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  Description




  Summer, fall, winter, and breakup...




  Slush and mud mix with snow and ice, turning Salmon Run into a gooey mess. Spring will soon arrive, a time the Callahans hope will bring lodgers. For Sasha and Jacob Neeley it means the tribal "coming of age" trial. In the midst of the madness, Nanuk and Yenni attempt to fit into the human world while waiting for rescue.




  And in the forest, an ancient myth stirs into life…
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  Dedication




  To everyone in Alaska. I still miss you!




  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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  AFTER HAVING a full lodge for weeks, Hawk Callahan yearned to turn into a hermit. Not the sort of impulse the owner and proprietor of the Salmon Run Lodge should have.




  Hawk suppressed the traitorous thoughts as he helped move luggage from the second floor to a clear spot in front of the double-door front arctic entry. Another room to soon clean and get ready for the summer. A summer that was looking up thanks to the trickle of reservations coming in after the lodge received much-needed free advertising after his son and one of his friends discovered a World War Two crashed aircraft in the mountains.




  With the last of the luggage waiting just inside the doors, Floyd Worl turned to shake his hand. "Thank you for your hospitality. It's been great."




  "I'm sure you are anxious to get back into your home," Hawk said. As most of the other lodgers who'd left the past few days. Slowly, the town of Salmon Run was healing from the after-effects of the earthquake.




  A horn honked from out front, and Floyd turned towards the kitchen to shout, "Our ride is here."




  "I'm coming," his wife, Cindy, called out from behind the double closed doors.




  "And, we'll miss having Cindy's cooking. She did great work," Hawk said.




  "Yeah, and this year with Jack Dunn determined to be a cook, looks like she won't have a job cooking at the General Store." Floyd shook his head while grabbing two of the suitcases. "Don't blame the kid. Jack will be sixteen this summer and wants to earn some cash, but makes it hard on us. Aren't very many jobs around here."




  Hawk jerked. He should help Floyd get the luggage into the truck waiting outside, but instead he headed straight into the kitchen. Cindy Worl stood in front of the open refrigerator, putting in a covered bowl. A miniature moose swung by his antlers from the very end of her long black braid.




  "Good, glad you're here," Cindy said. She pointed to first one shelf and then another. "Macaroni salad, chocolate pudding pie, leftover meatloaf for sandwiches. You're set for lunch for a couple days."




  "Thank you for all the cooking. You didn't need to. The insurance company paid for you to stay here while the house repairs happened, not work here," Hawk started, wondering how he should broach the subject.




  "I have to keep busy with my hands. I would go crazy doing nothing, and having no home only made it worse. So, thank you for letting me have the run of the kitchen," Cindy said with a grin, closing the door. She grabbed a box of her cooking pans.




  Which meant she was about to leave, and he hadn't even asked what he needed to. Life was lived a lot slower in Salmon Run compared to California. With it came a different decorum for broaching certain subjects. But, with Grandpa Neeley and McRoyal nowhere near to ask for advice, he chose to plunge right in. "I hear you cooked in the cafe at the General Store last summer?"




  Cindy made a face. "Until this summer. Jack Dunn is turning sixteen."




  "So I heard. Have you found a new position yet?"




  Cindy paused at the edge of the kitchen island, staring at him. A deep lingering stare that worried Hawk. Did he ask wrong? Maybe he should have invited the two to a dinner on him to discuss it? Some other way?




  Then she set the box on the edge of the counter. "Do you have something in mind?"




  "Would you be open to discussing a job here at the lodge during the summer season?" Hawk waited, his stomach curling up into a knot. On the one hand, they needed the help. On the other, they needed a full enough season to really justify it. They weren't quite there yet.




  Cindy looked around the kitchen before her attention settled back on him. "I think I would be open to it. Depends on the details."




  "Cindy," Floyd called out.




  "I'll be right there," Cindy yelled back.




  Hawk hurried forward and grabbed the box. "Let me carry that. Think about it while you settle back into your house. We can get together in the coming weeks to talk over the details."




  Cindy fetched a bag from a chair at the kitchen table and followed him out. "The sooner the better. I would like to know what I'm up to this summer."




  Hawk handed off the box to Floyd. "Good. Glad to hear it."




  They were losing lodgers, but he may have gained a cook for the summer season. He couldn't wait for Zach to get home from school to tell him the good news. Finally, things were going their way.




  Hawk stared down the hall towards the other end of the lodge. Now, if only they could take care of their newest two lodgers: two aliens in disguise without a way to get home.




