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  Description




  With the equinox come the aurora and the itch of spring…




  Good moods are scarce in Salmon Run these days. Zach Callahan's lingering foul mood even manages to drive off Sasha. His concerned father insist on a check-up visit to the local spaceship just as Zach discovers a threat worthy of true worry:




  The return of a threat from the south.
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  This book is dedicated to my family, who have been supportive of all my writing since I can remember. All my stories are for you.




  
CHAPTER ONE
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  BREAKFAST WITH the Salmon Run Lodge full put to shame any bachelor meal.




  In a good way.




  Hawk Callahan sat back to watch for a moment. Families and couples spread out across the tables of the dining room to his right. Those who finished eating migrated to the giant grand room to the left, scattered across chairs and couches in front of a roaring fire.




  The contract workers hired by insurance companies to fix the damage caused by the earthquake to homes and business should head out soon to start the day's work. Today, they would lose another person. Diana Tyone moved in and out of the kitchen gathering the last of the pots and pans she'd brought over to cook with. She would soon pack the rest of her room to head back to her repaired home.




  Hawk Callahan loved all of it. Just this morning, he'd talked with one lodger about summer fishing spots, and with another about typical spring weather. He never thought he'd be so social.




  Zach, on the other hand, kept a low profile. Mostly because the women staying at the lodge decided to smother him with motherly attention ever since he'd come down with a cold shortly after the earthquake.




  The trip to Bermuda. One of several worries on his mind, one Hawk preferred not to think about. Not on such a nice morning. The implications still bothered him.




  Cindy Worl put a piece of paper down beside his plate before moving on to another table with her own plate of waffles. Hawk flipped it over, finding on it a grocery list along with notes to the side of how much to get for each item. The first time Cindy presented one to him, he'd been shocked by the amount on the list. Not anymore. The woman could stretch food an amazing degree.




  He folded it and put it in his pocket. Time to start cleaning some of the tables, but first, time to take care of his own family. "Zach, ready to head in to school?"




  "Let me finish first," Zach said before pushing a big wad of waffle in his mouth.




  The annoyed words brought to mind the one dark cloud over the new life of the lodge. Ever since the blow-up between Zach, Sasha, and Amber around the time of the avalanche, he'd been touchy. No, not right. Not right after.




  Hawk looked his son over once more. Hair needed cutting, but other than that he appeared healthy and in the midst of another growth spurt. Other than a face that rarely smiled anymore, and the near monosyllable answers. Not like Zach at all.




  Oh great. The hormones had really hit now. Either that, or something happened between him and Sasha and Amber he didn't know about.




  Right on time, Amber and Ruby Marley came down the driveway on one snow machine, the headlight illuminating the drifted snow outside the big windows of the dining room. He'd heard the girls weren't happy about sharing a machine, but with Amber's lost under an avalanche they didn't have a choice. He should ask the Salmon Run Men's Club if they'd seen any sign of it around the avalanche site when recovering the B-25 bomber from the side of the mountain.




  He grinned at himself as he polished off his plate. A couple of months before, and such thoughts and experiences would have seemed impossible. Now they were a fact of life.




  Finishing his plate, Zach dropped it off in the dirty dishes container on the counter running along one side of the dining room and ran for his room. Hawk dropped off his own dirty dishes in the tub before turning to the occupants of the dining room. "If anyone needs a ride into town, I'm leaving in fifteen minutes."




  One of the families in the back of the room raised their hands. A different Tyone family, who's roof suffered a hole caused by a tree crashing down during the earthquake. Probably wanted to help the construction workers on the repair job.




  Zach disappeared outside to take one of the snow machines to school while Hawk prepared for the trip into town. Supply run, then he had paperwork to do. Enough to keep him busy for the rest of the day.




  The front of the lodge was full of snow machines and big vehicles from the construction workers. Two of them waved at him as he headed outside. "We'll be here another couple nights. The office will call," one of them said.




