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  Description




  The start of summer brings a rush of activity, and a touch of crazy…




  Hawk and Zach Callahan receive their first lodgers of the summer season among the antics instigated by a fierce race for the presidency of the Salmon Run Men's Club. McRoyal prepares to head out to his gold claim, but finds himself pursued by the Widow Sophie for an entirely new reason. Zach tries to complete his project for the Science Fair, despite interfering Little People.




  To complicate matters, something other than the Little People lurk in the forest around the lodge. Something that does not appear on Yenni and Nanuk's alien scanners. Something that surprise even Sasha and Grandpa Neeley.




  All the while, they keep encountering examples of Crazy Uncle George's, well, craziness.
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  "THIS MEETING OF the Salmon Run Men's Club is now in order," Chance McRoyal announced to the men gathered under the slanted roof off the side of the old hangar.




  The building was still the worse for wear. Some windows now boarded up and waiting for new glass. The floor could do with another good sweeping. One corner of the office area still haven't been cleared from all that the weather had blown into the structure in the time it had been abandoned.




  Hawk Callahan stayed at the back of the room and slipped onto one of the rough benches someone had found in the back of the old structure. He really should be home at the lodge now that they would soon have their first official lodgers of the summer.




  Even if summer hadn't technically arrived yet. Frost still covered the ground and any vehicles left outside each night. But, the early runs of salmon didn't care. Nor did the trout that lived permanently in Salmon River and the inland lakes.




  But, part of the new life in Alaska for Hawk meant partaking in a new event in the existence of the Salmon Run Men's Club.




  McRoyal waited only for a few seconds for the men to find places to sit before starting to speak from the wooden crate he stood on. "Okay, here's the deal. I did it. A date with Sophie, and in exchange, she made available a place for us to make our own. No more getting kicked out of the General Store during our coffee breaks."




  "No more getting told to get out of the kitchen when a man just wants a bite to eat of a decent breakfast," Winston Goodwin grumbled. Like he'd tried a week ago when his wife gave him oatmeal instead of eggs, bacon, and toast. Ms. Dunn ran him out of the kitchen as he tried to fry an egg with a demand that if he needed food, he would pay them to cook it for him.




  "Or complaining about mud on the floor," Buck Tyler added. "It's breakup. Of course there's mud. There's mud all over Alaska."




  Although getting better. Every day the remaining patches of snow and ice melted away and the ground grew firmer. Thank goodness. As it was, he would need to get Sarah Quaid out to the lodge with her big grader to smooth out the ruts in the driveway. And maybe bring out and spread another load of gravel.




  A dog woofed from the side of the room. Several men laughed, including McRoyal.




  McRoyal pointed to Darnit, the scruffy failed sled dog that was his faithful companion. "And we can bring our dogs inside when the weather gets bad, like today's rain. Anyway, back to the subject. As most of you know, our new place came with a few stipulations."




  Which started muttering and moaning from a few, mostly from Winston, who hated anyone telling him what to do. Especially his wife.




  "They aren't as bad as that," McRoyal continued. He scratched at his well-trimmed red beard. "Anyway, since I was the one who, uh, inspired the Widow Sophie to provide this place, I've been asked to oversee the official organization of our club."




  "Thank you for suffering on our behalf," Stewie said, tipping his baseball cap towards McRoyal. Which caused a new outbreak of laughter.




  "The first order of business was a club charter." McRoyal held up a few sheets of paper held together by a staple. "This is what we came up with. Has everyone here had a chance to read the final revision?"




  The men murmured, and McRoyal frowned. "Okay, who has not read it?"




  No one raised their hands, despite a few of the men elbowing their neighbors as if daring them to.




  McRoyal shook his head, sporting the same resigned expression so many of the wives of Salmon Run often wore. "Okay, here's the deal. We have a vote here and now to accept this club charter for the Salmon Run Men's Club, or we start over."




  Even as two men turned to whisper to each other, Winston said loudly over the noise, "We've been going over the stupid thing for days now. Can we just vote now and get it over with? We have other things to do before we all die of old age."




  "Okay, I have a second motion for a vote from Winston," McRoyal said. "Anyone else."




  Looking at his watch, worried about how much time was passing, Hawk raised his hand. "Thirded."




  "Okay, we have a full motion. We now vote!" Darnit barked in approval of the words. McRoyal said over the continuing whispers, "All those in favor of the new Salmon Run Men's Club charter, raise your hand."




  Hands rose from the men sitting along the benches. McRoyal looked them over, announcing, "We have twelve approvals. Okay, who is not in favor of the new charter?"




