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Chapter One






The sun was a burning orb of hazy atomic fire in a
deep blue cloudless sky. Hot yellow rays of gleaming sunlight
undulated in wavy shimmering lines, bouncing in sparkling
refraction off the broad expanse of salty water. A strong steady
breeze rippled the choppy surface of the sound, pushing the water
up into foaming white-capped waves. The breeze smelled of tangy
salt and fish. Ubiquitous sea gulls circled overhead on warm
thermal currents of rising air, diving on occasion for vulnerable
fish which they spotted with telescopic eyes.

Like the gulls above them, a speed boat and two Coast
Guard Launches also circled, cruising at trolling speed, churning
unsteadily through the breaking white-capped waves. Whirling above
them with syncopated rotors, a Coast Guard Helicopter swept the
area in wider arcs. Wreckage from two speedboats littered the
waters, the aftermath of an explosive fireball which had erupted
from a violent, high speed collision. An hour of fruitless circling
failed to locate any potential survivors from the disaster and the
search was eventually abandoned.

The chopper banked and turned eastward, flying off
with a clatter of dual rotors toward Hatteras Island. It was
trailed at slower speeds by the two Coast Guard Launches. The
speedboat went off in the opposite direction, heading west toward
the North Carolina mainland, with big Detective Murdock at the
wheel. He glanced down at his thoroughly soaked and exhausted
Assistant Detective Fenwick, a slimmer man who was prostrated on
the floor of the boat.

"It looks like you bailed out of your boat barely in
the nick of time, Fenwick. I think we've finally seen the end of
that guy. He's been a real thorn in my side."

Fenwick stirred in his prone position. "It doesn't
look like he survived, then?" He asked in a shaky voice.

"Not even the devil himself could have survived that
explosion," Murdock said cheerfully. You may have destroyed a
speedboat, but you blew that nuisance of a crook into the next
dimension. I think he was completely vaporized by that explosion.
That's why we didn't find a body anywhere."

Fenwick nodded weakly. Now that the action was over,
the accumulation of excess adrenaline was causing him to shake
uncontrollably. He hoped that the tough Murdock would not observe
this and razz him about it.

The speedboat raced through the waves, riding the
shore bound current. They turned into the wide mouth of a river,
running easily against the outgoing current of the fresh water
tributary with the power of an inboard V-8 motor.
















Unseen in a distant portion of the sound, a thick bed
of reeds wobbled in the strong wind near the point of a curving
bay. From within its protective embrace there was movement. Someone
or something emerged, arising like Neptune from his watery realm.
Clad in a face mask with a scuba mouthpiece, he or it resembled a
subhuman prehistoric monster from the depths. After making a
careful 180-degree reconnaissance of the immediate area, the
subhuman form rose to its full height, waded through the remaining
reeds and clambered undetected up the bank.

The Hawk was alive and well, although temporarily
quite water logged. He quickly slipped into the sheltering
half-light of the pine grove that topped the bank above the sound.
Soon he was no more than a phantom daytime shadow among the trees.
To the detriment of Detective Murdock and law enforcement officers
everywhere, The Hawk had not yet been reduced to the level of an
atomic particle or a vapor. As soon as he was able to rejoin his
companions, his current wave of crime would commence unabated.












Chapter Two






Murdock cruised up the river in the speedboat. The
banks were lined with agriculture. Crops of tobacco and corn were
interspersed with vegetables, orchards, cattle and hogs. He slowed
and turned into a boat basin, where he floated up to a weather
beaten dock. The speedboat nudged the sections of rubber tire that
were nailed to the dock as bumpers. Murdock stepped out gingerly
onto the wet planks of the dock, careful not to slip and triple
looped bow and stern ropes around the posts. For good measure, he
decided to drop the metal anchor overboard as well. He waved hello
to the old salty bewhiskered watchman, who puffed on a corncob
pipe.

Fenwick and Murdock clomped across the wet wooden
planks of the dock. Fenwick seemed to have recovered from his
temporary nervous attack of the shakes. They crossed the gravel
parking lot and climbed into the unmarked police car. It was a
light blue Crown Victoria. Murdock put it in gear and they backed
out of the space. Then they bumped over the ruts of the dirt access
road, which loosened the ball joints in the sedan and turned onto
the main highway.