  He waved back in acknowledgment. Another reason to get back so he'd be there for the call. The more days they had people at the lodge, the more he and the bank account liked it.




  After the happy chaos of breakfast at the lodge, he did not care for the mood in the Salmon Run General Store.




  The members of the Salmon Run Men's Club sat at the tables silently drinking coffee with not a smile among them. Staring at their coffee, the table, their boots. Not even Stewie Wright broke the silence.




  "Good morning," Hawk called out to them from the double doors leading to the arctic entry. Winston Goodwin grunted at him.




  "Do I hear Mr. Callahan?" Ms. Dunn asked, walking out from the back, wiping her hands on her apron.




  "Yes, ma'am. Time for some grocery shopping," he said as he pulled the list out of his pocket. He glanced down at it, and added one more thing at the very bottom before handing it to her. "Think you have everything?"




  She pursed her lips as she read down it. "Most of it. Some might be in the back still boxed up. Let me go look."




  While Ms. Dunn disappeared into the back, Hawk wandered over to the cafe side of the store. He grabbed a cup and poured from the carafe on the table in front of Buck Taylor. Still, they hardly moved. Doc Finch stared out the windows at rather boring scenery. Unless watching the raven chase Darnit around the porch and over rapidly melting snow berms counted as exciting.




  "Some of the lodgers are staying longer than expected, with another crew arriving tomorrow. Electrician and his apprentice, I hear," Hawk said. Nothing much, but the longer the silence went on, the more uncomfortable he grew. This wasn't the Salmon Run Men's Club he knew. The one who was the help and sometimes terror of the town of Salmon Run.




  Winston gave another grunt as he sipped at his coffee. Even McRoyal hardly responded.




  "Bright aurora last night," Hawk said, trying again. "Anyone see it?"




  "That time of year," McRoyal mumbled.




  "Equinox," Doc Fitch added, still staring out the window.




  McRoyal nodded without turning his attention from whatever he stared at. Maybe a speck on the wall? "Time of year for it."




  "Remember, boys, nine is the deadline," Ms. Dunn called out from the back of the store.




  Those words got a response. Pained expressions and outright sulks.




  "Now we're boys," Stewie muttered.




  Gus slouched in his chair. "Not much better than getting called 'children'."




  "Can't enjoy a good cup of coffee anymore," McRoyal said. "What's the world coming to?"




  "I'm missing something," Hawk finally said, looking from one to the other. "What's this about?"




  Ms. Dunn came out of the back room with a box to set on the checkout counter. "It's about paying customers."




  "We pay for the coffee," Winston said towards her sourly.




  "But not meals. Not unless one of you angered your wives or girlfriends. Nine, and I mean it," Ms Dunn said. "Mr. Callahan, the beans are on the third aisle."




  Hawk stared at the men, the meaning sinking in. He was getting slow. Either that, or not enough coffee in the morning. "You're getting kicked out?"




  "Wouldn't be so bad if we had a place to go," Doc Fitch said, still glum and unmoving.




  "Or to do," Stewie said.




  "What do you mean? You have the monument," Hawk said, lifting his coffee cup towards the window and the community center across and down the road where the main body of a B-25 bomber still sat.




  "We need a place to work the base. A place to use our tools," Buck said. "It's getting messy out there. Too much mud and slush. Have to wait till it firms up."




  "That's what happens when spring approaches," Ms. Dunn called from across the store.




  Winston glared in her direction. "Women. Always think they're in charge."




  "In the case of Stewie, his Sarah is." Buck laughed, but it came out dry and brittle. Stewie grimaced at the name of his girlfriend, but said nothing. Also not like him. Maybe the two were having troubles?




  "I thought there was plenty of other things to do," Hawk said. "The list of uninsured homes?"




  "Already done." Doc Fitch said. "At least the ones we could find material for."




  Winston thumped his coffee cup down. "This is ridiculous. We're the men of Salmon Run."




  "Yeah, so? What does that mean?" McRoyal asked.




  "The Widow Sophie has hold of your brains, youngster," Winston said, the words causing McRoyal to sit up stiffly in his chair.




