another aisle.




  "This is a small kit, Mr. Taylor," Amber said loudly before stopping in front of a small case of knives.




  Zach about swallowed his tonsils at the prices of some of the ornate ones. Sure, they looked great, and would probably do a great job, but his father would kill him if he came home with one.




  Amber shook her head, gesturing at the higher-priced ones. "Custom work. Nice and worth it in some instances, but in this case, you want this one."




  She pointed down to a large Swiss Army knife with many extensions coming out of the handle.




  "That one is expensive, too," Zach said. "I can't buy something like that on my own without permission. Dad would kill me."




  "So would any of us, son," Mr. Goodwin said, appearing out of nowhere to put a hand on his shoulder. "A boy should buy such things with his father."




  "I know knives, and his father doesn't," Amber said, staring at Mr. Goodwin.




  Mr. Goodwin didn't even flinch. Zach thought probably because of the strange relationship between him and his wife. The two argued almost nonstop when together, but somehow remained married. Someone like Amber wouldn't phase him a bit.
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