Fields of leafy tobacco bracketed the two-lane black
tar road. In the 1960's, North Carolina was making the transition
to mechanized tobacco cultivation. The days of planting by hand,
harvesting tobacco on sticks and laborers supporting bundles of
tobacco leaves on their heads were becoming a thing of the past.
Machines had been introduced to both plant and harvest the crop,
along with toxic chemical control to discourage worms which
devoured the tobacco.

Technological advances were creating a new, less
labor intensive era of tobacco production. This meant that a lot of
former tobacco field workers were now out of a job and were padding
the local welfare rolls. But such is progress.

Murdock broke out a cigar with one hand, while
keeping the other on the steering wheel. He punched the lighter
button on the dash. This distracted Fenwick from the memory of his
recent brush with death, as he quickly cranked down the passenger
side window to avoid the ensuing cigar smoke.

"Don't like my cigar fumes, Fenwick?" Murdock asked
rhetorically as he touched the glowing coil of the lighter to his
cigar.

"I wish Sir Walter Raleigh had never introduced
tobacco to England," Fenwick muttered. "Then the English wouldn't
have brought the awful habit back over here. Tobacco is full of
highly addictive nicotine."

"Fenwick, tobacco is the legacy of Sir Walter
Raleigh. We've even got a major city bearing his name, but Sir
Walter actually never even came to North Carolina at all. He
bank-rolled The Lost Colony on Roanoke Island, but he wasn't part
of the expedition. He left that to other people, while he remained
behind in England."

Fenwick was wound up on an anti-tobacco kick. "They
should stop cultivating tobacco around here. It depletes the soil
and it creates more addicts than the poppy plant."

Murdock, an inveterate cigar smoker, chose to
disagree. "I know that cigarettes have a lot more nicotine than
cigars. They use a different blend of tobacco. But even cigarettes
have far less nicotine than the wild tobacco that the original
Indians smoked. Modern tobacco isn't nearly as addictive."

"I don't know about modern tobacco," Fenwick argued,
"But General Grant was known for smoking cigars during the Civil
War. As a result, he wound up with cancer. It was the cause of his
death. Sigmund Freud was another well-known person who got cancer
from cigars. You ought to quit smoking them while you still
can."

Murdock ignored this and continued to puff away with
pleasure, but he conceded a point to Fenwick when he lowered the
driver window on his side of the car. He blew the smoke outside as
a rare courtesy to Fenwick.

"Don't give me that nonsense about General Grant and
cigars," Murdock said testily. "How about Winston Churchill? He was
a cigar smoker and he lived to be at least 90 years old."

Fenwick was undeterred. "I still think the town
should cancel the annual tobacco celebration. Keep in mind that
tobacco has been declared the foremost health problem in America by
the medical authorities. It's been linked to heart attacks, strokes
and cancer," Fenwick argued.

The tobacco fields gave way to industrial development
as they neared the town of Murdock. They passed the smelly tire
plant. Fenwick quickly rolled up his window, to protect his
offended olfactory senses. Murdock followed suit with the window on
his side. The cigarette factory and the tobacco curing barns were
located well away from the aromatic tire plant, over on the other
side of town where the odors were unable to permeate the drying
tobacco leaves with unwanted ambience.

"So you found something that smells worse than
tobacco," Detective Murdock chided Fenwick. "That tire plant is far
more offensive. Tobacco is a major part of the economy here. The
cigarette plant employs a lot of people." He paused to puff on his
cigar. "We're not canceling the annual tobacco day because of a
bunch of namby pamby complainers like you. As far as your grip
about tobacco depleting the soil, you can rotate the crops and use
fertilizer to counteract the soil depletion. The soil will survive
tobacco production without getting worn out by the constant
replanting."

They rounded a corner and drove past the low slung,
one-story soft drink bottling plant. A yellow fork lift was loading
cases of bottles at one of the open loading docks. Nearby, some
laborers were engaged in hand stacking further supplies into the
delivery truck.

Murdock already knew what was coming next. "You're
not going to complain about the soft drinks now, are you, Fenwick?"
He asked.

Fenwick was indeed going to do just that. "Those soft
drinks are full of refined sugar and high fructose corn syrup. All
that sugar can cause diabetes when you get older. Some of those
drinks are also loaded with caffeine, which causes calcium loss
from the body. That's detrimental to good bone density."