  "She most certainly does not. Spit it out. What great plan do you have?" McRoyal demanded.




  "All these outsiders fixing the houses around here? We can work circles around them," Winston said.




  "Supplies, gentlemen," Doc Fitch mumbled. "Supplies. We don't have them."




  "Prove it," Ms. Dunn called out.




  This time McRoyal and Doc Fitch joined Winston in muttering, "Women."




  "We should have had those jobs," Stewie said.




  "We ran out of material, remember?" Doc Fitch finally turned away from the view out the front windows of the store. "Where's the invading hoard today?"




  "Toby King's house is one of them," Buck said before Hawk could draw together the gossip he'd heard around the dining room that morning.




  "Martin Tanner's place is right next door. Didn't he need help with the siding on the front?" Stewie asked. "Said he got it in on yesterday's Solar Express shipment?"




  Several of the men sat up straight, setting their cups on the tables.




  "He has all the supplies, just needs help doing it?" Buck asked.




  "We'll show the newcomers how it's done," Winston announced.




  Hawk decided he would be safer if he retreated to the other side of the store as the men started getting riled up. Hawk gulped down the last of the coffee. "Sorry, guys. Work calls."




  He joined Ms. Dunn in the hunt for the rest of the supplies while the men even cleaned off the tables around them while talking, and sometimes arguing, about what tools they would need to do the work.




  Hawk felt a little sorry for Martin Tanner. He was probably at home relaxing with a late-morning cup of coffee with no clue about the imminent arrival of the Salmon Run Men's Club.




  Poor man.




  * * *




  "No, I said I don't want any." Zach pushed away the baggie with a muffin so hard it almost slid over the edge of the table.




  Sasha grabbed it, stuffing it into her lunch bag. Great, another one of his mood. She frowned at him. "Fine. I thought you liked them."




  "Not today," Zach said, tearing apart his own sandwich.




  Sasha shook her head. He'd hardly put two words together all morning. She'd hoped the treat in her lunch bag would improve his temper. Did she do or say something to upset him? She couldn't think of anything she'd done. Nothing anyone else did, either, that she knew of. Yet, Zach the past few days hadn't been anything like the Zach she knew and called friend.




  She eyed him. Same short haircut, although now starting to get a little long. He wore one of his favorite sweatshirts, the one with geometric shapes scattered across the front. She'd just never seen such a sour expression on his face before. In a way it reminded him of Jacob…




  Oh lord, what a horrible thought.




  "You're in a mood," Amber said, daintily eating her own sandwich.




  "I'm fine," Zach said.




  "No you aren't." Amber's clear level unblinking stare settled on him as they continued to eat lunch at their favorite table in the school cafeteria. "You interrupted the show this morning and got into an argument with Jacob. Live, on the air."




  "He was wrong about the speed of light," Zach said.




  Sasha didn't say anything. Just watched him. Nothing pleased him, not even a lunch he'd packed himself. Not working on the computer in the radio channel studio on the other side of the school. Nope, didn't bode well at all.




  "Like I said, you're in a mood," Amber said, losing interest in him to dig into the remainder of her own lunch.




  Fortunately, Zach let it drop. Instead, he spent the rest of lunch glaring at his lunch and Jacob's rowdy table.




  Sasha watched him take on the teacher about the scores on a math test later in the afternoon, to the point even Ms. Springer became annoyed. In a class with Jacob, Ms. Springer could take a lot before starting to lose her cool. Did he have something on his mind? Did they have problems at the lodge?




  "What's his problem?" Jacob whispered at her while the teacher was distracted.




  "I don't know."




  "Still problems with Amber?"




  Amber cast a glare in Jacob's direction, clearing having heard.




  "We're fine," Sasha whispered back quickly.




  "My calculations are correct," Zach said, his voice sharp enough to get the attention of the rest of the class.




  "He'll tick her off and we'll all suffer," Jacob said.




