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      Lightning flashed.

      Between the driving sheets of rain, Sam thought he saw movement beyond the barrier rocks, rising like a shadow in the water. Was it his imagination, or was something really out there, moving toward them?

      In the fury of the storm, the dark ocean stretched out forever to the horizon. How had everything gone so wrong? They should have never set out into the bay. It was far too dangerous. But they’d been caught up in the excitement, in the search for treasure.

      They huddled closer together on the sand, the unconscious man lying behind them. Sam could hardly think straight. After all they’d been through, was this how things would end? Left for dead on a deserted island?

      Someone would find them.

      They had to.

      

      
        
        Five days earlier

      

      

      The heavy rectangular cooler pinched at Sam’s fingers. “How much farther?” he called. “This thing feels like Mom packed it full of rocks.”

      Derek gestured up the path that wound through the tall grass blowing in the sand. “The campsite should be right over these dunes. Dad said if we hit the ocean, we went too far.”

      Sam took a better grip on the cooler’s side handles as the sea air filled his nose and imagination. In years past, their family had vacationed at beach houses up north, but they would be spending this week at a campsite right along the ocean at First Landing State Park in Virginia Beach. Instead of sleeping in a regular tent or cabin, his parents had reserved a yurt, whatever that was. Caitlin Murphy’s family was staying at the site right next to theirs. She’d told him before they’d left that a yurt was like a more permanent tent, but he couldn’t quite imagine it.

      As they rounded the dune, he saw a circular structure up on a wooden platform. A familiar face stepped out of the door. “Hey, guys! Up here!” Caitlin waved and bounded down the steps.

      Sam dropped the cooler in the sand and wiggled his cramped fingers.

      “You okay?” Caitlin asked, giving him a quick hug.

      “Yeah, that thing is heavy.”

      Derek laughed. “Sam got a little hurt on his way to the yurt.”

      Mr. Murphy walked around the side of the platform holding a bag of grilling charcoal. “Hi, boys. Hope you brought the food along with your appetites.”

      “I think it’s all in here,” Sam said, pointing at the cooler.

      “Don’t worry. Sam’s never met a meal he didn’t have room for,” laughed Derek.

      Mr. Murphy pointed to a long picnic table. “You can set that right over there.”

      “Let me help you.” Caitlin took a handle and together they carried it to the wooden table.

      “Thanks,” said Sam. It was a lot easier with two people.

      “Excellent,” said Mr. Murphy as he opened the cooler. “Did you leave your parents in the car?”

      Sam nodded. “Dad’s checking in at the ranger station.”

      “Is that our yurt?” Derek dashed up the neighboring platform and stepped into the tent. “Whoa, this is cool,” he yelled back. “Sam, get in here and check this out.”

      The yurt resembled a heavy canvas tent, but it had a solid front door and a flap that pulled down to cover the window. “Wow…” Sam exclaimed as he entered the doorway and inspected the circular room. Wooden supports met at a pointed roof that reminded him of a miniature big top, like at the circus. Spaced between the dunes, the yurts resembled squashed grain silos at a farm or fabric replicas of the oil containers that lined the interstate up north.

      Their yurt had a double bed where his parents would sleep and two smaller cots for the boys. It didn’t exactly feel like camping, but he hoped it would still be fun. “Have you ever stayed in one of these before?” he asked Caitlin, who had followed him into the tent.

      “No, but I read that yurts originated with nomads in East and Central Asia. Apparently, they’ve become a pretty popular way to go glamping.”

      “Glamping?” asked Derek. “What’s that?”

      Caitlin chuckled. “It’s what they call glamorous camping. You know, beyond the basic tent or sleeping on the ground.”

      The sound of footsteps came up the wooden stairs. “Anybody home?” called their dad. The boys’ parents walked in with a load of bags and supplies.

      “Check out the yurt, Dad!” said Derek. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “I think it will do the trick.”

      Their mom bit her lip and peeked around the bed. “No bathroom though, huh?”

      Caitlin nodded. “Yeah, that’s the only bad part.”

      They walked out to the wide deck that supported and surrounded the tent. Derek pushed up on the railing and stared over the dunes. “I see the water! I’ll bet there will be some big waves. Are you ready for me to school you on the boogie board, Sam?”

      “We’ll see about that.” Sam turned to Caitlin. “Did you bring your board?”

      “Of course. I love riding the waves.”

      “So, this seems like a beach,” said Derek. “I thought it was a state park?”

      “It’s the best of both worlds,” answered their mom. “First Landing State Park is on the beach.”

      “That’s a pretty sweet combination,” said Sam.

      “And best of all, it’s packed with history,” added Caitlin.

      Derek rolled his eyes. “What a surprise.”

      Caitlin ignored him. “Christopher Newport and the Virginia Company first landed just down the beach at Cape Henry before they settled at Jamestown.”

      “Let me guess,” said Derek. “You read a book about it?”

      Caitlin smiled. “Of course!”

      “And don’t forget about the pirates,” said their dad.

      The boys’ heads both whipped around. “Pirates?”

      “I thought that might get your attention.” He smiled and gestured toward the ocean. “These waters were hotbeds of merchant trading and pirate attacks all along the coastline of the Chesapeake Bay.”

      “Is that really true?” asked Caitlin.

      Their dad nodded. “Absolutely. Pirates always fascinated me as a boy. And legend has it that one of the most notorious pirates ever liked to hang out between here and North Carolina.”

      “What was his name?” asked Sam.

      “Jack Sparrow?” said Derek. “Did he sail the Black Pearl?”

      Their dad shook his head. “His name was Captain Edward Teach.”

      Derek crossed his arms. “Never heard of him.”

      “You might know him better by his nickname… Blackbeard.”

      Caitlin gasped and the boys’ eyes opened wide. “Really?” asked Sam. “Blackbeard was right here?”

      Derek frowned. “Not in the yurt, Sam.”

      Sam pushed his brother’s shoulder. “I know that. I mean, he was here in Virginia Beach?”

      Their dad nodded. “That’s what they say. There’s even a legend that he may have left some of his pirate booty and pieces of eight buried somewhere in the dunes.”

      Derek giggled. “Did he just say booty?”

      “What’re pieces of eight?” asked Sam.

      Caitlin raised her hand like she was still in school. “I know that one.” She hardly ever turned down a chance to show a piece of her knowledge, particularly to grown-ups. “That’s what they called Spanish coins, right?”

      “Very good,” replied their dad. “It was the Spanish silver dollar and a favorite target for pirate plundering.”

      They heard a knock and Mrs. Murphy leaned her head through the doorframe. “Hello, neighbors!”

      Derek waved Caitlin’s mom in. “Welcome to our yurt!”

      “Mr. Jackson was just telling us about Blackbeard’s treasure,” said Caitlin.

      “Well, that sounds exciting,” said Mrs. Murphy.

      “Keep going, Dad,” Derek urged. “Where exactly did they bury the treasure?”

      Their dad checked his watch and glanced outside. “I think we need to take a story break for now.”

      “But it was just getting good,” moaned Sam.

      “We’ll be eating in the dark if we don’t go help Caitlin’s dad get dinner ready,” said his mom.

      “Okay, fine,” sighed Sam. Delaying a meal wasn’t something he ever joked about.

