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Chapter One.






The Outer Banks of North Carolina is actually a
lengthy series of thin barrier islands. The islands jut into The
Atlantic Ocean in an elongated configuration which resembles a
narrow disconnected elbow. The elbow extends farther out to sea
than any other land on the entire east coast. Due to tricky
currents and fearsome storms, The Outer Banks have been the scene
of numerous shipwrecks and have been called "The Graveyard of the
Atlantic." Surf fishing is allowed on the unprotected beaches of
The Cape Hatteras National Seashore, where rip currents sometimes
lurk to claim the lives of unwary swimmers.

The Northern part of The Outer Banks has an area
known as Kill Devil Hills, which includes the tallest sand dune in
the east. It is a favorite spot from which to launch unpowered hang
gliders. Nearby Kitty Hawk was the location of the first airplane
flight by the Wright Brothers. The altitude of the flight was
minimal and the distance so negligible that anyone can quickly walk
it. They have the exact takeoff and landing spots marked on the
ground. The second flight was a bit longer, but still a distance
that is easily walked. Of such meagre beginnings is history
made.

South of Coquina Beach and the high arched bridge
with a special fishing deck which spans Oregon Inlet, you leave
Bodie Island and enter The Hatteras National Seashore. Pea Island
and then Hatteras Island extend South past the Coast Guard Station
at Cape Hatteras to the free ferry boats at Hatteras Inlet. The
Ferry allows access for personal vehicles to the island of
Ocracoke.

Edward Teach, a fearsome pirate also known as
Blackbeard, used the harbor at the Southern end of Ocracoke for
shelter. He had a symbiotic understanding with the people who lived
on Ocracoke Island, who apparently condoned piracy and were happy
to earn money for working on his ships to keep them seaworthy.

When merchant ships would attempt to pass through the
narrows which separated the barrier islands, the pirate ship known
as Queen Anne's Revenge would appear, overtake and board them. The
unlucky crew and passengers from the captured ship were forced to
walk the plank and drown in the ocean by the merciless pirates, who
then retained both ship and cargo. Eventually, Blackbeard was
tracked down and apprehended by The British Navy and the scourge of
the local seas was hanged from the yardarm.

Today, Ocracoke harbor shelters yachts and ocean
going sailboats equipped with cabins, along with fishing scows and
various other craft. It is a tourist destination which includes a
small museum dedicated to the notorious pirate who once anchored
there for shelter and repairs. Salty's Emporium is huddled near the
harbor, a sagging, rundown structure of weathered, unpainted wood.
Salty himself is a weathered old timer with unkempt graying hair
and a lined leathery face. He owns a fishing boat and contracts for
charter fishing trips.

From the Emporium, an offshore yacht was visible at
the far end of the harbor, trolling slowly along with extended
fishing lines. The summer morning was bright and balmy, with a
cloudless azure sky and a relatively flat, smooth ocean, marred
only by minor swells. The lack of a breeze kept more serious waves
in temporary abeyance, while the early slanting rays of the sun
sparkled and danced like diamonds on the calm surface of the sea.
The sun itself had barely cleared the watery eastern horizon. It
would not reach a fiery apex until later, with the arrival of
noon.

A black shirted man gripped the wheel of the yacht.
He wore a lethal and menacing scowl on his unshaven ferret face.
His voice was rife with animosity, in keeping with his negative
demeanor.

"Any sign of them yet?" he asked his companions.

"No sign yet, Ace," replied a hulking muscled brute
with a telescope. His name was Jackie. He continued to peer across
the harbor with the spyglass, focusing on the Emporium, which was
not yet open for business. The skin on his face was thick and
scarred. With his bent nose and puffed, crinkled ears, he bore the
marks of an ex-prize fighter, bouncer and barroom brawler, which is
what he obviously was.

The other two occupants of the boat sat on deck
chairs and trailed fishing lines into the water. Willie was back
near the stern, with his usual five o'clock shadow darkening his
craggy countenance. The hawk faced man with the sharp features sat
amidships, easily working his fishing rod.