  Two hands went up from the front row.




  Hawk felt immediate relief. After all the arguing back and forth the last few days haggling over possible clauses and their meanings, he'd been sure it would have been a tighter vote.




  "Still don't like the community clause," Casper said.




  "As you said before, Casper," McRoyal said. "However, we have a more than two-thirds majority. The majority wins. The charter is approved."




  A wave of clapping and approved hollering commenced, punctuated by a howl from Darnit. Hawk happily joined in. Coming from the field of computer programming, belonging to a group of men who enjoyed just going out and doing things was a pleasant new experience. 




  No awkward shunning of the newbie in the community. Oh no. Salmon Run latched onto him and Zach and seemed to have no intention of letting them go.




  "Good, we have one part of this finished. Now for the next part," McRoyal said over the loud voices. Darnit went silent, but it took the men a little longer. "We have a charter in place. Now we need a man to lead this rabble of men over the next two years."




  McRoyal stepped off the box and soon came back with a cardboard box with a slot on the top. "Here's the next part. We vote for a president of the club. Anyone who wants to run puts their name in here with ten dollars to enter. Tomorrow I announce the runners. Seven days from now we vote in our person. And that's it!"




  Good thing, too. The hard rough wooden benches were making Hawk's backside go numb. If they had many club meetings, they really needed to get better seats. Or at least some padding.




  Hawk stood up as several men rushed forward towards the box McRoyal was in the process of sitting on a table that also held paper and pens. He didn't bother going up. He had enough on his plate.




  "Good you could be here," Doc Fitch said, coming from the bench on the other side of the center aisle. "I hear you are about to get busy."




  "Not too bad. It's only one small party of fishermen who want to get some in a little early." Hawk shoved his hands into his pockets. "Time to work out the final kinks of taking care of people."




  "I hear you have Cindy Worl lined up to help you out inside the lodge. You'll do well. She knows what she's doing."




  Hawk shouldn't be surprise Doc Fitch knew about it. Nothing remained secret for very long in a town as small as Salmon Run.




  Doc Fitch nodded towards the table with the box. "Are you entering?"




  "No sir. I figure I'll have my hands plenty full in my first full Alaska summer. Getting the lodge going again, learning the land, and basically trying not to kill myself of any of our guests." Something Hawk still worried about even after all the planning and preparing he and Zach had been doing.




  "Good idea. Give yourself a little space to settle in."




  A loud protest rose from the front of the room. Hawk didn't know what it was about, but one of the voices was Buck. The other Casper? That could be trouble. The two men were too much alike to get along very well.




  Doc Fitch rocked on his heels as he put his hands in his pockets, shaking his head. "This is going to get interesting."




  With a lodge to run, something he'd never done before? Moved from California to Alaska? With aliens in disguise hiding out at the lodge? With a group of Alaska men trying to decide who would lead their club?




  Doc Fitch sure knew how to make grand understatements.




  ***




  




  





  A nice Sunday night, and what did Zach Callahan spend it on?




  Homework.




  He stared at the mess on the table in one corner of his room with disgust. The carefully crafted model of light-weight space-age material for simple insulated homes didn't look anything like he'd left it when he went to eat lunch.




  One partially-built miniature structure lay upside down with a wall missing. Another was gone completely. The samples he'd written off to aerospace comanies for were nowhere in sight.




  How was he supposed to pass the upcoming science fair with even a minimal grade if he had nothing to take there?




  And he knew just who to blame.




  "This isn't funny. I needed this for my science class," Zach said out loud to what anyone else would assume was an empty room. Who knew. He might actually be alone. Hard to tell when dealing with creatures who could go invisible at will.




  No laughter greeted his words. Not like in the forest during Sasha's coming-of-age trials not long ago.




  Zach stalked out to the living room and grabbed the phone. A moment later Sasha's mother answered the other side.




  "I'm sorry, Zach," she said when Zach asked for his best friend. "Sasha is out hiking with Grandpa Neeley. She won't be back until late tonight."




  Oh, right. He'd forgotten in his hours of concentration on the model. While everyone else thought she was out hiking with her grandpa, Zach knew the real reason. They were out talking to the Little People so Sasha could learn how to become a good liaison between them and the humans.




  Which, ironically, was exactly what Zach needed her for. Now, not only could he not get her help, but he couldn't call Grandpa Neeley for help, either.




  "Thanks, Ms. Neeley. I'll get with her at school tomorrow," Zach said. He should have contacted her on her translator band.