      Derek gazed down at the sand as they walked out on the platform. “What if they buried the treasure right underneath our yurt? Do you think we could claim it?”

      “I don’t think it works that way,” Sam answered.

      “I guess you’re right,” said Derek. “But I have a feeling about this place. This is going to be a good week.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. Every time his brother had a “feeling” about something, it usually got them into trouble. “How about we just enjoy the beach?”

      Derek flashed a devilish grin. “We’ll see.”
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      “Bet I can beat you to the water!” Derek called over his shoulder after they’d finished unpacking.

      “Wait, I have to get Caitlin,” Sam protested, hot on his brother’s heels.

      “Fine, you wait for your girlfriend. I’ll be checking out the waves.”

      “I’m here,” Caitlin said, jumping out of her yurt. “These walls are pretty thin, you know. You’d better watch what you say about me.” She giggled and grabbed Sam’s arm as they ran toward the sound of the ocean.

      Sam turned to take a shortcut over the dunes, but Caitlin pulled him back. “Stay on the path. The ranger told my dad that the dunes are protected.”

      “Why would they need to protect a pile of sand? I think there’s plenty.”

      She shook her head. “The grasses hold the sand together. And the dunes form natural barriers from the ocean during storms. If we disrupt the grasses, we remove that protection.”

      “If you say so.”

      As they passed the last dune, a wide, blue horizon came into view. The smell of salt in the air made Sam grin. While he’d never been to this particular spot, he loved the sand, the tides, and how the ocean seemed to go on forever. There was nothing else like it.

      “It’s like our own private beach!” exclaimed Caitlin.

      “Not exactly private. I see lots of people.” Sam pointed at a dozen blankets, umbrellas, and canopies scattered down the long stretch of sand.

      “Well, compared to other places.”

      Sam remembered the beach they used to visit up north where people filled nearly every square inch of sand. This was a lot more spread out and relaxed. “That’s true. It’s cool.”

      Derek had stashed his shoes next to the path and was already wading into the edge of the surf. “How’s the water?” Caitlin called as a pair of military jets roared overhead, flying in formation right over the water.

      “What?” Derek shouted back over the noise. “You should feel the water, it’s warm!”

      Sam and Caitlin both tossed their shoes near Derek’s. They stepped into the water just as a wave pulled out, leaving odd-shaped ripples in the sand and a swath of tiny shells. The sand sunk under Sam’s feet, squishing between his toes. It felt wonderful.

      “Oh, it’s great!” exclaimed Caitlin, wading farther until the water was to her knees. She suddenly spun around and kicked up a spray of salt water, splattering Sam’s shirt and face.

      “Hey!” he shouted in surprise. “What did you do that for?”

      Caitlin laughed and pranced back to the sand before Sam could retaliate. “You looked like you needed to cool off.”

      “Take it easy, you two.” Derek shook his head. He pointed far off to the left, where a long, raised road seemed to stretch into the horizon. “Look at that bridge.”

      “I think that’s the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel,” answered Caitlin. “I went across it once with my dad.”

      Sam shielded his eyes from the sun. “It looks super long.”

      “How can it be a bridge and a tunnel?” asked Derek. “It seems like it would be one or the other.”

      “I think they built tunnel sections under the bay instead of making it a drawbridge. It lets ships get through without stopping the traffic. Like that one!” She pointed to an enormous barge. Stacked on its wide deck were dozens of colorful shipping containers. “Isn’t it cool?”

      “I’d like it better if it were a pirate ship,” said Sam. “Although Blackbeard probably could have used a container ship.”

      Caitlin nodded. “It could hold a lot of loot.”

      “Arg, you scalawag,” said Derek, slashing his arm through the air like he had a pretend sword. “You mean booty?”

      “I think I’ll stick with loot,” said Caitlin, stepping further onto the sand. “Come on. Let’s walk down the beach.” The tide seemed to be going out as they walked along the water’s edge. The shore was littered with colorful shells, bits of driftwood, and even the remains of a horseshoe crab.

      “Tomorrow I’m going to bring my boogie board,” said Derek, admiring the breakers. “I’ll bet I could ride those all the way in to the beach.”

      “What’s going on over there?” asked Sam, pointing farther down the beach where two ATVs and a pickup truck were parked on the sand.

      “Maybe it’s lifeguards,” said Caitlin. “I hope no one had to be rescued.”

      As they got closer to the vehicles, they were stopped by a stretch of yellow caution tape that blocked access from the waterline up to the dunes. Next to the vehicles on the sand were two white tents. A team of men and women milled around something out of sight.

      “Those aren’t lifeguards,” said Sam.

      “Maybe park rangers,” replied Caitlin. “I wonder what they’re doing?”

      Derek leaned to peer around the closest tent. “I don’t know, they look like military to me.”

      “Military?” scoffed Sam. “Why would soldiers be on the beach? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe some kind of alien life form washed up—you know, like in Area 51. It lived in some deep-sea crevice until a storm brought it to the surface and now the military is trying to keep them from taking over.”

      “Aliens want to take over Virginia Beach?” Sam shook his head. “You’re crazy.”

      Derek picked up a shell and tossed it into a wave. “Or maybe they just saw your picture and it freaked everyone out.”

      Caitlin smiled at an older man who was fishing a few yards from the caution line. He stood ankle-deep in the surf with a casting rod and a yellow tackle box. “Excuse me. Do you know what’s going on over there?”

      The fisherman placed his rod into a white tube in the sand and nodded at the tents. “Aw, just some of the usual action at Story. Might be a salvage. Never can be sure what they’re up to.”

      “Story?” asked Sam. “What do you mean?”

      The man raised his eyebrows like it was obvious. “Fort Story. It’s just around the bend there on the Cape. It’s a Joint Expeditionary Base up near the lighthouse.”

      Caitlin’s ears perked up. “There’s a lighthouse?”

      “It must be the smallest lighthouse in history,” said Derek, starting into the distance. “All I see is sand.”

      The fisherman chuckled. “You can’t quite see it through the dunes, but it’s smack in the middle of the base. There’s two of them, actually. The original, historic lighthouse has been out of commission for years, but the new one’s still in service.”

      “Wow,” said Caitlin. “I love lighthouses. They’re so majestic, standing there on the coast as a beacon to keep everyone safe.”

      Derek laughed. “You sound like a spokesperson for the tourist bureau.”

      “That’s one way to think of it,” mumbled the man as he reached down for fresh bait.

      Caitlin scrunched her eyebrows. “What’s the other way?”

      “Well, a lighthouse means there’s dangerous rocks or shallows nearby. They call south of here in the Outer Banks the ‘Graveyard of the Atlantic.’ Hundreds of ships have wrecked all through these waters over the centuries. Sailors who got lost and off target were dashed against the rocks… lost at sea in a watery grave. Lighthouses were built because of all that.”

      Sam gulped and stared across the ocean’s blue expanse. “Gosh, that’s terrible.”

      “What kind of ships wrecked?” asked Derek. “Were they pirate ships, like Blackbeard’s?”

      The man laughed. “Oh, it’s pirates you’re interested in, is it?”

      “Mostly just their buried treasure.” Derek winked at him. “You know, pieces of eight.”

      “Do you know anything about that?” asked Sam.