The Hawk glanced around at his three disciples. "That
Salty set us up," he said. "He sold us a part of the treasure as a
decoy. He knew The Coast Guard was staking the place out. While
they were all busy chasing us, he slipped off the island and got
away with the rest of the treasure."

"What if he kept some of it right in the store? I
wonder if he's got it stashed somewhere in the back?" Ace said.

"I think he probably sold it and hid the money in a
numbered account somewhere offshore," The Hawk said.

"We should have checked things out better before we
made the buy," Jackie said.

"I had no idea he was involved with those other
people," The Hawk said.

"Yeah. Those big guys were a real surprise. If we had
known about them, we could have ripped Salty off for the treasure
and kept the money too. And who would have thought he'd have people
hiding behind the bookshelves? That really hurt Willie when they
tipped those shelves over on him, with all those books."

"You're right about that," Willie said. "I've still
got a sore back from that."

"We were over confident the last time," The Hawk
agreed. "But that won't happen again. This time we'll be ready for
them."

"We'll fix him good," the Ace snarled. He continued
steering the boat. When they passed the mouth of the harbor, he
swung around and they trolled back across it in the other
direction.

Jackie continued his scrutiny of the situation with
the telescope. "I don't think his friends are here this time," he
said. "It looks like the place is empty."

"We'll check again at noon," The Hawk said. "We need
to be extra sure."

The Hawk considered his options with a pensive
expression. Although a confirmed and rapacious pirate, he was not
governed by a complete lack of scruples. Never once did he consider
thoughts of murder, despite a raging enmity for Salty, who had
previously vanquished him. Only by brazenly threatening to smash
head on into pursuing Coast Guard skiffs in an insane game of
chicken had The Hawk managed to elude arrest and incarceration.

Like the pirate Edward Teach, his notorious
forefather, The Hawk had sworn a silent and private blood oath to
avenge himself on Salty and his companions for thwarting his rip
off attempt. One problem with the revenge oath was that he was
unsure as to the actual identity of these mysterious companions.
But he was confident that patient surveillance would eventually
prove rewarding.

They would watch and follow Salty until he led them
to the others. There was also the question of the bootleg pirate
treasure itself. How and where had Salty obtained it and was there
any more loot waiting to be discovered? It was almost certain that
there was more of it somewhere and The Hawk intended to get his
share.

The act of vengeance he had in mind would prove
catastrophic. Ace was an adequate if imperfect demolitions man.
They could plant a bomb and blast that dilapidated tumbledown
Emporium of Salty's to smithereens. It was unlikely that anything
of great value was inside, but it would certainly put a crimp in
Salty's operation. There was also the fishing boat to consider, but
a bomb blast near the docks might injure innocent bystanders. So it
was best to concentrate their initial efforts on the Emporium. Then
they would locate and appropriate any additional treasure.

Maybe it would pay to have an observer ashore, The
Hawk mused. Or possibly they could dock at an outlying berth in the
harbor and continue the surveillance while riding at anchor. These
repeated trips across the harbor mouth under the ruse of fishing
were bound to attract unwanted attention if they kept it up. It was
time for a less noticeable sort of operation. They also had to find
a secure hideout where the explosives could be assembled.

Jackie continued to magnify the view with his
telescope. He watched the restaurant open up across the street from
the store. A few early rising patrons shuffled inside for their
morning nutrition. Jackie could imagine the smells of perking
coffee, sizzling bacon and sausage, frying eggs and toasting bread.
His mouth began to water as he spied on the restaurant. His
breakfast reverie was suddenly interrupted by a flash of movement
from outside the Emporium.

Jackie squinted into the spyglass. "It looks like
he's here," he announced. "It's Salty. He's opening up the
store."

"So now we have an idea of the time frame," The Hawk
said. "The restaurant opens first." The Hawk glanced over at the
black shirted Ace, who stood braced behind the wheel on stalwart
planted legs. He looked like a human card of death, a living Ace of
spades.

"Hey, Ace. Can you boil nitro?" The Hawk asked.

The Ace responded with a wide, malevolent grin, which
made him look like a contemporary buccaneer. "It's possible. But it
can be dangerous," the Ace said.

Willie seemed oblivious to the conversation. He
continued to fish from the stern of the yacht in silence.