Murdock snorted in disgust. "I drink coffee myself.
It's got way more caffeine than those soft drinks and my bones are
still perfectly solid. You've got to stop reading all those radical
nutrition books, Fenwick. They're polluting your mind with silly
ideas. You're getting the wrong idea about things."

The coffee plant, where they roasted the coffee beans
and packed the resulting coffee grounds, was also on the far side
of town, situated away from the tire plant like the cigarette
factory to avoid odiferous contamination. The tobacco curing barns
were likewise not too close to the coffee plant, which emitted a
tantalizing aroma of its own.

"You're the one with the wrong ideas, Murdock. You
dump whole tons of refined sugar and cream in that coffee of yours.
You're violating all the rules in my book for a good diet," Fenwick
said self-righteously.

"I don't really care about the rules in some namby
pamby diet book written by a bunch of sissies," Murdock
snapped.

They passed the furniture factory and finally arrived
at the edge of town, where they pulled into the local service
station. It sported two full service bays for mechanical repairs as
well as the usual selection of junk food and hotdogs roasting
slowly on a revolving rotisserie. Murdock drove up to the pumps and
told the overweight teen aged attendant to fill it up and check
under the hood. The attendant wore tattered jeans with holes in the
knees and a baseball cap with a brim. He also had on a sweat shirt
with cutoff sleeves and brown, grease stained work boots.

In the days of inexpensive gasoline in the 1960's,
the gas station not only pumped the gas for you, but they cleaned
the windshield and checked the oil as well. The attendant located
the gas cap behind the license tag, which flipped down on a hinge
and jammed the nozzle into the filler hole. He set it to switch off
automatically and walked to the front of the vehicle, where he
released the catch and raised the hood. He removed the oil
dipstick, wiped it with an oily rag and reinserted it into the
filler hole.

The attendant removed the dip stick a second time,
took a look and walked around to the driver window to show Murdock
the result. Murdock cranked his window down again to take a look at
the proffered dipstick.

"You're a quart low," the teenager said. He held up
the stick to let Murdock see the line of oil on it for himself.

"Okay. We'll take a quart," Murdock told him. "Bill
it to the department."

The kid forced a metal spout into the top of an oil
can, removed the filler cap and poured in the motor oil. He knew
better than to pull the short stick game on a guy like Murdock and
sell him a quart of unnecessary oil. If he pulled that, the excess
oil would increase the oil pressure enough to seep out through
various gaskets. When Murdock saw this, he might return and arrest
him for fraud. Besides, one of the Murdock clan owned the gas
station. You don't short stick a member of your own family.

When they were done at the gas station, Murdock and
Fenwick rode down main street to the police station. They parked in
the lot, entered the station and climbed the stairs to the second
floor office for detectives.







Chapter Three


Most of small town Murdock was still sleeping
restfully when a faded brown Chevy Van cruised down Main Street in
the early morning mist. Although the brilliance of the sun was
muted by the swirling fog, the driver of the van wore mirrored sun
glasses with tear drop shaped lenses. They were perched
precariously atop an aquiline nose. His dark hair was long, shaggy
and unkempt and he wore a glowing electric shirt with a leafy
pattern of yellow and orange tropical flowers.

The girl in the passenger seat next to him also
concealed her eyes with mirrored reflective sunglasses. A string of
shiny pink beads encircled her throat. Her fringed buckskin shirt
had an Indian motif, with multiple dancing figures of Kokopelli in
various postures of flute playing ecstasy.

It would have been more typical if the pair had
driven a V.W. Bus decorated with external day glow flowers, but
there was nothing typical about this particular pair of people. The
Chevy Van slowed and pulled into an empty, slant in parking space
in front of Samantha's Diner. Even at this ungodly hour, the lights
in the diner were lit and the sign was on to welcome the early
riser at Samantha's.

Vesuvius stepped out of the van on sandals with thick
rubber soles which were cut from the tires of cars. His ragged
designer jeans had holes in the knees.

His girlfriend Majune also wore frayed jeans, but
without the holes in the knees. Her feet were encased in well
cushioned leather sandals. They sauntered across the intervening
sidewalk, pulled open the door to the diner and went inside.

