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  "Alien Winter" Description




  




  Hawk and Zach Callahan find it hard to clean the lodge with the plumbing and power constantly going out... and the unexplained noises. The humans aren't the only ones with problems. Nanuk's scientific human observations are jeopardized when he's ordered to take along a new arrival to the Earth Mission. It's only a matter of time before the human and alien worlds collide...




  Dedication




  




  This book dedicated to my family, who have been supportive of all my writing since I can remember. All my stories are for you.




  




  To Jan Sophia Grace for copious amounts of tea, lots of wonderful brainstorming sessions, and a willingness to see the ridiculous side of life.




  




  This book is also dedicated to all those who love to daydream.




  CHAPTER ONE
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  The groceries ran out on the third day.




  Which suited Zach Callahan just fine, as it meant a trip into town. He'd been impressed with the size of the Salmon Run Lodge when he and his father first stepped foot in it. Now that they had to clean every inch of it, the sense of awe at his father inheriting the place from Crazy Uncle George was quickly wearing off.




  Grandpa Neeley mentioned he'd spruce the place up before their arrival, but it obviously hadn't included the bedrooms or the layers of dust on everything. Thank goodness for the drop-cloth covers over the mattresses and the furniture, or they might not have had a place to sleep the first night.




  So much cleaning.




  Zach peered out the window of the Salmon Run General Store at the winter landscape beyond. The parking lot held the usual assortment of snow machines, four-wheelers, 4-wheel trucks, and strange hybrid vehicles that only an Alaskan would piece together and insist on driving. Across Main Street the local office of Fish & Game, closed for the winter, sat buried under piles of snow, the parking lot showing no signs of having been plowed clear all winter.




  A mangy black and gray dog ran across the top of the closest snow berm, chasing after a black bird with a big piece of bread in its beak. A dog he recognized as Darnit, which meant Chance McRoyal must be around.




  He used a foot to move one of the bags of groceries sitting around him out of the way so he could stretch a little. The half-dozen tables in the café in the east side of the General Store sat empty, making him wish for a bit of company after so many days alone at the Lodge.




  Maybe he should have gone with his father on the last few errands. Just to see a bit more of the small town. But, the warmth of the General Store felt so good after the cold drive in. Their jeep, called the 'Buggy' by all the locals, might drive well on the snow but the canvas top did little to keep the heat in.




  "The greenhorns left the barn," Jacob Neeley said, flopping in the chair diagonally from him, his lanky legs crossed at the ankles. He brushed over-long black hair out of his eyes, giving Zach a lop-sided grin.




  A grin that didn't fool Zach for a minute. He also didn't appreciate the 'greenhorn' comment. After being cooped up in the lodge for days he'd wanted someone to talk to, but why did it have to be Jacob?




  "What, no basketball? I thought you carried one everywhere," Zach said before he could stop himself, noting what was conspicuously absent from Jacob's hands.




  Jacob grimaced, "Not after knocking over the lamp."




  He had a mental image of Jacob's mother coming unglued and confiscating the basketball. Later, he would have to find out from Sasha exactly what happened.




  Zach put a hand out to rebalance a grocery bag on a chair. "I'm not joining the team."




  "Your loss."




  Zach's eyes darted to the boy. Jacob lived and breathed basketball, had been on Zach to join the small Salmon Run High School team since they'd first met in Cordova, and that wasn't why he was at the table? Instead of feeling relieved, he was instantly suspicious.




  "How did your first few nights at the Lodge go?" Jacob asked, looking everywhere but at Zach.




  "Just fine."




  "Nothing, well, unusual?"




  Why couldn't it have been Sasha who'd found him today? Where were the rest of the Neeley's anyway? "The curtains needed to be washed."




  Jacob turned his full attention to Zach and rolled his eyes. "Don't be so obtuse."




  He shrugged. "You obviously want me to say something. What is it?"




  Jacob leaned forward and said in a loud whisper, "Did you see one?"




  Zach's mind automatically flew to the aliens he and Sasha met the night of the aurora. Did she tell her brother about it?




  He mentally shook himself. No, Sasha wouldn't do that. She wouldn't trust her older brother to keep his mouth shut, or to keep from ridiculing them about the story. Or both.




  Which meant Jacob must be talking about something else.




  Jacob frowned, the right edge of his lip moving up, giving Zach the confirmation he needed that Jacob as up to no good. Did he even realize he could hardly contain his laughter and amusement?




  "Come on, out with it. And stop staring at me like an idiot."




  "You're the idiot. I have no idea what you are talking about." He glanced outside, wishing to see the buggy among the other vehicles in the parking lot. But, nothing. What was taking his father so long?




  "Okay, fine, I'll spell it out for you, dimwit. Did you see the ghost?"