 


 



Chapter Two.

 


The Northern end of The Outer Banks is fairly well
developed, in contrast to the minimal population of The National
Seashore to the South. Grocery stores, beach houses and restaurants
have proliferated, but it still lacks the amenities of a more
colonized beach town. There is no boardwalk, no arcades, no
amusement parks, no cotton candy, none of the rampant commercialism
characteristic of fully developed beach resorts with their high
rise hotels and condominiums. The overall population density is
lower due to the lack of vertical construction.

A large blue car with hood vents and tail fins pulled
into the parking slot below the deck of a beach house. It was
situated in a sort of suburban community with a few other beach
houses. There was an open outdoor shower for sand removal from
swimsuit clad beach goers at the far end of the parking spot. It
was operated by a chain which dangled below it. A set of wooden
steps led up to the living quarters, which were elevated above the
ground at the deck level as a safeguard against hurricane
flooding.

Big Shorty switched off the motor on his blue monster
of a car, placed the Hurst shifter in first gear, pocketed the
ignition key and opened the door on the driver side. He stepped
outside into a brisk salt breeze, which he inhaled with pleasure.
Big Shorty was a tall, square jawed college football tackle with
closely cropped black hair, about six-feet four inches, with a
bulging chest and biceps sculpted from years of serious weight
lifting, although he had never taken advantage of steroids to
enhance his muscle growth. Steroids resulted in too many negative
side effects for his taste. Tilli, his cute current girlfriend,
exited the car from the passenger side. She had dark raven black
hair and was of Asian descent, as was her twin sister Mikki who had
been riding in the rear of the car with Tiny.

Tiny was another football lineman of large
proportions, stockier but several inches shorter than Big Shorty.
He sported a blond crew cut, blue eyes and a general Aryan
appearance. Tilli and Mikki enjoyed being twins. They loved to
confuse people by always dressing in identical outfits, making it
virtually impossible to distinguish between the two.

Today Tilli and Mikki were attired in white beach
comber hats with round, turned down brims from beneath which
sprouted their luxuriant black hair. Their eyes were fully
protected from cataract causing ultra violet radiation by
wraparound polycarbonate sunglasses. They also wore bleached white
tee shirts advertising Nag's Head Ale, stone washed denim shorts
and well cushioned sandals with thick rubber bottoms cut from car
tires to complete their ensembles. Their arms and legs were tanned
an appealing golden brown. From the state of their tans, they
apparently had no fear of developing melanomas in later life.

Once outside the parked car, the twins raced up the
wooden stairs to the deck above with their usual frenetic energy,
while their boyfriends sauntered lazily up behind them at a much
more leisurely pace. The outdoor deck was wrapped around the beach
house, surrounding it on all four sides. The redwood floor of the
deck was nailed diagonally across the supporting beams, culminating
in a redwood handrail which guarded the border. Deck chairs and
chaise lounges were oriented toward the east, where the incoming
ocean brushed a strip of sandy beach beyond the grass topped dunes.
Several small wooden tables filled the space between the
chairs.

When Big Shorty and Tiny finally reached the deck
level, the girls were clustered at the railing, gazing across it at
the gentle incoming surf. The distinct call of a Bobwhite emanated
from the brushy vegetation near the dunes. Out beyond the breaking
waves, shiny dolphins leapt playfully from the water in glistening
arcs before knifing back beneath the surface. The tangy salt breeze
swept in to caress them with gently exploring fingers.

The rented beach house itself was a square, rambling
two story affair constructed entirely of wood, fitted with ample
windows and illuminated by rooftop skylight bubbles. Because the
house was elevated above the ground on stilts, as was common to the
area, the front entrance to the lower floor opened onto the second
story deck. Inside, the place was completely furnished with plates,
silverware, pots and pans for cooking, refrigerator, television,
sofa, towels, soap and even sheets and pillows for the beds. All
that was required of the tenants was to stock the refrigerator with
food and drink, especially the drinks.