Despite the early hour, several customers sat on the
round stools at the counter. A pair of men in bib overalls and blue
chambray work shirts turned to stare pointedly at Vesuvius and
Majune as they made their way to a booth in the corner. The men
were eating fried eggs, ham and bacon and they were drinking
coffee.

Duke Attica was big and bulky, with dark sun bronzed
skin. He had the fleshy face of a hog, a dimpled chin and an abrupt
pug nose. His red hair was parted in the middle and the sides were
cut short in the military style. He nudged his brother Lane and
nodded at the newcomers.

"Hey man," Duke called out to Vesuvius. "With a
glowing outfit like that, I bet you stand out like a highway flare
in this fog." He chuckled merrily at this as though he were a great
wit, although there was nothing particularly clever about it.

Lane Attica was tall, rawboned and deceptively lean
looking with dense flat cords of muscle. He had a long lantern jaw
and a long nose. His skin was reddened by the sun and his high
forehead was covered by bangs of red hair. On the sides, his hair
barely covered the tops of his ears in what looked like an
overgrown, bowl type haircut.

Lane also considered himself a clever comedian. "I
bet you glow in the dark," he told Vesuvius. "Is that why you wear
those fancy shades?"

Vesuvius was completely unperturbed by these joking
references to his attire. He picked up a plastic encased menu from
the middle of the table and handed another one to Majune. "We're
getting away from the big city," he announced. "There are too many
government agents watching everybody in the city."

"I don't see how the government could fail to notice
you, the way you're dressed, "Duke laughed.

"Hey man," Vesuvius told him. "They watch everybody
in the big city. The watchers don't care how you dress, either.
That doesn't make a bit of difference to them. They've got hidden
cameras and secret microphones all over the place. You're on candid
camera no matter where you go or what you do. They film you in the
stores, the restaurants, the offices and the schools with the
secret cameras. Then a bunch of secret police types evaluate the
films"

"Well, nobody's being filmed in here," Samantha
interrupted from behind the counter. "I can guarantee you that we
don't have any cameras in this diner. We don't have any secret
police in the town of Murdock."

"Cool," Vesuvius said. "This place is really
spiritual. It looks like the culmination of my journey."

"Would you like to order breakfast? We've got a daily
special on the scrambled egg plate with hash browns, mushrooms,
coffee and orange juice. You can't go wrong with the scrambled egg
plate in Samantha's Diner."

Vesuvius looked across the table at Majune for her
reaction. She nodded affirmatively.

"Okay. We'll have two of the scrambled egg daily
specials," Vesuvius told Samantha.

Samantha called the order back through the opening to
the cook in the kitchen. She was a striking brunette who still had
her figure in her 40's and she wore a white paper hat and a clean,
starched white uniform. When the cook put the scrambled egg plates
through the window on two trays, she took them and carried them
over to Vesuvius and Majune.

"I'm Samantha," she said. "I haven't seen the two of
you in town before." She set the trays on the table in front of
them.

Vesuvius introduced himself. "I'm Vesuvius and this
is Majune. Do you know of any farm land for sale in the area? I'm
looking for at least a hundred acres, but nothing too
expensive."

"Hey man," Duke called as he munched on a piece of
toast with marmalade. "There's a rundown dump next to our hog farm
called The Stevenson Place. It's been abandoned for years."

"Be nice now, Duke," Samantha chided him. She had
allowed the joking about the clothes, but she didn't want it going
any farther. The police station was directly across the street, in
case things got out of hand and the Attica brothers were both fully
aware of that.

Rather than being put off, Vesuvius perked up with
sudden interest. "You mean like a distressed property? We might be
interested in something like that."

"Does it have an orchard?" Majune asked.

"It sure does. It's got rotten apples all over the
place on the ground, too." Duke said. "But I feel that it's only
fair to warn you. We raise hogs next door and we let them have the
run of the place, inside the fence, of course. It's a lot better
for them than the big commercial places. The big producers pack all
the pigs into a crowded building where they hardly have room to
move. But you might object to the smell from all the hog manure,
with our hogs running loose."

Vesuvius took a bite of eggs and mushrooms while he
considered this. He swallowed a gulp of orange juice to wash the
food down. "Is there a real estate Agent in town that you can
recommend?" he asked Samantha.

"You mean you're actually interested? Duke here was
just kidding you. That Stevenson Place is a real, run down fixer
upper. It would need a lot of work."