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER TWO
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  Zach's mind went blank as he turned his full attention back to Jacob, not quite believing what he'd heard. "You can't be serious."




  Jacob scowled at him. "Of course I'm serious. Did you see it?"




  Jacob's face went slack and pale as something off to Zach's right shoulder caught and held his attention. He could only hope the rest of the Neeley family had arrived to give him backup against Jacob's mischief.




  Zach turned slightly to glance over his shoulder, spotting a girl standing tall, staring unsmilingly straight at Jacob. Definitely not Sasha, or anyone else he knew.




  It wasn't the snowsuit with a white camouflage pattern that caught and held his attention. Or the light brown hair held tightly in a bun with red, white, and blue ribbons. Or the brilliant blue eyes. Or the combat boots on her feet.




  It was the stare.




  An intent, focused, unsmiling, non-blinking stare that unnerved Zach even with it not aimed at him.




  "Apologize," she said, ejecting the word like a bullet.




  Jacob's face flushed and he sat up straight, no longer the lounging lazy teen. "Forget it, Marley."




  "You will apologize." The stare continued, the words coming out as if there were no doubt that Jacob would capitulate.




  "Why, because you can't take a joke?"




  Zach leaned back in his chair, adding his own stare aimed at Jacob. "What did you do?"




  Jacob scowled, growling at Zach, "You jump to the conclusion I did something?"




  Reminding himself that he would be attending the same school as Jacob, Zach kept his mouth closed. Even though he really wanted to answer.




  "It would be unfortunate if something similar were to happen to you at an inauspicious moment," the girl said.




  Jacob jumped up from his chair, pulling himself to his full height. "Just try it, Amber."




  Amber didn't back away, but took one deliberate step forward, her stare unwavering. "If you wish."




  Amber didn't look like she would be the type to back down, and Jacob struck him as the type to keep going just out of sheer stubbornness. Zach stared up at the two of them, wondering if he was about to find himself in the middle of a fight. Somehow he had the feeling she could take Jacob if she wanted to, and if Jacob was stupid enough to not apologize for whatever stunt he pulled on her.




  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a familiar dark blue vehicle pull up into the parking lot. Finally!




  Zach rose to his feet and grabbed as many of the grocery bags as he could before heading for the door with a hasty, "Bye!"




  His father held open the outer door in surprise as Zach barreled out of the store. His father called out after him, "Uh, are you ready to head home?"




  "Yep!"




  "Okay. I'll get the rest of the bags."




  Zach headed straight for the back of the buggy. Ah, escape! Warmed by his time in the store, he could appreciate the bright landscape around him more than earlier in the day. Including a group of dogs playing tag around the snow machines on the other side of the parking lot.




  Setting the bags down on the ground he struggled with the tailgate latch. With it down he began putting away the groceries, trying to position them as efficiently as possible to make the most of the limited amount of room behind the rear seat.




  His father appeared with another load , setting them on the edge of the tailgate. He started helping to put them in the back of the buggy when the playing dogs started barking loudly. His father jerked, eyes searching out the source of the noise.




  "They're playing tag," Zach said quickly, knowing it wouldn't make any difference.




  His father nodded, staring at the dogs with as much intensity as Amber had stared at Jacob. "One more load, I think. Can you handle it out here?"




  Zach climbed up on the tailgate so he could stack the bags easier. "Sure, I have it handled."




  His father quickly disappeared into the safety of the General Store. Well, maybe with there being so many dogs around town his father would slowly lose his fear of the animals. Zach could only hope so.




  A flurry of black near his head made him duck, causing him to knock a bag of bread off the stack he'd so carefully arranged. A caw and cackle identified it as a raven. Zach lifted his head and glared at it.




  A really brave and obnoxious raven, settled on the bars on the top of the buggy as if it owned it. It cocked its head down at him, cackling again. It hopped down to the other side of the tailgate, looking at him and then the bags. It didn't move when Zach moved towards it to finish packing away the bags.




  He climbed out and the raven pecked at a bag. Zach waved his hands towards it. "Hey, stop that. Go play with someone else."




  The raven hopped backwards, and then right back into the same place to take another peck.




  Darnit woofed at his feet. Zach looked down at him, pointing at the bird. "Get it."




  Darnit wagged his tail, lifting a leg and leaning away, as if it wanted a belly scratch.




  "No, get the bird. Be a guard dog."




  Darnit stood up on all fours, turned his head towards the raven, and woofed loud. The raven looked down at him, and if Zach didn't know better, stuck its tongue out at the dog. Darnit sat back down to gaze up at Zach with his tongue lolling out to one side.




  "Great help you are." Zach lifted the tailgate, waving it up and down until the raven got the point and took to the air. In response, Darnit ran after it, barking the entire way.