  Hanging up the phone, he wondered what else he could do. He didn't have time to get more supplies shipped in to redo the models. Even if he could get them, it took time to build the models. To show how the new materials becoming available could be adapted for use in the harsh environment of Alaska. It could drastically alter the required energy requirements for homes and businesses.




  And now he had nothing to show for all his time and effort. The one remaining model would not be enough.




  Zach slowly made his way back to his room, too depressed to even look at the table. Probably too much to hope that the Little People who recently invaded the lodge would put anything back.




  They were being little pills, as one of his aunts would have described it. He didn't care if hibernating all winter made them hyper come spring. This wasn't funny. This was hurtful, and they needed to stop it.




  Zach started the computer to work on the only thing left: the computer modeling he'd done and the presentation material he'd intended to soon print out. Thank goodness the Little People didn't know how to use a computer. Thanks to multiple backups, they wouldn't be able to wipe out his work even if they did.




  He started a new file. If he didn't have physical models, then he would have to expand the computer presentation. Add in animation and descriptions. Do a voice-over. Give it a lot of pizzazz and flash




  But, it really would be a better presentation with the models. Something hands-on that the judges and people attending the science fair could physically touch.




  Through gritted teeth, Zach said out loud again, "I really need those models."




  This time a faint tinkle of laughter came from the hallway. A small voice he knew didn't belong to anyone staying in the lodge. No human or alien, in any case. 




  Amber had it right. He hated spring.




  ***




  




  





  The spring air ruffled at Nanuk's white fur. Soon the temperature of this part of Alaska would rise as the beginning of summer hit. Even now, life was awaking and starting their frantic preparations for the winter that would come in only a few short months.




  A time of activity for Yenni and himself, as well, as the chief scientists of the Coalition of World's research mission to Earth. Only, this year they would need to do their research without the support of the Jingori mothership or a place waiting for their return after every field mission. A safe and hidden location to process the data and samples collected.




  A ship that no longer existed, thanks to a battle in Earth orbit with an Imperium warship. A battle that only three of the original mission crew were known to have survived.




  Nanuk sighed at the thought, the memory weighing heavily on him.




  Yenni stood on a log nearby, his precious sensor in his fur-covered hands. To a human, he may look like a local large rodent, if not for the dark pods on his back that protected his delicate wings when not in use. Or the backpack. Or the clothing he sometimes wore for added protection while out in the open environment.




  Some would say Nanuk himself looked like an upright walking polar bear. Nanuk didn't see it. His nose was longer, eyes larger, and brain-case much larger than any native bear. Not to mention his intellect.




  Nanuk smoothed his vest, happy to be himself for these few precious hours. No holograms cast over their bodies to make them appear as the Hermit Isley and his pet dog. No straining of the translators around their wrists to make them appear to speak in the local human dialect.




  Their hovering sleds sat nearby while Yenni studied a group of beavers in a nearby pond. Nanuk used special telescoping lenses to watch a cabin on the other side of the river. The lenses filtered out the plant life and allowed him to see the humans inside.




  Or rather, outside. Already cutting wood and stacking it in piles, despite the growing warmth. But then, humans did not have the extra insulation of a layer of good-quality fur like he and Yenni did.




  "Yes, they have at least two, possibly three cubs," Yenni announced, giving a little hop. He settled back down on the log. "I am also picking up a dramatic increase in number of the annoying mosquitos forming in the water."




  "I thought they didn't bite you," Nanuk said as he took mental note of the movements of the distant humans.




  "They don't. Their constant buzzing annoys me. Makes it hard to focus on my field notes."




  The computer on Nanuk's sled beeped. The one on Yenni's soon did the same thing.




  Reluctantly, Nanuk lifted the lenses off his face and moved to the sled. A check of the computer told him the source of the alarm. "Yenni, shut down the scanner. Boat coming up the river."




  "I just got started!" Yenni protested.




  "We've been out here for hours."




  "It doesn't feel like hours." But, Yenni shut down the scanner and hopped off the log. "I should have been out here yesterday and the day before. Too much time is passing between observations."




  "Is the beaver family developing that fast?"




  "No, it's the flora and microbes in the area. I've not yet had a chance to study them with my new scanner."




  A scanner that had an annoying side-effect of shutting down human electrical generators if too close. Nanuk didn't know the effects it would cause on a typical fossil-fuel human-designed engine, but he didn't want to find out. After the earthquake damage earlier in the year, the humans had been hit with enough problems for now.




  "Time to move towards the hills, anyway. Fewer humans up there," Yenni said. He slipped the scanner into his backpack and climbed up on the seat of his personal hovering scooter. He placed the items in the storage area behind the seat.