  * * *




  "She came back yesterday to talk to Dad, and now we have someone to help with the cooking and cleaning," Zach said. At the last word, he stuffed a good bite of his lunch into his mouth.




  Amber Marley sat on one side of the round lunch table, eating slowly from a lunch made of leftovers. Her piercing blue eyes alternated from watching him tell the story to the noisy boys at a table on the other side of the compact cafeteria of the Salmon Run School.




  Zach had long ago learned to ignore the activity of Jacob Neeley and his friends, as well as the two tables the younger kids of the all-grades school liked to congregate. Kindergarten to high school. All the kids of Salmon Run came to the same school during the school year. A strange arrangement, but one Zach was not only now accustomed to, but rather liked. Most times.




  Sasha Neeley looked up from the other side, half-way through the process of dissecting a muffin into small chunks. "Cooking and cleaning?"




  Zach scowled at her, swallowing a meatloaf sandwich before saying, "You haven't heard a single thing I've said."




  "Did too. You were talking about cooking and cleaning," Sasha said, pulling another chunk off the muffin without eating it.




  "No, I was talking about hiring someone to help with the cooking and cleaning," Zach said.




  Her eyes widened, her full attention finally on him. "You did? Who?"




  Zach rolled his eyes at Amber, who nodded, her face still serious. But then, Amber's face was always dead-serious. "Most definitely not paying attention."




  "Nope." Zach handed Sasha another napkin, as the only other one she had was now covered in the remains of the poor muffin. "I'm talking about Cindy Worl. She did a bunch of the cooking while she stayed at the lodge."




  Sasha frowned, turning her attention back to the muffin. "That won't work. She works in the cafe at the General Store in the summer."




  Zach reached out and grabbed the muffin out of her hand. Sasha jumped, trying to grab it back. "Hey, give it back."




  "Only if you eat it," Zach said, letting her pry it out of his hand. "Apparently you didn't hear that part, either. Jack is going to take over the cafe this summer for the first time. Which means Cindy no longer has a job."




  All three of them stopped to stare at the table where Jacob Neeley, Jack Dunn, and several of the older boys in school sat. As if in response, Jack jumped up and jumped as if throwing an invisible basketball. Probably was. They'd won a game against a school in Cordova a week ago and none of the team could stop talking about it.




  "Jack, head of the cafe. Now, that will be interesting," Amber said. Her non-blinking stare, so much a part of Amber that Zach hardly noticed anymore, attracted the attention of the table. Jacob elbowed Jack, who made a face at Amber.




  "He's more responsible than Jacob," Sasha said. "He might do a good job."




  "If Jacob doesn't distract him," Amber said before returning to her lunch.




  "Jacob will be helping on the family fish site," Sasha said, eating the first piece of the muffin Zach had seen yet.




  Amber sniffed. "That's not enough to keep him busy during the summer break. We already know that."




  Zach stuffed a napkin into his sandwich bag. "Anyway, the only thing that hasn't been decided yet is when she'll start. We're waiting another week or so to see how the reservations do."




  "What about the hot springs?" Amber asked. "Going to do anything with it?"




  "Father already has some of the Men's Club out there fixing up the one bad wall. It might be simple out there, but it's still great for just sitting in. Summer project might be building changing rooms," Zach said. "Already in the advertising. Two parties mentioned it when they made reservations."




  "Mentioned what?" Sasha asked, looking up from the muffin.




  Zach put down the apple slices he'd been eating and sighed heavily. "Are you listening to anything today?"




  Sasha pulled back her shoulders. "I'm listening!"




  "No, you are not," Amber said. "Ignore her, Zach. She's just worried."




  "Worried about what? The geography test? She's great at that." Zach paused, remembering the one part of school that was stressing even him. "Coming up with a science fair project?"




  "No, of the coming-of-age trails," Amber said.




  Zach put down the apple slices again. He understood the words, but no more than that. Another Salmon Run special event? "The what?"




  "I'm fine, Amber. I'll do fine," Sasha said before eating a few more of the muffin chunks.




  Zach frowned at both of them. "What is this about? No one has mentioned this."




  "This weekend," Amber said. "No one said anything, because it's only for the tribe."




  Zach glared at Sasha. "You should have still told me. What's this all about?"




  "It's simple," Sahsa said, sitting back in her chair and pushing the napkin full of crumbs away from her. Zach noticed she hadn't eaten any of the rest of her lunch, either. "A trial in the woods to show you have the skills needed to be an adult of the tribe."




  And it still didn't make sense. "Survival skills? You're great at those, just like Amber."