      The fisherman checked his line and shook his head. “There’s enough tall tales about these waters to fill a hundred books. I stick with the fishing stories, but there’s an old sea dog down the beach a ways that you could try. He’s always going on about treasure of one sort or another.”

      “Really?” asked Derek.

      The man nodded. “Folks call him One-Eyed Jack. Just ask around down by the boardwalk. I’m sure you can find him.”

      “One-Eyed Jack?” Sam made a face. “Why do they call him that?”

      “He’s a bit of a pirate himself,” explained the fisherman, “or at least he acts like one.”

      “Is he…” Sam tried to find the right word. “You know… safe?”

      “Jack? Oh, sure. He’s a bit of a dreamer, you might say. He’s probably spent too many days out on the water under the hot sun, and maybe drunk a few too many bottles of rum, but he’s generally harmless.”

      “Generally?” asked Sam.

      The fisherman chuckled and looked over at him. “Well, you can’t be completely harmless and still be a pirate, now, can you?”

      Sam nodded warily. He wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Thanks.”

      When one of the workers by the tents walked closer, Derek waved. “Whatcha got over there?” he asked.

      Up close, the guy did look more like he fit with the military than the parks service. “Just some routine beach exercises. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      “Is it a Kraken?” Derek gushed.

      The man eyed him for a second, but then he waved his hand. “I’m going to need you folks to move back. We’re extending the perimeter and this area’s going to be off limits.”

      “Aw,” the old fisherman moaned. “I was just starting to get some bites.”

      As they turned away, Derek leaned closer to Sam and Caitlin. “Did you notice how he didn’t answer my question? I think I hit a little too close to home.”

      “Oh sure, Derek,” said Sam. “You caught them red-handed hiding an alien Kraken. They can’t get anything past you.”

      Derek frowned. “Well, they’re definitely hiding something.”

      Caitlin stooped and picked up a blue-colored shell. “Maybe he’s right.”

      Sam stared at her. “Don’t tell me you think there’s a Kraken, too!”

      She chuckled. “No, not that, but maybe they found something important. You heard what the fisherman said. There’ve been lots of wrecks along the coastline. It’s not impossible that something interesting washed up on the beach. It probably happens all the time.”

      “Like what?” asked Sam. “Treasure?”

      “Why not?” said Caitlin.

      Sam considered her words, but then waved his hand. “I think you’ve both watched too many movies. They’re probably just doing training exercises like he said.”

      “We need to find that One-Eyed Jack guy,” said Derek. “See if he really knows about the treasure.”

      “He couldn’t really be a pirate,” said Sam. “Could he?”

      Derek shrugged. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”
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      Sam could smell the flavors wafting from the charcoal grill even before they reached the campsite. “Is dinner almost ready?” he asked when he saw Mr. Murphy flipping the burgers and hot dogs that were next to several ears of corn on the cob still inside the husk. He suddenly felt famished.

      “Just a few more minutes. Why don’t you guys help finish setting the table?”

      “Got it.” Sam hadn’t expected such a feast. He hoped it tasted as good as it looked. Maybe glamping had its perks after all.

      “I keep thinking about what was going on at the beach,” said Caitlin as she filled glasses with lemonade.

      “By the yellow tape?”

      “Right. What could they have been working on?”

      Sam thought they’d been through this already. “Like we said, it could be anything.”

      Caitlin set the pitcher down on the red-and-white-checkered tablecloth. “But aren’t you curious? I mean, what if it’s something really amazing?”

      Derek came out from the yurt and plopped between them on the picnic table bench. “Talking about me again?”

      Sam shook his head. “You wish.”

      Derek grinned. “I think she’s right, though. We should go back and check it out after dinner when it’s dark. I was looking at a map of the beach on my phone in the yurt, and where we saw them working isn’t part of the military base.”

      Sam raised his eyebrows. He hadn’t thought Derek really could have known what they were talking about while he was inside the yurt. And he definitely hadn’t expected him to research something meaningful.

      Derek patted his back. “What, you think Caitlin’s the only one who knows how to look things up? Plus, you can hear everything through those walls.”

      “Sam, clear some room on the table for me, will you?” Mrs. Murphy asked, carrying over a big bowl of potato salad. Sam’s parents and Mr. Murphy followed with the rest of the food, and soon he was too distracted to even think about arguing any more.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, the kids talked their parents into letting them go down to the beach to look for ghost crabs. Once they promised to stay together and not go into the water, they grabbed flashlights and raced along the path through the dunes.

      The tide was in and the beach had grown even narrower than before. A gorgeous red and orange sunset had started to fade into darkness. Sam saw a few lights from people walking in the distance, but the beach was mostly deserted. “Why do they call them ghost crabs?” he asked as they slipped off their sandals.

      “Because they’ve come back from the dead to get you, Sam.” Derek turned his flashlight under his chin and made his best spooky face. Sam shoved past him and scanned the sand with the beam from his own light. Their beams swept across the beach like searchlights on the hunt for escaped prisoners.

      “I think it’s because they’re a pale white color and mostly come out at night,” Caitlin answered. “Look, there’s one!” She followed a blur of motion with her light as a two-inch crab scurried across the sand before disappearing into a hole. Suddenly the beach was alive with movement, as dozens of tiny creatures crept at the edge of their lights.

      “There’s tons of them!” exclaimed Derek, crouching low. “Maybe I can catch one.”

      “No, just leave them alone.” Caitlin quickly switched off her light so Derek couldn’t see them, but he ignored her and tore off into the shadows, zig-zagging across the sand like an out-of-control car.

      Caitlin sighed and stepped to the edge of the surf. She pointed at the distant lights on the bridge. “Look, another container ship is passing into the bay. Or maybe it’s a cruise ship. I’ve always wanted to go on one of those.”

      Sam stood next to her and stared out across the waves. In the sunshine, the ocean had been so bright and blue, but now it looked dark and brooding, like it might teem with unknown dangers from the deep.

      Derek jogged up out of breath. “I couldn’t catch one. They’re speedy little buggers.” He swept his flashlight across the waves. “Be careful. You know why they don’t want us in the water at night, don’t you?”

      “So we don’t drown?” Caitlin answered.

      Derek shrugged. “Sure, but also because sharks are most active just after dark. It’s when they swim in close to shore and feed.”

      Sam’s eyes opened wide as he peered into the dark water. He knew his brother was probably just trying to scare him. It was working, but he didn’t want to let anyone see that. “That’s not true,” he shot back.

      “Didn’t you ever see Jaws?”

      “Did you?” asked Caitlin.

      “Well, no,” Derek replied. “Just the trailer. But Brandon said it’s scary.” He trained his light down the beach. “But that’s not why we’re out here, remember? We need to get a look at what they have in those tents.” He turned and began trotting off in that direction.

      “Hang on,” said Sam, running with Caitlin to catch up. “Let’s talk about this. Don’t we need a plan?” If his brother charged into a military base shouting about alien sea monsters, he’d probably get arrested. As fun as it would be to have Derek sent away, Sam and Caitlin would probably get busted too, which would ruin their family vacation.

      “Of course,” said Derek.

      “Great, what is it?”

      “It’s easy,” Derek called. “We’ll send you into a tent. If the Kraken eats you, we’ll know it’s not safe.”

      “Derek…” sighed Caitlin.