The girls burst inside with unstoppable momentum and
immediately ascended to the second floor. After a brief period of
evaluation, they made unilateral bedroom assignments without
troubling to consult with Tiny and Big Shorty about their
preferences. Down below in the living room, Tiny switched on the
tube and sank into a leather recliner, while Big Shorty eased his
bulk onto an overstuffed easy chair. A local announcer appeared on
the screen, where he decreed the existence of a high pressure
system and predicted good weather while they awaited the return of
the twins from the upper level, so that they could plan their
itinerary for the future.

It wasn't long before Tilli and Mikki bounded back
down the carpeted stairs from above like a pair of frisky Ocracoke
ponies. They decided to occupy the comfortable sofa, where they
curled up and relaxed.

"This is better than the expensive hotel room we had
at Grand Cayman," Mikki said enthusiastically. "We've got two
floors and a kitchen."

"The Grand Cayman had room service, though," Big
Shorty said. "We haven't got that here."

The television announcer droned on about the
weather.

"So what's on the agenda for tomorrow?" Tilli
asked.

"Whatever you want," Tiny said. "We're open to
suggestions from the peanut gallery."

"Any more comments like that and you'll be eating raw
peanuts for dinner," Tilli kidded.

"I know what I'd like to do," Mikki said. "I've
always wanted to see The Wright Brothers Memorial at Kitty Hawk.
Why don't we do that first? I understand they marked the distance
of the first airplane flight right on the ground. I wonder how far
it was?"

"It's marked, all right," Tiny said. "But they didn't
fly very far the first time. In fact, you can walk it."

"You can also see the building where The Wright
Brothers lived and worked," Big Shorty added. "As well as an
airplane exhibit. They were actually a pair of bicycle mechanics.
It shows when you see the wheels they used on their airplanes."

"After that, we should hang glide at Kill Devil
Hills, since we're in the area," Tilli said. "We can probably
exceed The Wright Brothers first flight in height and distance
without even using motors."

"Yeah, but we'll be cheating. The Wright Brothers
didn't jump off the top of a sand dune. They took off from level
ground," Tiny said.

"You know, it's really too bad that Frogman and Beth
aren't here," Big Shorty said. "Frogman really likes to hang glide,
although his steering is a little bit erratic."

"A little bit erratic doesn't begin to express it,"
Tiny said. "He almost sailed right into our car. We had to swerve
to avoid him."

"It's for the best that he's not here, then," Tilli
said.

"Why aren't Beth and Frogman here? Where are they?"
Mikki asked.

Tiny spoke up. "They couldn't pull themselves away
from the California surf," he said. "I was afraid that would happen
when they both enrolled at USC. But surfing is really their first
love and the surf here in the east just doesn't compare to the west
coast."

Mikki glanced around the furnished living room with
approval. "I really like this place. It's so different from our
last place in the hotel. I did enjoy seeing the green sea turtles
and the butterflies in The Caymans, but next time I think we should
rent a cottage like this instead."

Tilli smiled. "You're right, Mikki. This beach house
is great, but I sure miss those banana and mango trees on Grand
Cayman Island. And that cool white sand beach where we went
snorkeling."

"Speaking of snorkeling, that coral reef was
something to see, in that clear water," Tiny said.

"And all those colorful fish that swim around the
reef," Mikki said.

Big Shorty sat up straighter. "Now that we have
numbered bank accounts in Georgetown, I wouldn't mind making an
additional deposit."

"Me, neither," Tiny said.

"Boy are you two greedy," Tilli said. "We already
found a fortune in pirate treasure."

"It's not that I'm complaining about my share of the
treasure. But didn't you have another digging location worked out
before we left? We hit pay dirt on that first site and kind of got
busy and forgot about the second one, Tiny said."

There was a pause, while they remembered the thrill
of dredging up the pirate treasure and the shark atttack which
occured as a result.

"It's the thrill of the hunt as much as anything
else," Tiny added.

"We did have a pretty good projection for barrier
island travel," Mikki said. She put her head together with Tiny and
they briefly conferred. A pair of math majors, they had vectored
the projected rate of barrier island travel to correct a couple of
sites marked on a treasure map which they had obtained from Salty's
Emporium. The first site was underwater and had required dredging
to unearth a wealth of gold and jewels in a relatively shallow
area, most likely buried by Edward Teach himself three centuries
earlier.