  Well, at least he could finish up without a bird getting into the food. He closed the tailgate and set the last of the delicate items on top of the bags of canned goods. The rest of the bags would have to go in the back seat.




  He turned to go around the side of the buggy to open the passenger door, and came to such a fast stop that his feet nearly slid out from under him.




  Amber Marley stood silently, staring at him with her wide blue eyes. At least she wasn't staring at him through angry narrow eyes like with Jacob, but the unblinking stare still made him nervous. How long had she been standing there? And, what did she want with him?




  




  




  




  




  CHAPTER THREE
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  Zach cleared his throat. "Uh, hello."




  She blinked once, but the stare remained in place. "What grade?"




  His mind raced. "Pardon?"




  "School. What grade?"




  Not the question he'd expected, but least it was an easy one to answer. "Oh. 9th, freshman."




  She gave a curt nod. "Good."




  Zach forced himself to look away. He'd heard of people who were described as 'mesmerizing' or 'hypnotic,' but this was ridiculous. Why did she stare so much?




  He reached for the passenger door and pulled it open. With a flick of a lever at the base of the seat, he folded it forward. "Why do you ask?"




  "Why do I ask what?" Sasha asked.




  Zach jerked up and swirled around, nearly falling against the door. Sasha Neeley raised an eyebrow, her brown eyes amused. "Talking to yourself today?"




  Zach looked all around, but Amber was gone. "Is this something all Alaskans learn?"




  "I'm afraid you'll have to be more specific than that."




  He gestured in the air, "You know. The appear and, pfft, disappear thing, without a trace."




  Sasha laughed. "Who does that?"




  "You do, for one." He glanced up and down Main Street, but nothing there, either. "Maybe it's only the girls. I'm surprised you didn't do it and leave me behind with the robot the other night."




  "I wouldn't leave you behind. What a thing to suggest," she said with a frown. "Speaking of things from the sky, did you see the falling star last night?"




  "Meteor," Zach automatically corrected. He turned back to the seat, sliding it forward to provide better access to the back seats. "And no."




  "You're in a strange mood today." She looked him up and down. "Need any help? How are things going at the lodge? When do we get to see you at school?"




  "Last load," Zach said, pointing to his father carefully picking his way off the porch with bags in both arms. He ignored her comment about his mood. "Doing fine, other than dusty, and tomorrow."




  Her eyes lit up. "Tomorrow? Really?"




  "Yes, really. And thank goodness your brother is in a different class. I don't know what he did, but he and Amber almost got into it."




  Sasha turned towards the store. "Amber Marley was here? I didn't see her."




  Zach stuck out his chin. "See? That's what I meant by pfft, disappearing."




  "I'm not surprised it happened. Jacob has had a few bad moments this year. I'm surprised he hasn't been suspended."




  Zach couldn't help grinning. "Rebellious youth, and all that."




  Sasha broke down laughing, stepping out of the way when his father rounded the buggy. Zach grabbed two bags about to fall and pushed them as far over on the back seat as he could. He moved out of the way so his father could set the rest of them down.




  A flutter of nearby wings barely warned him of the arrival of the raven. A sharp bark and the next thing Zach knew he was on his back in the snow. The mangy head and big blue eyes of Darnit stared down at him, his tongue panting out to the side. The notched right ear twitched and his hind-end shook from a wildly wagging tail.




  "Ugh, you need a breathmint," Zach said, pushing the head away from his face even as his father yelled at Darnit.




  "Relax, Dad, I'm fine," he said quickly.




  "Darnit, are you causing trouble?" Chance McRoyal yelled from somewhere nearby. Darnit perked up, both ears going forwards towards McRoyal's voice, but he stayed firmly on Zach's chest.




  "Silly dog," Sasha said, hooking a mittened hand under the collar and pulling. The raven cackled at them from the top of the jeep, watching the show from up above.




  Zach pushed against Darnit's chest. The dog whined as he slipped off into the snow. "What do you expect from a dog named Darnit?"




  "Expect him to be leashed?" His father suggested, tilting back up the passenger seat. He eyed the dog. "Are you hurt, Zach?"




  "Of course not. He was just saying hello." Zach rubbed Darnit's head, which the dog leaned into. "He's pretty harmless."




  "No dog is completely harmless," his father said. But his father didn't back away. For the first time ever, Zach watched his father put his back to a dog, moving to the other side of the buggy. "Ready to go?"




  Zach caught Sasha's eye and grinned. "Wow, Dad's getting better with dogs. At least with Darnit."




  Sasha ruffled the hair on Darnit's neck. "I heard they made friends while we were missing."




  Zach glanced down at the mangy dog. He hadn't heard that part. His father making friends with a dog? He gave the head one more rub. "Be good, Darnit. No going after Dad."




  Sasha laughed and cuffed him in the shoulder. "See you tomorrow. Get a good night sleep and don't dream of aliens."