      “Relax. We’ll be stealthy.” Derek broke into a jog and disappeared into the darkness.

      “I think we’ll be okay,” said Caitlin, as they ran to catch up. “It’s not like we’re going onto the fort.”

      “Not yet…” Sam muttered, dodging ghost crabs as he went.

      When they reached Derek, he was crouched behind a long section of driftwood by the caution line. The two white tents were dark shadows twenty feet away. The structures were the same size as the shade canopies families used on the beach, but these also had privacy flaps covering the sides.

      “Looks like everyone’s gone,” Derek whispered.

      “But the tape’s still here,” said Sam. “And they probably monitor the beach with cameras.”

      “Where are the cameras?” Derek scoffed. “In the sand? Or do they mount them on ghost crabs? Maybe they’re not actually crabs. They might be tiny security robots to make sure no one crosses the tape line.” He shot Sam an annoyed look. “If you’re too scared, just stay here.”

      “Do you think those flaps just fold back?” asked Caitlin. “If they do, it would be easy to slip in and see what they have in there.”

      Sam closed his eyes. He used to count on Caitlin’s good judgement, but the longer she hung around with Derek, the more she took on his reckless attitude.

      “Only one way to find out,” said Derek, ducking under the tape. “Just stay low and leave your flashlights off.”

      “Wait!” Sam hissed, but they were both already heading toward the first tent.
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      Derek peeled back the tent flap, covering the head of his light with his fingers. Inside he flashed it on for an instant, but quickly turned it off. “It’s empty.” He backed into Sam on his way out of the doorway. “I thought you weren’t coming?”

      “See? I told you. There’s nothing here,” Sam whispered as they tiptoed over to the next tent. It was farther down the beach, and when Sam looked over his shoulder, he realized he couldn’t see the caution tape. “We should turn around.”

      “Yeah, as soon as we look in here…” said Derek, feeling for an entrance. This tent was rectangular instead of square, and where the first one’d had a zippered flap, this one had a hard, plastic door. “This must be it,” Derek whispered.

      “Must be what?” asked Caitlin.

      “Where they have the important stuff.” Derek turned and disappeared around the side. They heard a scraping sound and followed to find Derek on his knees, digging a hole along the tent edge like a dog burrowing under a picket fence.

      “Are you crazy?” said Sam, just as Derek lay flat and pushed himself through the opening that he’d formed. “You can’t go in there!” But it was too late, as Derek’s body wriggled through the hole. When Derek’s flashlight glowed faintly inside, Sam glanced up the beach. Could they see the light from up at the fort?

      “Interesting…” Derek’s voice came through the walls.

      “What is it?” whispered Caitlin.

      “You have to come in here,” said Derek. “I’m going to take a picture.”

      “Why do we have to come in if you’re taking a picture?” Sam turned to Caitlin and shook his head. “No way. We need to go.”

      A bright flash lit up the canvas. Sam froze, realizing that his brother had forgotten to turn off the flash on his phone. That light would definitely have been seen from the fort if anyone was watching.

      “Whoops,” Derek muttered.

      “Get out of there,” Caitlin called, finally seeming to realize the danger of the situation.

      Sam heard a motorized sound and walked to the front of the tent. Headlights bounced along the sand in the distance. A vehicle was driving straight toward them!

      He dashed to the rear of the tent. “Derek, get out! Someone’s coming!” His brother’s feet emerged in the hole and began squirming their way out. Derek twisted around onto his stomach, but then he stopped moving altogether.

      “I’m stuck!” Derek called, the tent coming down over his waist. “I can’t get my shoulders through.”

      Sam thought he might have a panic attack right there on the beach. The military would drive up any minute and find him passed out next to Caitlin, with Derek stuck in the hole with his butt up in the air.

      “Pull his feet!” said Caitlin as they both knelt in the sand and grabbed one of Derek’s ankles. His legs gradually slid toward them until his head emerged, face down in the sand. He coughed and spit a mouthful of sand. The sound of the vehicle was loud now, and the headlights cast shadows across the tent.

      “We have to get out of here!” Sam cried.

      Derek struggled to his feet and pushed the pile of sand from where he’d dug back into the hole. He wiped his face and pointed to the dunes. “Quick, up that way!”

      “We can’t go on the dunes; they’re protected,” said Caitlin.

      “Would you rather get caught by the military for trespassing?” argued Derek as he smoothed the sand where his hole had been with his feet.

      Caitlin hesitated, but then nodded. “Okay, but, just be careful.”

      “We left careful a long time ago,” Sam answered as they scrambled up the mounds of sand. He turned and realized they’d been leaving a trail of footprints. Even in the dark, it wouldn’t take a detective to figure out where they’d headed. At the top, Derek hid behind a tall clump of grass.

      “Why are we stopping?” asked Caitlin.

      “I want to see who it is,” Derek whispered.

      “It’s the military, and they’re going to lock us up if we don’t keep going,” said Sam.

      Derek put his finger to his lips as an ATV rolled to a stop in front of the tent. A guard with a flashlight stepped off and tested the front door before walking the perimeter. He stopped where Derek had dug the hole.

      Sam’s heart froze as the guard’s flashlight scanned the sand. Without warning, the beam swung up at the dunes, just next to where they hid. They dropped to their stomachs like they were taking enemy fire.

      “Who’s up there?” yelled the guard as the light swept over them.

      “Move it!” Derek turned and dove down the back of the dune, sliding on his stomach to the bottom. Sam and Caitlin followed and sprinted toward the campground. Sam didn’t think the man had actually seen them, but he might follow their tracks. Sam’s bare feet hurt from stepping on broken sticks and rocks along the sand, but none of them stopped running until they reached a dark bathhouse. They charged through the door and huddled in a corner beside a locker, waiting for any sounds that they had been followed.

      “I think we lost him,” Derek said finally after several minutes.

      “We should have never gone over there,” said Sam. “What were you thinking going inside that tent?”

      “What did you see?” asked Caitlin.

      Derek lowered the brightness on his phone and pulled up a picture. “This.”

      Sam stared down at the image of a wide piece of paper spread across a folding table. It looked like a map that you’d see in a movie about nuclear subs racing across the ocean. In the middle was an unmistakable red marking in the shape of an X.

      “X marks the spot,” said Derek. “That can only mean one thing, if you ask me. Pirate booty.”

      “Or the location of the next missile silo,” muttered Sam.

      “It’s hard to say what it could be,” said Caitlin. “Is that all you got?”

      Derek looked at her incredulously. “Is that all? You mean a treasure map isn’t enough? It probably leads right to Blackbeard’s stash. But since you’re so doubtful, there is something else.”

      “Directions to the ocean?” grumbled Sam, nodding toward the waves. “It’s that way.”

      Derek frowned but swiped to the next picture. “What do you think about this?”

      The next image was different. It looked like a schedule or an itinerary hanging from the tent wall. At the top, a heading read: OPERATION DCA.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Caitlin.

      “Beats me,” said Derek. He widened the picture with his fingers, zooming in on the list. A section on the schedule was circled. It was harder to read, but Sam was pretty sure it said:

      27 JUL / 21:00 HRS

      “That’s a date and time,” said Caitlin. “Twenty-one hundred hours is how they say nine p.m. in military time… and July 27th… that’s four days from now. But it’s hard to say what it could mean.”