Tiny and Mikki finished their conference and looked
up. "We think this new spot has good potential," Tiny said.

Mikki nodded in agreement. "Did we bring shovels?
It'll be easier to dig on land this time. No need to worry about
sharks."

"Except for a shark in a Coast Guard Uniform named
Babcock," Tiny reminded them.

"What about that Hawk character and his friends? What
if he shows up again?" Tilli asked.

"We'd better keep an eye out for him. He may not be
so easy to surprise the next time," Big Shorty said. "I think I'll
give Mark and Babine a call. We can do some recon after dark
tonight and evaluate the area."

"Let's invite them to dinner," Tilli suggested. "I
think they'll like this place better than that campground we stayed
in last time."

"I'm sure they will. We've got an extra bedroom for
them, since Frogman and Beth aren't here," Tiny said.

Mikki stretched languidly. “Let's go swimming before
dinner," she said.

 


 


 


Big Shorty and Tiny reclined in lounge chairs in a
shaded portion of the outdoor deck, relaxing after an invigorating
swim. Without Beth and Frogman, no attempt had been made to ride
the surf. They hadn't even bothered to bring the surfboards with
them. The girls were in the kitchen preparing dinner, using the
equipment of a modern kitchen instead of a campfire and a Coleman
camping stove, as they had done on their previous visit to The
Outer Banks.

From where they sat facing the ocean, Big Shorty and
Tiny could ascertain that no rip currents were currently raging
offshore, with the ability to drag hapless swimmers out to sea to
drown in foaming whirlpools known as rip heads. As a matter of
fact, the beach was completely deserted at the moment. If one were
to ignore the few randomly dispersed beach homes, the coast at this
point was identical to the way it appeared in the past, when the
sinister Edward Teach, also known as Blackbeard the Pirate,
terrorized merchant shipping and left a legacy of buried
treasure.

Big Shorty silently pondered his relationship with
Tilli. Tiny and Mikki were as thick as thieves. They had even
enrolled in the same university, where they delighted in the arcane
intricacies of solving multiple differential equations and working
through proofs of mathematical theorems. They were thus aptly
suited for a life together, with an intellectual connection which
far transcended the mere physical plane.

But where did this leave Big Shorty and his
relationship with Tilli? He had a secret numbered bank account in
the Cayman Islands stocked with funds derived from unreported
pirate treasure. So he could afford to bypass the lucrative but
jarring, joint wrecking experience of professional football. The
money from the treasure, combined with the legal profits from an
earlier handicapping adventure in Baltimore had created a situation
where he was independently wealthy. Therefore, he could pursue any
career or any course of activity that he desired, without any
regard to the necessity for income.

His football buddy Tiny had been present for both the
handicapping windfall and the dredging up offshore of the buried
treasure. Maybe he should purchase some land and go into farming,
Shorty thought, like that spaced out guy Vesuvius and his
girlfriend Majune from the Baltimore racetrack. But he'd probably
wind up suffering from boredom from the isolation of a rural area.
The countryside was a wonderful place to visit and get away from it
all, but he needed a more cosmopolitan existence than farming.

 



Chapter Three.

 


A jacked up pickup truck, with an aftermarket lift
kit elevating the body to gain additional clearance for huge off
road load range E tires, careened to an abrupt stop below the deck
in a skidding spray of sand. Tall vertical white plastic tubes
adorned the front bumper of the monster truck. The purpose of the
tubes was to hold lengthy surf fishing poles upright while
traversing the unprotected beaches of The Outer Banks in search of
productive fishing areas. A pair of fiberglass surfboards lay in
the bed of the pickup.

A dark haired man with a stocky six-foot frame easily
stepped down from the high truck cab. He appeared to be in his
early twenties. On the passenger side, a short sturdy brunette used
the outside step to ease her way to the ground.

"It looks like Mark and Babine finally got here,"
Tiny said. He waved a casual hello to them.

"You two come on up," Big Shorty yelled. "Dinner's
almost ready."

Mark and Babine ascended the stairs to the wooden
deck and selected comfortable chairs, which faced seaward across
the railing. A gentle zephyr riffled their hair while the
ubiquitous sea gulls squawked and flew in circles off the
coast.