  Zach rubbed his left arm through his snowsuit where the alien translator band sat snugly wrapped around his forearm. He gave her a sloppy smile. "Kinda hard not to. A part of them is with us all the time now."




  Sasha turned her attention past the store towards the rolling hills of trees outside town, her face somber. "Makes me wonder what they're up to right now."




  




  #




  




  Admiral Kian stood at full attention to one side of the landing bay as crew and robots unloaded the supply shuttle. Even his neck-pouch held firm instead of inflating and deflating in time with his breathing as would be usual for his kind. Nanuk wondered if he would salute the shuttle in gratitude, as well, once the supplies were off-loaded.




  He would have reason to.




  Over six months since the last one, and almost everything needed restocking, right down to the fuel used for the main ship itself.




  Nanuk grabbed a crate of laboratory supplies as it went by on a hovering sled pulled by a robot. Who knew how long it would take for all the new supplies to be sorted and sent to where they belonged.




  Yenni bounded towards him on three legs with something held tightly to his chest with the fourth. "It came! The accountants finally granted my requisition. About time."




  "Very nice." Nanuk knelt down to dutifully exclaim over the new treasure, but after he studied the boxy contraption with lights, gauges, and a touch-pad he instead asked, "What is it?"




  Yenni sat back on his haunches, ruffling his dark brown fur with a sharp shake, waving the gray and black flat device in the air. "An Organic String Analyzer. I can pinpoint DNA at a distance, among other things. It will be invaluable for identifying new life-forms. I can't wait for my next field-study expedition."




  Nanuk nodded, giving a pleased huff. "It must be a new model. The last one I saw was easily twice the size."




  "Which would be impractical for someone of my size to lug around. I finally got that through someone's thick cerebral cortex. I must find a suitable pack to protect it while in the field." Yenni tucked it under one paw and ran out of the landing bay.




  An expedition was a good idea. With the fuel brought by the supply shuttle the rationing of the past few months would end, meaning both he and Yenni would be free to resume their studies. The closest he'd come to continuing his research lately had been the unexpected visit of two human juveniles on the night of the Aurora surge.




  Compared to last year, the far west family had spent 3.4 mega-ocks more in the outdoors this winter season compared to previous years. Would new observations show the same variation? And the two juveniles, would he be able to find them in the nearby small human community? Would their interaction with the ship change their behavior from the normal parameters of the other humans in the community?




  His fur shivered in anticipation.




  He turned to the door only to freeze when he heard Admiral Kian say, "Dr. Nanuk, Major Dreel will accompany you on your next field survey."




  Nanuk squinted at the Admiral, hoping he hadn't heard correctly. "Sir? Major Dreel recently arrived and does not have proper field experience on this world."




  "Which is why he requires training. As senior science officer, you will train him on your next planned field survey."




  Nanuk could mention the added weight would increase the hoversled use of fuel, slowing down the research, and the risks of an inexperienced person on an alien world, but he knew that stance would not change. Not with Admiral Kian feeling good and pushing his authority on everyone around him.




  "I will be leaving immediately," Nanuk said, holding back an annoyed huff he so dearly wanted to express. Hopefully a sudden trip would mean Major Dreel would be too busy to accompany him. "I will inform Major Dreel of my departure time."




  "Good. Carry on."




  Oh, how he would. Nanuk growled to himself as he left the bay.




  CHAPTER FOUR
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  Hawk Callahan's hands were chapped, his nose clogged with dust, and his muscles ached. The air smelled like vinegar, bleach and soap, and all his work-clothes needed to be washed.




  Yet, he was happy.




  The lower level of the lodge grew cleaner with each passing day. The varnished wood glowed warmly in the light of the colored-glass and wrought-iron light fixtures. Dust no longer swirled up when they walked down the hallway to the bedrooms or into the kitchen.




  The upstairs he didn't dwell on. Other than a quick inspection the very first day, noting the layer of dust on everything, he hadn't climbed the stairs again. Time enough for that later.




  He wrung out a sponge and went after the window casings of the large kitchen. A bit more cleaning and he wouldn't feel bad about cooking meals in the room.




  The two-way door into the kitchen opened.




  "Finished with the second bathroom?" Hawk asked, taking a last swipe along the edge of the window before moving his bucket to the window on the other side of the kitchen table.




  "Sorta. Something is wrong with the plumbing," Zach said.




  Such simple words, yet they struck fear in his heart. The one thing he'd never been able to fix in any apartment they'd ever lived in. The one time he'd tried, and failed, the landlord made him promise never to try again.




  Hawk dropped the sponge in the bucket of warm soapy water, turning away from the window. "Did you use the plunger?"




  Zach shook his head. "Not that kind of problem. Besides, it wouldn't affect the sink and shower."
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