      The other information on the sheet looked like a weather forecast. It seemed to list charts of tides and temperatures and wind speeds. Whatever it was about, something was happening out on the water.

      Derek switched back to the picture of the map and zoomed in on the island with the red X. “I think they go together. Remember how the man fishing said there were lots of wrecks along the coast? Maybe the military found one of those.”

      “I thought you said that they had found a Kraken,” said Sam.

      “But they were working here, on this beach,” added Caitlin, “not some island.”

      “And what do all those weather listings mean?” asked Sam.

      “I haven’t figured it out completely,” Derek admitted.

      Sam coughed. “No kidding.”

      Derek ignored him and stared through the bathhouse window toward the ocean. “But if something’s out there, we’re going to find it.”
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      When Sam woke the next morning, the yurt was empty, but he could hear Derek and Caitlin talking outside. “Morning, sunshine,” said Derek when Sam stepped outside, pulling on a hoodie. “We didn’t disrupt your beauty rest, did we?” He gave Caitlin a knowing grin. “He needs all he can get.”

      “Maybe,” Sam replied, still working a sleepy fog from his brain. Somehow Derek always woke up raring to go.

      Caitlin smiled at him. “Sorry. But it’s good you’re up. We have big plans.”

      Sam raised his eyebrows warily. After last night’s adventures on the beach, he wasn’t sure if he could handle any more big plans. “What a surprise.”

      Caitlin ignored his negative attitude and climbed onto the picnic table, balancing a foot on the platform’s top railing. “I can just about see it from up here.”

      “See what?” asked Sam.

      “The lighthouse! My dad signed everyone up for a late-morning tour. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      Sam followed Caitlin’s gaze across the dunes. “Lighthouse? You mean the one at Fort Story?”

      “Exactly,” said Derek. “It’s perfect, no?”

      “Perfect?” Sam rubbed his forehead. “What are you talking about? That’s a terrible idea.”

      Caitlin looked back at him. “Why?”

      How was he the only one who understood? Sam lowered his voice so that none of the parents would hear. “Don’t you remember what happened last night?” he whispered. “That lighthouse is on the military base. It’s going to be crawling with soldiers. What if they have our faces on video from the surveillance cameras?”

      Derek rolled his eyes. “Oh right, the robot crab cameras. I nearly forgot.”

      “I’m serious,” Sam continued. “That’s the last place we should be going.” He pictured their faces splashed across “Most Wanted” posters all over the base. They’d probably be stopped right at the gate. “What if they took plaster casings of our footprints in the sand? You know, like the FBI does with tire tread marks?”

      Caitlin laughed. “I don’t think they do that, Sam.”

      “Who knows?” said Derek, laughing along. “Maybe it’ll be like Cinderella and they’ll try to fit a glass slipper on the foot of everyone who enters the base.”

      “How’d you like me to hit you with a glass slipper?” Sam shot back. “What about the hole you dug under the tent? Do you think they’ll just ignore that, too?”

      Derek waved his hand. “I covered it up, remember?”

      “How about the inside? Did you smooth that area over too?”

      “Well, no. Not the inside.”

      Sam folded his arms across his chest. “They had that tent locked for a reason.”

      Caitlin climbed off the table and put her hand on his shoulder. “I just want to see the lighthouse. It’ll be fun, you’ll see. Plus, we’ll be with our parents. What could go wrong?”

      “Is Derek coming?”

      “Of course.”

      Sam shook his head. “Then plenty.”
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      A guard at the entrance gate made the grown-ups show their IDs and explained a long list of regulations for entering the military base. Sam didn’t like the guards having his name, but he didn’t have much choice. Now they had him in the official records. He was in the system.

      They parked their car just inside the gate and boarded a shuttle bus that transported visitors to the lighthouse. The shuttle driver smiled at them through the mirror above the windshield. “Good morning, folks. Welcome to Joint Expeditionary Base Fort Story. My name’s Reggie.”

      “What exactly is a joint expeditionary base?” asked Derek, as the bus pulled out.

      Reggie smiled. “Great question, young man. The US Army uses Fort Story to train troops on amphibious equipment and on transferring military cargo from ship to shore.”

      Sam looked out the windows but still didn’t see a lighthouse. “Why here? I mean, there’s probably plenty of other places for the military to train.”

      The driver nodded. “This area has a fairly unique landscape—a combination of beach, dunes, deep-water anchorage, variable tides, open-land areas, maritime forest—it’s an excellent mix of terrain for a wide range of training exercises.”

      Derek nudged Sam in the ribs. “And shipwrecks,” he whispered.

      Sam shot him a dirty look. “Quiet.”

      “It’s also used in concert with other branches of the military—the Navy, the Marine Corps, and the Coast Guard.”

      “What about the Air Force?” asked Mrs. Murphy. “We’ve heard quite a few jets overhead.”

      “Those are actually Navy F-18 Super Hornets, most of them.”

      “They’re really loud,” said Caitlin.

      Reggie laughed. “Sure are, young lady. Around these parts, we affectionately call that the ‘sound of freedom.’ They’re based over at the Naval Air Station Oceana.”

      The shuttle bus rounded the corner, and two lighthouses suddenly came into view. “Look, there they are!” shouted Caitlin.

      “Why are there two of them?” asked Derek.

      “I’ll leave that to your tour guide to tell you.” The shuttle rolled to a stop, and Reggie swung the doors open. “They get mad when I steal all their thunder!”

      Everyone thanked Reggie for the ride and filed out onto the pavement. Sam looked across at the two slim towers pointing toward the clouds. While they weren’t very far apart, the lighthouses couldn’t have looked more different.

      The one on his left was clearly older. It was made of red-patterned brick, except for the glass section at the top where the light would shine. The domed roof was the color of the Statue of Liberty.

      The lighthouse on his right was closer to the ocean and a third taller than the older one. It was painted with a black and white checkerboard pattern leading to the light room that was below a black roof.

      “Right over this way, folks,” a woman in uniform called to them near a group of trees that surrounded the old brick lighthouse.

      “How unusual to have two lighthouses so close to each other,” remarked Mrs. Murphy. “Why would they have done that?”

      “That’s our most common question,” said the guide. “They built the original lighthouse way back in 1792.”

      “Oh, my goodness,” exclaimed Sam’s mom. “I didn’t realize it was that old.”

      The tour guide nodded. “It’s the country’s fourth oldest lighthouse, but the first federally funded, since the other three were financed by the English crown. President George Washington himself personally reviewed the applications for the lighthouse keeper, and construction was overseen by Alexander Hamilton.”

      “Wow,” said Caitlin, staring up at the tall brick structure. “I’d never have guessed all that.”

      “What about the other one?” asked Sam, forgetting for a moment his concern about being on the military base. “Is that new?”

      The woman grinned. “In a matter of speaking. Compared to the old lighthouse it’s new, but it was built in 1881.”

      “That’s pretty old too!” said Derek.

      “It certainly is. The new lighthouse stands 163 feet high and is actively maintained by the US Coast Guard. Both sit here at Cape Henry, next to the site of what we call the ‘First Landing,’ where the English ships arrived in 1607.”

      “On their way to Jamestown,” said Derek, grinning proudly.

      “Very good,” said the guide. “I see you know your history.”