  "Thank you, Zach," Amber said before attacking the next part of her lunch, looking very pleased with the comment.




  "It's not only that. It's also about the traditions of the tribe. Knowing the legends, the customs." Sasha stopped. She reached out to pick up one of the muffin bits and popped it into her mouth. "Wouldn't be so bad if I was doing it alone this year."




  Zach glanced around the room. There were several other kids right around Sasha's age, but not exactly. "Who else is doing it?"




  "Gary Tanner," Sasha said, pointing at Jacob's table. "And Jacob."




  Which made no sense to Zach at all. "This for a range of ages?"




  "No, only for those who turn sixteen this year," Sasha said. "Jacob was sick last year, so he's going through it this year."




  Zach shrugged. "No big deal. You know how to handle him."




  Amber gave Zach an odd smile. "You are in such a better mood these days."




  Zach tried not to look guilty. Hard not to, not when he knew the reason for his bad temper during the spring equinox. A wonderful combination of a growth spurt with the alien translator band around his wrist reacting to the hyper-active auroras of the time.




  He tugged on the cuff of his left sleeve despite knowing no one could see the smooth green band around his forearm. Easy to hide the alien translating technology during an Alaskan winter when no one wore short sleeves. Come summer he might have a little harder time.




  He ate another apple slice, noticing Sasha managed to eat another muffin crumb but had resorted to tearing apart the muffin paper now. He didn't say anything as he finished the apples. Still she said nothing. The poor muffin paper lay in shreds.




  Finally, he demanded, "Okay, out with it. What are you really worried about?"




  Sasha shrugged. "I've been practicing, but I have no idea how the testing goes. No one will tell me."




  "Meanwhile Jacob has never practiced for anything other than basketball," Zach said with a laugh. "You aren't the one who needs to worry."




  "I agree with Zach on this," Amber said, leveling her intense blue-eyed stare on Sasha. "What is really worrying you?"




  "Just thinking and planning," Sasha mumbled, picking up another muffin crumb and eating it.




  Zach didn't believe a word of it. From Amber's expression, she didn't, either. Something worried Sasha about all this, but apparently she wasn't ready to share it.




  Zach closed the empty apple slice container and cleaned up his spot. No time to try and dig it out of her now with lunch almost over. He got out another napkin to wipe away the dots of moisture on the table. When did he become so messy when eating?




  Yet, the moment he wiped away the drops, more appeared. Then a few more. Other drops splattered on top of his cooler in the middle of the table.




  He looked up towards the ceiling just in time to see one side of a ceiling acoustical tile give way. With the crumbling tile came a a flood of water.




  "Look out!" he shouted, jumping out of his chair.




  The movement wasn't fast enough. The sodden mess dropped into the middle of the table. The wall of water came down on his head, soaking his hair, face, and clothes. Both Amber and Sasha scrambled away from the table, both soaked as well. The remains of their lunches flowed off the table in the deluge. Sasha's mutilated muffin mixed with the crumbling tiles as they spread across the floor.




  Screams and shouts erupted from other parts of the cafeteria as other ceiling tiles fell. Water rained down on table and student alike. The younger kids ran out of the room screaming at the top of their lungs. Teachers came running in.




  "We're lucky the entire tile didn't come down on us. Those things are heavy," Zach said.




  In response, the rest of the ceiling tile came loose, falling on the table and floor with a heavy whomp, splashing water on them. Zach jumped further away, even though his pants and shirt were already wet.




  Amber wiped her face clear with a hand before glaring up at the ceiling. "First the office chairs in the radio booth collapse, and now this. I hate spring."




  
CHAPTER TWO
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  "THIS IS going too slow."




  Too slow and frustratingly supervision intensive. Nanuk scowled at the robots as they worked away at the rock in the back of the cave. The passenger shuttle from the Jingori sat behind him blocking most of the tunnel entrance.




  They sat high on a mountain face, so no issue with human interference. Just as well, now that he and Yenni were separated from a mother ship of any kind. His scowl deepened as he thought of the Jingori and all the good people on board. What happened to them? Did the ship survive the damage inflicted by the Imperium attack? Did the others escape in the escape pods or the remaining freight shuttle? More than likely none of them. More than likely, the Imperium anti-matter bombs did their work. Yenni, Igris, and himself may truly be the only survivors of the Jingori mission to Earth.




  "What are you thinking about?" Yenni asked.