  As if foretelling the future, Ms. Springer looked up from arguing over a paper with Zach and said sharply, "No talking. Work."




  After school, Sasha trailed behind Zach. She followed him as far as the General Store where he bought lunch items for the coming week. That part wasn't so unusual. The way he didn't talk to anyone, much less say hello, was. Zach even moved differently, walking stiff with big steps. As if angry and impatient.




  Grandpa Neeley gestured her over to sit with him in the cafe as he finished his drink. "What are you doing down here?"




  "Watching," Sasha said as she settled  in the chair next to him.




  "I see the object of your watchful eye is Zach Callahan. Is there a problem?" he asked.




  "He's been a grouch for several days. We can hardly be around him right now."




  "Is all the strawberry jelly gone?" Zach's voice rose from one of the aisles.




  "Out until next week," Ms. Dunn called back.




  Sasha waited for Zach to argue about the jelly, but he didn't. Instead he stomped to the other end of the aisle.




  "He doesn't argue like that. Never," Sasha said, more worried than ever. Worried, but not quite willing to say out loud what she thought. Had the hormones hit and about to turn into another version of a particular teenage boy who was the bane of her existence? She shuddered at the very thought.




  "Everyone has their times. Perhaps he is not feeling well. Perhaps the aurora is keeping him awake," Grandpa Neeley said, fingering the handle of his cup.




  "That's not the feeling I'm getting." She bit her lip before whispering, "What if he's turning into Jacob?"




  Grandpa Neeley started laughing, a booming laugh that echoed through the store. She scowled at him, trying to shush him. It wasn't a joke.




  The front door of the store opened, and Sophie Bardeaux breezed in with a pert small round hat angled on the top of her head. She headed directly for the freezer section before joining Ms. Dunn at the front of the store with a few packages in hand.




  Right past McRoyal where he shopped among the canned goods. No way could she not have seen him, yet she didn't even say hello, much less pester him to come over for dinner.




  What? What was happening around here? "The universe is about to end. I know it."




  "Break-up is coming. A lot of folks are not themselves this time of year. You've seen this before," Grandpa Neeley said. Before she could argue that it had never been to this extreme, he added, "Give it a few weeks and everyone will go back to normal."




  Sasha didn't want to give it a couple of weeks. She wanted Zach back now. They were supposed to do a science project together. How could she work with him when he found fault with everything around him.




  "Won't work in my situation. Other advice?" Sasha asked.




  "Give Zach the weekend. Then if he's still a problem, do what you would with Jacob."




  Sasha frowned at him, amazed he would suggest such a thing. "Tell him to find his brain and then push him into a snow bank?"




  "Exactly."




  
CHAPTER TWO
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  "LEAVE ME alone."




  The fury behind the words of Zach's words alone were enough for Hawk to come up swinging. Someone bothering his son? They would have both of them to deal with.




  Except he was half in a crawl-space door holding a pipe in place while Grandpa Neeley ran to his place for a joint he didn't bring with him. So long as the two pipes and the broken joint didn't sag, it barely dripped. If let go, all the water inside draining out of the pipes from the upper story of the Dunn's General Store where the family lived would overflow the bucket and start flooding the floor of the store itself. An until-now issue with the pipes that didn't become apparent right after the earthquake.




  "A man doesn't cry," Hawk heard Jacob Neeley say. By the sound of the voices, they must be a few aisles away from where Hawk was stuck.




  "I didn't cry. I don't cry," Zach said, his voice rising. "Going to start lying about me now?"




  "Why would I want to? I certainly don't need to. Everyone in gym saw it. Good grief, it was just a game of basketball. We played against other teams just fine without you, so why get teary about losing in a game in gym?" Jacob snorted. "Everyone knows you don't care for the game. Big deal."




  "I don't like cheating!"




  "No one cheated! We play by the rules, no matter how thick-headed you think the rest of us are. The teacher saw everything. Blocking like you did is not allowed." Jacob's voice diminished in volume, indicating they were moving away. Probably from following Zach as he tried to walk away. Probably too far away to hear Hawk shout to knock it off.