"That's the kind of place I'm looking for. I'm not
worried about the smell, either. I've smelled cow manure before. It
can't be any worse than that."

"Well, if you're serious, Murdock and Murdock is
right down Main Street here. Just go out the door and turn right
and you'll find it," Samantha advised cheerfully.

"Everything in this town is run by the Murdock's,
except for the diner here," Duke said. "I guess that's why they
call the town Murdock." He chuckled at this bit of arcane
wisdom.

"You're right about that," his brother Lane said. "We
got Judge Murdock, Detective Murdock, Murdock Construction, The
Murdock Country Club, Murdock Insurance, Murdock Accounting,
Murdock and Murdock realtors and a lot of other Murdock's that I
can't even remember right now."

"That's a lot of Murdock's, man," Vesuvius said. "You
guys aren't Murdock's, are you?"

"These two ruffians are the Attica Brothers,"
Samantha informed him.

The Attica brothers finished eating, paid their bill,
left a tip on the counter and walked outside in their worn, black
leather Wellington boots. They wore jeans which were held up by
wide leather belts with big metal buckles. They climbed into an old
Ford pickup truck with the gas filler projecting out from behind
the cab. The truck had been brush painted with several layers of
gray primer coat. They backed out of the slant in parking space in
front of the diner and roared off down Main Street into the morning
fog, spewing clouds of noxious exhaust behind them like a jet plane
with after burners.

Samantha glanced over at Vesuvius and Majune from her
position behind the counter, which she was busily wiping down with
a clean rag. She looked thoughtfully at their unusual, eye catching
attire. It was unusual to dress that way in the 1960's in small
town North Carolina, which had not yet been polluted by the hippy
fad.

"Vesuvius is certainly an unusual name," Samantha
observed. "How did you rate a name like that? Was your mother
frightened by a volcano?"

Vesuvius looked up from his plate of food. He put
down his fork on the china with a clunk. "That wasn't it," he said.
"I was on a trip in the astral plane and I went back in time to
Pompeii. I was having a cool rap with this heavy cat named Pliny
something, who was wearing a Roman Toga. Mount Vesuvius loomed in
the background, casting a gigantic shadow over the town of Pompeii
like a threatening monolith."

"Pompeii. Isn't that the place that was buried in
volcanic lava when the volcano erupted?" Samantha asked. She
finished wiping down the counter and stood holding the rag in her
left hand while she spoke.

"That's exactly what happened," Vesuvius confided.
"All of a sudden the volcano erupted into the air with a giant
spurt of ash and then hot burning lava poured down over the town.
Everyone was running away and screaming, trying to avoid the
flowing lava, but they weren't able to escape. I was lucky to get
out of there alive, myself. I returned to the present time in a
hurry. Time travel isn't always such a good idea."

Majune remained silent during the ludicrous
conversation, continuing to eat.

"Well, I can see why you might be named Vesuvius. It
sounds to me like this time travel has you a little bit
disoriented."

"I'm not disoriented any more. It's cool. I went to
drug rehab meetings in Baltimore and got straightened out,"
Vesuvius said. "I haven't been travelling in time lately. Only in
space."

"I'm glad to hear that you dealt with the situation.
Have a nice breakfast." Samantha walked over to take the order of a
newly arrived customer. He wore a suit and he looked like a
banker.

By the time Vesuvius and Majune were through eating,
it was time for Murdock and Murdock Realty to open up for the day.
They paid their bill, left a tip and ambled leisurely along the
sidewalk on Main Street. Apparently all the businesses in town
fronted on this one street. They walked past the hardware and
surplus stores and the Murdock Insurance Office. Murdock Realty was
adjacent to Murdock Accountants. Lane Attica was right about the
Murdock tribe running the town. The name was everywhere. There was
even a First Bank of Murdock, which was most likely controlled by
someone with the name Murdock.


Detective Murdock crossed the street from the police
station and entered the diner for his morning cup of hot java. He
was attired in a drab brown suit. Samantha as usual had anticipated
his arrival and had a cup of fresh ground coffee with cream and
sugar all ready for him.

"Do you know who those people were who just left?"
the detective asked in his usual brusque manner. Even in a small
town, someone was watching Vesuvius. If he didn't want to keep
attracting
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