  "Which is not good for my studies," Nanuk said.




  "Sorry," Yenni muttered.




  "I know, my friend. This will be a difficult spring for both of us."




  "Words arrive, through the void they fly,




  Urgent messages from a distant sky," Captain Igriss suddenly sang out from both of their translators.




  The only one of the three of them that seemed content to remain stranded on Earth with no direct Coalition support. But then, Igris was a brooding mother, happily caring for her developing eggs in the depths of Lake Iliamna.




  Nanuk lifted the wrist where the biological-based translator wrapped around. "Hello Captain Igriss. Go ahead with the message."




  "Message is as follows," Captain Igriss said, no longer singing. "Idenco evacuations going well, but behind schedule. Unable to send immediate rescue vessel. Use remaining passenger shuttle as lifeboat until further notice. End message."




  Yenni yelped, sitting straight up on the small seat of the scooter designed just for someone of his smaller size. "The shuttle? Do they have any idea how small it is? How little food is on board? The damage?"




  Nanuk suddenly felt weary. They finally get a message back from Headquarters and it was for this? No known date of rescue?




  "Thank you for the message, Captain Igriss," Nanuk said.




  "Enjoy your day and time on this green world," Captain Igriss said before descending back into song Nanuk knew was aimed at her beloved eggs.




  Yenni hopped up and down a few times, his dark eyes narrowed. "We deserve better than this! The Jingori destroyed an Imperium ship after all! Now we are abandoned here?"




  "The people still stranded on Idenco deserve to live, which they will not if they cannot leave before their sun goes into a full flare cycle." Nanuk sighed as he packed away his own equipment. The thought of further research for the day did not appeal to him. "We are on a planet where we can breathe, we have native compatible food available to supplement the emergency food disks in the shuttle, and shelter at the Callahan's lodge."




  "Easy for you to say. The illusion around you isn't one of a dog." Yenni poked his nose in his direction. "A dog. A pet. A creature of limited intelligence. I am an acclaimed scientist!"




  Nanuk tried not to laugh. Hard not to at Yenni's outburst of outrage. "And yet, we are in a better position than those on Idenco. The Earth's sun is stable."




  Yenni looked up into the pale blue sky. "True, and likely to remain that way for a good long time."




  "We are fortunate to remain alive, my friend. We should not take such a thing for granted." Nanuk climbed onto his sled and activated the engines.




  "Oh, I know it intellectually," Yenni said as he started his own scooter. "But really. A dog?"




  This time Nanuk did laugh, but used the air rushing by as they flew back to the lodge to mask the sound.




  





  





  





  





  





  





  CHAPTER TWO




  [image: ]




  





  




  





  "TIME FOR DINNER. Zach?"




  Zach looked up from the computer, realizing he was bleary-eyed. Dinner? Already?




  But, a look at the clock confirmed it. Rats, and he wasn't anywhere near where he wanted to be.




  "Coming," Zach shouted back to his father.




  He saved all the files, and set them to backing up, just in case. Only then did he stand up and stretch. Good thing he had the rest of this week to work on this. He would need every precious moment.




  Meanwhile, a little food sounded great. He found Nanuk and Yenni already sitting in the dining area of the grand-room of the lodge, able to join them as themselves. Come later in the week such a thing would be impossible when the new lodgers arrived. Yenni sat on top of a child booster seat, while poor Nanuk barely fit in the chairs.




  His father put a bowl of green salad in the middle of their table, and then set a bowl almost as big in front of Yenni alone. "How goes the project?"




  "Oh, it would go fine if I could be left alone." Zach stretched once more before heading into the kitchen. He grabbed a basket of rolls and started to head back to the table.




  Only, Zach didn't quite get that far. He stopped at the doorway between the kitchen and dining room. The wall next to the white-board was bare. Nothing there. None of the printouts that had been there only the morning before.




  He used a foot to open the door. "Dad, where is the meal schedule? Are you redoing it?"




  His father straightened from putting a steak on Zach's plate.  Nanuk then took two from the platter. "I didn't do anything with it."




  Yenni looked up from where he was already enthusiastically going at his salad. "Don't look at me. Nanuk and I were out on a research trip most of the day."




  "Did it fall?" Nanuk asked.




  Zach closed his eyes, almost in pain. "No, it didn't fall."




  He bumped the door with a hip and came fully into the dining room before it recovered to hit him in the back. It swung back and forth before settling. By then, Zach had set the basket in the middle of the table.
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