      “Somebody does, but it’s not him.” Sam shook his head. “Caitlin told you that.”

      His mom poked him in the back and gave him a look. “Be nice.”

      “After you tour the lighthouse, I encourage you to walk over to see the First Landing Cross, which remembers their arrival, as well as the statue of Admiral de Grasse.”

      “Does that remember when they planted grass for the first time?” Derek asked, quickly removing any question about whether he really knew history.

      Their dad coughed. “Derek…”

      “Actually,” replied the guide, “it honors the French fleet for preventing the British from reaching Yorktown during the Revolution.”

      Derek chuckled. “That’s what I meant.”

      “All right, are you ready to head up?” The woman pointed through the trees to the old lighthouse.

      Panic shot through Sam’s body. “Wait, we’re going in? To the top?”

      Derek started laughing. “What did you think we were going to do, Sam? Just stand and look at it from the ground?”

      Sam gulped and squinted through the sunlight to the top of the lighthouse. “Well… yeah.”

      Derek shook his head. “Of course we’re going up. You’re unbelievable.”

      Sam’s mom stepped up and put her hand on his shoulder. “There’s stairs, honey. I’m sure it won’t be bad once you’re inside.”

      Stairs or no stairs, Sam didn’t like heights. Sure, he’d sometimes had to brave them on past adventures, but that was usually when they were in a desperate situation where his life depended on it. Voluntarily going that high just for fun seemed like an unnecessary risk.

      “How many steps are there?” Caitlin asked the tour guide.

      “Oh, only 191. It’s perfectly safe. It’s been nearly a year since our last fatality.”

      Sam’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

      The woman gave a sly grin, and his mom squeezed his shoulder reassuringly. “She’s only joking, Sam.”

      “Why don’t you just stay down here and wait for us,” suggested Derek. “You could chat it up with any soldiers who come by. Maybe they’ll take you over to the beach? I hear they have some tents that—”

      Sam held his hand up in front of Derek’s face. “Just be quiet. I’m coming.”
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      To reach the lighthouse entrance, they climbed several dozen cement stairs that rose through a grove of trees growing on a tall dune. Inside the doorway of the old tower, whitewashed brick walls housed a spiral iron staircase. The metal stairs looked like they had been there since Alexander Hamilton’s day. Sam peered up through the gaps in the open treads. Was it even safe? What kind of maniac would design stairs like that? What if he fell through?

      The 191 steps felt like 191,000 as they climbed higher and higher. Derek led the way, followed by their parents. Sam tried not to look down as he stepped carefully ahead of Caitlin and her parents. He hoped that they might catch him if he blacked out.

      Halfway up, they passed another group who was coming down. Sam had to squeeze so far against the center railing, he knew he was about to plunge to his death. Maybe the guide lady hadn’t been kidding after all.

      “Come on, you guys,” Derek called, already at the top. “You have to see this view!” Sam wiped sweat from his forehead and focused on his breathing. It felt like the temperature had risen twenty degrees since they’d entered this spiral of death.

      “I think that’s the doorway to the platform,” Caitlin called, close on Sam’s heels as they neared the top. A ladder led the final few feet to the room at the top, like the belltower at the Jefferson Hotel.

      Finally, Sam emerged from the steps into a small circular room. The original beacon light was gone, but the walls of glass gave amazing views in every direction.

      Derek pressed his face against the glass and stared down to the ground. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      Caitlin gazed out into the distance. “I feel like I can see all the way to Europe.”

      Sam’s dad whistled. “Quite the view, that’s for sure. Imagine being up here when this was a working lighthouse that directed ships coming into port.”

      “I’d like to be up here watching for Blackbeard’s pirate ship,” said Derek.

      “You can see all of Virginia Beach,” said Mr. Murphy, pointing to the south to a long row of hotels along the beach. “And over there in the distance is the Outer Banks.”

      Sam took a deep breath and stared out at the water. He didn’t know if the climb was worth it, but once you were up here, it was a pretty sweet view. Closer to the water, he saw the two white tents at the edge of the beach. It didn’t appear that anyone was combing the dunes to mold their footprints or treating it like a crime scene. Maybe Derek was right and everything would be fine. Sam looked further and saw the row of round yurts at their campsite.

      “What are those shapes out in the water?” Caitlin nudged her dad. “Are those dolphins?”

      Mr. Murphy nodded at the tiny gray shapes leaping through the waves. “I think they are. Nice spot, sweetie.”

      Further out, Sam saw a much larger gray shape emerge on the surface. He caught his breath. “Is that a whale?”

      “Where?” said Derek. “Maybe it’s a Kraken.”

      “Actually,” said Sam’s dad, looking to where Sam was pointing, “I think it’s a Navy submarine.”

      Derek shook his head in amazement. “This place is loaded! Maybe we could get a sub ride before we leave.”

      “I’m not sure the world is ready for you to be that close to our nuclear arsenal, son,” their dad replied quickly.

      Derek motioned Sam and Caitlin to the other side of the landing. He nodded at the fort spread out below them. It was much bigger than Sam had imagined, with dozens of buildings and roads tucked between the ocean and a thickly wooded section of trails in the park.

      “Who knows what else they’re hiding down there,” Derek whispered. “We should try to do some snooping while we’re inside the gate.”

      Sam’s eyebrows raised. “Snooping?”

      “Yeah. You know, looking around for more clues about Operation DCA.”

      Sam glanced over his shoulder. Even if their parents hadn’t been around to notice, that still sounded like a bad idea.

      “You mean investigating,” corrected Caitlin.

      Derek grinned. “Right. What she said.”

      “Are you kids coming?” their mom called. They looked back to see their parents already climbing down the ladder.

      Suddenly the room felt like it was tilting. Sam clutched the railing and stared down the stairwell. He hadn’t considered that going down might be harder than going up. It would only take one false step for it to be his last.

      After all their adventures, Sam felt like he should have greater courage. A little more backbone, as their elderly neighbor, Mr. Haskins, liked to say. After all, they’d always survived, so far. But he couldn’t help that he got nervous sometimes. Okay, a lot of times.

      Sam took another deep breath. He tried to stop thinking so much and just take one step at a time.

      When he finally reached the bottom, he resisted the urge to sink to his knees and kiss the ground. That would only make his brother’s teasing worse. And if he was honest, it hadn’t been as bad as he’d feared. He supposed a lot of things were like that. Often, worrying ahead of time was worse than actually doing things.

      “Isn’t it something that this beach was the first place that the English arrived?” asked Mrs. Murphy as they walked over to the Memorial Cross. “It must have seemed like such a big, empty land after all that time at sea.”

      “Sure,” Caitlin replied, “but don’t forget, Mom, the Native Americans were already here.”

      “Very true. That’s an example of how your vantage point makes a difference in how you remember things.”

      “Can we go down to the beach?” asked Derek.

      “It’s only open for the military,” said their dad. “I think that’s where they might do training exercises.”

      Sam looked out at the ocean but didn’t see the Navy sub anymore. He imagined a squadron of Navy SEALs emerging from the surf and storming the beach. That would be something.

      The shuttle bus pulled up along the curb, and they greeted Reggie as they took their seats. Halfway along the route back to the car, Derek raised his hand in a panic. “Excuse me, is there a bathroom nearby? I’m feeling kind of sick.”