  Nanuk glanced down as his scientific companion on the Earth mission. Doctor Yenni studied the ecology of the planet while Nanuk's specialty centered on the humans who inhabited the world. Yenni may be a small scientist in stature, but not in skill. When Yenni came to the mission he advanced the ecological studies by at least double. Just as Nanuk did when he joined.




  A reason both of them had now been a part of the mission for so long. Long enough to be in this situation.




  "I'm wishing we'd taken the freight shuttle instead of this one," Nanuk said as he turned his attention back to the three robots digging into the rock. "More robots, better ore processing, manufacturing capability."




  Yenni harrumphed, sitting down on the rock floor of the cave. "We took this shuttle for a reason. Better shields. Considering the Imperium ship was about to recover power to their weapon systems, we needed it. Or do I need to remind you of the missile that tried to come up our engines as we re-entered Earth's atmosphere?"




  No, he didn't need to remind him. Nanuk smoothed the white fur on his forearms. They'd been fortunate. They survived the battle, a missile attack, and still managed to land the damaged shuttle in a place where they could have some hope to do repairs.




  Yenni blinked at the robots, then turned away, trotting back to the shuttle on all four legs. He'd shed the white winter coat he'd worn while on the way to the cave. His fur rippled with the movement and flex of the muscles underneath. "A bad use of our time. The robots know what to do."




  "But not how to prioritize," Nanuk said. But, he turned away as well. Watching the robots had given him something to do, something somewhat productive to focus on. "We now have a fully functional short-range communication system and very little done on the engines."




  "So, we come here more often. We have our sleds. Not an issue."




  So like Yenni to think things were so orderly and decisive. Nanuk knew well how curious and inquisitive the humans were. After all, they were his field of study. Each time they left the Salmon Lake Lodge where the Callahans provided them shelter, they risked someone seeing them. Risked discovery. Earth was slowly maturing, but not near the point where he thought them ready for a first encounter with an alien race, much less the full impact of the Coalition of Worlds.




  Nanuk found Yenni back in his seat inside the shuttle passenger compartment. He worked away at his console. "I've reprogrammed the self-repair systems to the power systems. Thought they should come first. No point in repairing the damaged engine if we can't supply it with power."




  "And control systems so we receive accurate system readings." Nanuk sat down at the edge of the pilot's seat. Still good power coming from the generators. Defensive systems, offensive, shields, and holographic cloaking device fully functional.




  Problem was, what would they do even once the engines of the shuttle were repaired? It was a short-distance transport.




  "No news from Igris on the message yet," Yenni said. He touched the console, swung it out of place, and hopped down from his special smaller seat. Two bounds, and he hopped up on the copilot's chair. "Perhaps interference from the battle, although I would have expected that to dissipate by now."




  "We don't know how many missiles the Imperium released towards the Jingori. Igris could indeed be suffering from communication interference."




  As if she was listening, Igris launched into song. The singing came through both the shuttle communication systems as well as the translation bands around each of their arms. Singing loud and happy from her lair in Lake Iliamna, obviously to her new eggs.




  Yenni shook his head. "Well, she's happy."




  "Indeed. She should be. From what I understand, this is only her second clutch of eggs in her life." And Nanuk was happy for her. He just wished the situation more stable for such an important event in their communication officer's life. The Imperium ship was severely damaged, but they did not yet have confirmation of its full destruction.




  Nanuk suppressed a deep sigh. No point dwelling on the problems. Better to focus on the solutions. He turned to Yenni. "We will go over the repair systems one last time before returning to the lodge. Can you recheck the shuttle hull integrity?"




  * * *




  Hawk settled down in one of the chairs in the cafe part of the Salmon Run General Store, very pleased with himself. New reservations, someone to help around the lodge, and a good balance in the checking account to help get things going. On top of that, he'd updated the Salmon Run community website to include new information and install a calendar of events.




  The only bad side of the last few days had been the muck the melting snow and ice revealed, along with the ruts now lining the driveway up to the lodge. The snow berms everywhere sported brown and black dirt and gravel along with other debris. Debris that included land-mines left behind by the resident dogs, sitting high on little pedestals of ice and snow. The white of winter was turning into the dirty landscape of spring.




  He'd never been much of a garden-man, but he highly preferred spring flowers to this.




  Other men of the town lounged in the chairs and tables around him. Their morning ritual, for as long as Ms. Dunn tolerated them taking up space to only drink coffee.




  "Getting the pack ready?" Winston Goodwin asked, glancing over at McRoyal.




  "Yep. Nearly time to head for the claim," Chance McRoyal said, running a hand over his red and gray beard.
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