  Good lord, what happened at school? Hawks arms started shaking in their effort to keep the pipes in place. He should get out there and find out, but that would end up flooding part of the store.




  "From nearly crying to angry. If you were Sasha, I would ask if it was your time of the month." And probably quickly ducking, Hawk thought. Jacob continued, "Get a grip on yourself!"




  "Maybe I'm angry because you won't leave me alone," Zach bit out. "Go bother Amber or something."




  "Oh, right. That's a good idea. She's mad about you today, too. Getting mad with Nicoli because he didn't remember how part of the program worked, while we were on the air? Are you nuts? You may be his teacher's pet, but you don't interrupt a live show."




  Nicoli? The show? He'd missed today's broadcast. First because of waiting for a Solar Express shipment, something he may be waiting all day for as the train had decided to be its temperamental self again and not return from a run on time, and then getting drafted into helping Grandpa Neeley with the emergency store plumbing repair. Arguing with Nicoli, the head of Salmon Run's only radio station? That didn't make sense. Zach helped set up the new computer interface to help automate certain functions.




  "If you see Dad, tell him I'm in the buggy. Go rot your head, Jacob." The sound of the front doors opening and closing soon followed his son's final words.




  This didn't make sense. He'd thought there might be a problem between Zach and the two girls. But now, in gym? In the radio room with Nicoli? The other day he'd heard Zach grumble about a disagreement with his teacher.




  What was going on?




  Hawk jumped when something jarred his foot. Jacob demanded, "You awake, Mr. Callahan?"




  "I can't come out right now," Hawk said. "Big plumbing problem."




  "Yeah, whatever. Your kid needs help, Mr. Callahan. Get him some."




  Right. Easier said than done.




  * * *




  Who did Jacob think he was, anyway?




  Zach fumed about it while waiting for his father in the Buggy to get done with whatever was delaying him. Finding out he'd been inside the entire time helping with plumbing didn't help his mood on the drive home. Neither did his father talking. He didn't want to talk about school or Sasha and Amber.




  Once home, Zach quickly shed his winter clothes. With all the cooking going on, the kitchen was so warm anymore. Much too warm for snow pants and big thick coats. He grabbed the small bag of groceries he'd gone back into the store for once sure Jacob left and stowed them in the pantry where he hoped no one would find them. He hadn't appreciated the last of the peanut butter and jelly he liked disappearing into other people's lunches and snacks. He only had so much time in the mornings to make his lunches and he didn't like wasting it by trying to scrounge around for food substitutes. On Monday, his lunch supplies would be waiting for him, safe and sound, like they should.




  Cindy Worl came into the kitchen as he left the pantry. He grabbed his backpack and headed to his room before she could grab him for any chores. He had a new math test to study for, thanks to the argument with Ms. Springer earlier in the day. He was sure he would pass it, but he wanted to not only pass it, but ace it. Just to show he could.




  Yet, even math didn't please him. Doing the math problems frustrated him even more. He knew the equations, knew how to solve them, but his head didn't want to focus. An exercise that usually calmed and put him at ease today only bothered him. Another frustration with the day. Getting interrupted for dinner, made it all the worse.




  Zach found a corner of the dining room to sit in, which didn't mean anything when every table was taken. And, of course, his father hunted him out and sat at the same table with his own meal.




  "Anything special happening at school come Monday?" his father asked.




  Oh no. Not school again. Couldn't his father find a different subject tonight? Zach poked at his dinner. None of it looked appetizing, not even the baked potato sitting beside the strips of meat. "Nothing important."




  "Did I tell you about the new lodgers coming in tomorrow? The vacant room is already taken," his father said.




  "Yeah, great."




  "Finished with your homework? Are you getting with Sasha this weekend?"




  Zach dropped his fork. "Can I have a little peace to eat dinner? Why do you need to know about my entire day? It was lousy. I didn't even have a decent lunch thanks to no makings."
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