      Reggie looked back at them. “We don’t have any facilities for guests. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until you get back home.”

      Derek moaned with his hands on his stomach. He started rocking back and forth. Sam glanced at Caitlin and shrugged. He was ninety percent sure his brother was acting weird on purpose, but if Derek was faking, he was giving a pretty convincing performance.

      Their mom leaned over and touched Derek’s forehead. “Are you feeling hot?”

      He nodded and moaned even louder. “I think it was the lighthouse. I went down the steps so fast it made me really dizzy. I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Sam saw his mom and dad look at each other, communicating in the silent language that parents had together. They’d seen enough of Derek’s theatrics to be wary, but Reggie looked like he was struggling over what to do. His gaze bounced up and down between the mirror and the road. He kept slowing down and speeding up and muttering to himself. When Derek let out a half-scream, it even made Sam jump out of his seat.

      That was enough for Reggie. He veered to the right and drove onto a side road. “Let’s make a quick pit stop at the latrine. We can make an exception just this once, I guess. I don’t want to see the boy take ill.”

      Sam figured Reggie was likely just as concerned about getting puke all over his bus as he was about Derek’s health.

      “Thank you,” said their mom. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Uh huh.” Reggie glanced back up in his mirror and braked next to a cement building with signs for restrooms. “Hurry and make it over to the latrine, son!”

      Derek held his stomach as he stood from his seat. He flashed their mom a desperate look, as if it was the last time she’d ever see him.

      The move seemed to have hit its mark, because she tugged quickly on Sam’s arm. “Why don’t you go with your brother to make sure he gets in okay.” Sam was about to object, but his mom had already whisked him into the aisle. He reluctantly helped Derek down the shuttle steps.

      “Right down that corridor and make a left,” said Reggie, pointing out the door.

      Suddenly Caitlin was right behind them on the stairs. “I’d better go with them,” she blurted. “They’re never going to find their way back.”

      “Well, I don’t know…” Reggie ducked his head and glanced out the windows like he was concerned someone might see him breaking regulations.

      Caitlin nodded confidently. “You don’t want them wandering around the base, do you?”

      Reggie pushed back in his chair. “No, we don’t want that. Okay, thank you, young lady.”

      “Caitlin,” Mr. Murphy called from an open window by his seat, “come straight back, okay?”

      She waved as they hurried up the corridor and turned the corner.

      As soon as they were out of view, Derek straightened up and took his hand off his stomach. He flashed them both a wide smile. “Okay, we have to be quick.”

      Sam shook his head. He knew it. “Are you crazy? What are you trying to do? Mom and Dad are right there, plus all the…” He gestured at the buildings surrounding them, but his mouth just hung open, leaving the sentence unfinished.

      “The military?” finished Caitlin.

      “Right!” he cried. “The military.”

      Derek waved them off. “I figure we have five minutes, max.”

      “For what?” asked Sam. “You want to investigate the bathroom? Good luck. You don’t need us for that.”

      “I saw a sign on the way in that said ‘Command Post.’” Derek pointed toward another building in the distance. “I figure they have to know what’s going on, right?”

      Sam couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So you don’t just want to get in trouble with the regular soldiers. You want to go straight to the top and have the commanders nab you. You’re going to get us all court-martialed!”

      “I don’t think that can happen unless you’re actually in the military, Sam,” said Caitlin as they watched Derek lean around the next corner like he was a spy.

      Sam held up his hands. “I don’t care. I’m getting out of here.” He turned to go back to the bus, when the squawk of a radio echoed up the lane between the buildings.

      Derek pointed at the door next to them. “Quick! Inside the bathroom.”

      Caitlin’s posture stiffened. “I’m not going into the men’s bathroom, Derek.”

      “We’re not really using it, we’re hiding.”

      She shook her head. “Still.”

      “Fine, then you wait out here.” Derek grabbed Sam’s arm and pulled him through the doorway. A moment later, they heard Caitlin groan and she slipped in behind them.

      Derek raised his eyebrows. “I thought you were staying outside?”

      Caitlin stifled a laugh as they pressed against the wall.

      “What’s so funny?” Sam whispered.

      “I’ll tell you when we get out,” she answered, as Derek held up his hand. Two soldiers were walking by and talking to each other. Their voices carried through a vent in the restroom wall just above where they hid.

      “What’s the latest on DCA, Lieutenant?”

      “The operation’s still a go,” a second voice answered. “The weather patterns look clear for the next few days, although we might have some thunderstorms moving in around dusk. We’ll continue monitoring things.”

      “Excellent,” said the first voice.

      Derek stared over at them excitedly. But then the footsteps suddenly stopped right outside their door. Were they coming into the restroom? Sam glanced at the stalls behind them and wondered how quickly he could hide.

      “Can I help you, sir?” one of the men outside asked.

      “I’m sorry, I’m looking for the restrooms. My son had an emergency during the lighthouse tour.” Sam felt his body relax. It was their dad.

      “Uh-oh,” Derek muttered as they waited for him to enter. But instead, they heard a knock on another door.

      “Boys? Caitlin?” His voice came from across the alley. They heard a door open and close, but no one came into their restroom.

      Derek tilted his head in confusion but pushed open the restroom door. “Dad?”

      Out in the alley, their dad came out of the building across from them. “Are you okay?” he asked, looking confused.

      Derek nodded. “Feeling much better. Thanks.”

      “Are you sure?” Their dad pointed to the building behind them. “Why were you in the women’s restroom?”

      Sam felt his face flushing red as they turned and saw the door they’d entered was marked “Women.” The building their dad had checked across the alley was marked “Men.”

      Caitlin couldn’t hold it any longer. She burst out laughing.

      “Did I miss something?” their dad asked.

      “I, uh, really had to go,” Derek stammered. He stepped back toward the shuttle bus. “But I’m better now. Let’s go.”

      Reggie gave Derek a wary glance as they all re-boarded the bus, but they made it back to their cars and then to the campsite without further problems. Caitlin, Derek, and Sam huddled along the railing of Caitlin’s yurt once their parents were all out of earshot.

      “Okay,” said Derek, holding up his hands in surrender. “I know you might not approve of my methods, but did you hear what those soldiers said?”

      “It was just a weather forecast,” replied Sam. “I could have shown you that on my phone.”

      Derek sighed in annoyance. “Yes, but they weren’t just talking about the weather, Sam. It was tied to Operation DCA, just like we saw on those charts in the tent. I knew it was something big!”

      “We still don’t know exactly what they’re doing, but I agree, it is something,” said Caitlin.

      “You’re something,” muttered Sam.

      “Now we move to the next phase of my plan,” said Derek.

      “What part is that?” asked Sam. “Where you fake a heart attack and listen to what the doctors are talking about?”

      Derek grinned. “No. Next we have to track down a pirate.”
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      The sun was already halfway across the sky as they pedaled down the bike lane on the road that led from First Landing State Park to the rest of Virginia Beach’s waterfront.

      “I could get used to living at the ocean.” Caitlin tilted her head back toward the sunshine, her hair blowing in the warm breeze. “Can you imagine waking up to this view every day? Maybe going for a morning swim?”

      “You’d probably get sick of it after a while,” said Derek.

      Caitlin shook her head. “Not me. I don’t think it would ever get old.”