"So are we on for a little digging tonight?" Mark
asked. He was a big guy, with a powerful upper body, but he was
almost dwarfed by the size of Big Shorty, who towered above his
six-foot level by at least four inches. Tiny was also bigger,
although he was shorter than Shorty.

The front door came bursting open. Tilli and Mikki
came hurrying through, bearing trays topped with tasty hamburgers
which were at least twice as thick as the standard quarter pounders
served in fast food joints.

"We're on for tonight, Mark," Mikki said, in answer
to his question. "I double checked the calculations with Tiny. I
think they're fairly accurate. We solved a table of linear
coefficients to be sure."

"She's right. No question about it. Everything checks
out," Tiny added. Mikki served him a plate with a giant hamburger
garnished with tomato slices, raw onion and pickles. Wedges of
potato joined baked beans and Cole slaw on the plate to complete
the arrangement. For a drink, Tiny was handed a tall iced glass
full of pink lemonade.

While Mikki continued on to serve Babine, Tilli
plunked down a plate in front of Big Shorty. With the foresight
gained from prior experience, not one but two of the gigantic
hamburgers had been placed on Shorty's plate. Mark was rewarded
with a similar double serving of hamburger. Apparently Mikki was
keeping Tiny on a diet of one.

Big Shorty grasped the hamburger by the bun in both
hands and scrutinized the contents. "What's this?" he asked. "A
half pounder?"

"It's at least that much," Tilli responded jovially.
"Don't eat it all too fast."

Tilli and Mikki vanished in the direction of the
kitchen to serve themselves. They quickly returned with their own
plates of food to join the others.

Completely disregarding Tilli's admonishment to eat
slowly, Big Shorty devoured his first hamburger in record voracious
time. Mark worked on his burger at a slower pace, but it was soon
gone as well. They slowed down after this initial burst of outright
gluttony and ate the rest of their meal at a more normal pace.

"I notice that the two of you aren't displaying any
trappings of prosperity," Tilli told Mark and Babine. "I expected
you to cruise up in a Rolls Royce, at the very least. Or possibly a
Mercedes."

"That's exactly the sort of thing that attracts the
tax people," Mark replied. "And I notice that the bunch of you are
still riding around in that same old tail finned monstrosity."

"That could change for the better, if this next
location pans out like the first one did," Big Shorty said. "We'll
have to be alert for a visit by The Coast Guard, though. I think
Babcock got ahold of the same map that we have."

"If he finds something, I don't think he's going to
donate it to The Coast Guard Museum, either," Babine said.
"Otherwise they'd be out digging during the daytime, instead of
these secret clandestine operations during the night."

Incredible as it may seem, Big Shorty and Mark were
still hungry after cleaning their plates and were grudgingly served
a third thick hamburger each, along with more beans and slaw. The
others were satiated without even having second helpings.

"So what are we going to do tomorrow, before it gets
dark enough for our nighttime treasure expedition?" Babine
asked.

"First we can go swimming," Tilli replied. "Then we
can visit the Kitty Hawk Museum and after that we can do some hang
gliding. I've never tried it."

"Neither have I. It sounds like fun," Mikki said.

"It is," Mark said, between bites of his third juicy
burger. "It's a feeling of complete freedom, soaring in silence
like an eagle. We'll show you how to work the controls, so you
don't crash into anything like Frogman almost did."

"Where are Frogman and Beth? Why aren't they here?"
Babine asked.

"They got hooked on California surfing and didn't
want to make the trip back east. They're going to college out
there," Big Shorty said.

"I kind of miss having Beth around," Babine said.

"I think I'll pass on this hang gliding. I don't
trust those things to hold my weight. I don't think aviation is
going to be my thing," Big Shorty said.

"You've got a point. You can stay on the ground and
watch us," Tilli said.

"I'll bring a chair and play ground crew," Big Shorty
said. "If anyone crashes I'll race to the rescue."

Mark had a thought. "When it gets dark I'll get my
club and spotlight some fish in the sound for dinner," he said.

Tilli was exasperated. "Why can't we just buy the
fish? We can certainly afford it now."

Babine playfully nudged Mark
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