      The boardwalk’s paved bike path paralleled a wider area for pedestrians. They rode south with the ocean to their left and a never-ending strip of hotels to their right. Everyone called the paved path a boardwalk, and while it did run along the sand, it wasn’t what Sam’s family was used to. Up north, most boardwalks were made of actual wooden boards and usually were set up higher off the sand.

      “Well, we’re here,” said Derek, looking around. “Where do you think we’ll find this pirate?”

      “I told you, he’s not a real pirate,” said Sam. The fisherman they’d met on the beach by the caution tape had only said it was someone who looked like a pirate.

      “Real or not,” said Derek, “if he has a scoop on Blackbeard’s treasure, I want to meet him.”

      “I guess we’ll have to ask around,” said Caitlin. “But there’s plenty more to see here along the way.”

      “Like what?” asked Sam.

      “Like that!” She shot forward on her bike toward a display beside the path. Sam and Derek followed her to a life-sized bronzed statue of a man in swim trunks. He held a pair of flippers in his hand, had a diving mask on his forehead, some kind of card dangled from his neck on a cord, and a knife was strapped to a belt around his waist.

      “Whoa, who is that?” Sam moved closer to see it was a Navy SEAL monument.

      Derek chuckled at the words on the plaque. “The Naked Warrior,” he read. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Caitlin looked at the fine print. “He’s an underwater demolition team swimmer. It says they swam ahead in enemy waters before amphibious landings in World War II to clear obstacles, armed only with their knives.”

      “Wow,” marveled Sam. “That sounds tough.” He didn’t think he’d be able to defeat an enemy while underwater with a machine gun, let alone just a knife.

      “I wonder if I could be a SEAL,” said Derek, staring up at the statue.

      Sam shook his head at the way his brother thought he could do anything.

      “It sounds pretty hard,” said Caitlin. “But you can put yourself to the test over there.” She pointed to a spot down the beach with a huge series of poles and ropes.

      “Now we’re talking,” said Derek, grinning. “It’ll be my first test for Navy SEAL training. Come on, let’s try it.”

      They rode their bikes up to a complicated training circuit that looked like it belonged on a TV competition show. It was like a school playground times a hundred, with long sections of monkey bars and an extensive sequence of rings hanging from chains that two college-age girls were currently navigating. A muscular guy with his shirt off was doing pull-ups on another set of horizontal bars, and other people were twenty feet in the air, ascending a thick rope using only their arms. Sam didn’t see anything to prepare you for underwater knife attacks, but it did feel like they’d just stepped into Army Basic Training.

      “You’re next,” said a girl walking by.

      “Huh?” said Sam. Was she talking to them?

      The girl had short, dark hair and looked close to Derek’s age. “Think you can get to the top?” she said, grabbing one of the hanging ropes.

      “Piece of cake.” Derek ran to the rope next to her. “I’m thinking about trying out for the SEALS,” he announced proudly.

      Sam closed his eyes. His brother was relentless.

      “Is that right?” The girl laughed and took hold of her rope. “Well, in that case, let’s race.” She waited for Derek to get his rope and then yelled, “Go!”

      They both jumped up, and for about a second, they were even. But then the girl quickly scaled higher, while Derek struggled to get a firm grip and make much progress.

      “It’s harder than it looks,” he grunted, his face growing red.

      Sam watched in amazement as the girl held the rope tightly between her feet like a vice, so that she could reach up with her arms. She moved two feet at a time, like an inchworm, and in no time, she was at the top. She made it look effortless.

      “Nice climbing, Gabby,” someone yelled up from the sand. Gabby draped a leg over the top pole and looked at Derek, still struggling in the middle of the rope.

      “I think she beat you,” Sam called.

      “What happened?” Gabby teased from her perch. She slid off the pole and worked her way back down the rope, dropping the last few feet gracefully onto the sand. She glanced at Sam and Caitlin and winked. “It’s all in the technique.”

      Derek was determined not to give up, and to his credit, he slowly made it to the top rail. But he looked exhausted. When he began sliding back down the rope, he didn’t use his legs enough and the coarse rope obviously burned his hands. He dropped the last six feet to the ground, tumbling into the sand. He winced and looked up sheepishly. “Made it.”

      “Are you all right?” Gabby asked.

      “Yeah,” he answered, standing and brushing himself off. “I guess the water competitions are a little more my thing.”

      “Oh, we can go do a swimming race too, if you want.” Gabby took a step toward the ocean, but Derek didn’t budge.

      “That’s okay,” he muttered. “I need to save my strength.”

      “Sure.” Gabby laughed, turning to leave. “Well, good luck. Enjoy your vacation.”

      Derek furrowed his brow. “How’d she know we’re on vacation?”

      Sam laughed. “I don’t know. You played it so cool.”

      “Hang on a minute,” Caitlin called after her. “You wouldn’t have any idea where we could find someone dressed like a pirate, would you?”

      “A pirate?” Gabby replied. “Oh, you must mean One-Eyed Jack.”

      “Yes, that’s the one!” said Derek. “Do you know him?”

      Gabby grinned. “Everybody knows old Jack. He’s been on the boardwalk for as long as I can remember.”

      “Is he really missing an eye?” asked Sam.

      “Beats me. But he wears a patch. I never asked to see more than that. He sells pirate hats and trinkets from a stand just past the Neptune statue.”

      “We heard he might know about Blackbeard,” said Sam.

      Gabby chuckled and rolled her eyes. “You tourists are all the same.”

      “What’s so funny?” asked Derek. “Are other people talking about him too?”

      Gabby waved her hand across the sand. “Everyone thinks they’re treasure hunters here at the beach.”

      Derek frowned. “Oh. We didn’t know that.”

      She turned and jogged toward a group of other kids on the beach. “Let me know if you find anything!” she called back.

      “I feel kind of stupid now,” said Sam.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Caitlin replied, her mouth turning up in a sly grin. “She probably thinks we’re just regular tourists.”

      “We’re not?” asked Sam.

      “Of course not, Sam,” Derek called back, lifting his bike from the boardwalk railing. “How many times do we have to tell you? We’re professional mystery solvers.”

      Sam laughed as they started pedaling. “Oh, that. I keep forgetting.”
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      “There it is!” called Caitlin, braking in front of a giant sculpture. “Just like Gabby said.”

      “What is it?” asked Sam.

      “It’s Neptune.”

      “I thought Neptune was a planet.” said Derek.

      Caitlin nodded. “Yes, but it’s also what the ancient Romans called their god of the sea.”

      “Hang on,” said Sam, shielding his eyes from the sun. The gigantic statue had to be over thirty feet tall. A fierce-looking, bearded man had been carved from the waist up, rising out of a base of stone and shells. The detail in the statue was amazing—the crown on his thick hair, a dangerous trident spear in his right hand, and his left hand grasped the shell of a sea turtle. Fish, dolphins, and even an octopus were carved all around him. “But I thought Poseidon was the god of the sea?”

      Caitlin laughed. “Yes, and no. That was the Greek god of the sea.”

      “That’s confusing,” said Derek.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” she admitted.

      Sam scanned the boardwalk all around the Neptune statue, but he didn’t see anyone that looked like a pirate. “Maybe we should ask someone where to find One-Eyed Jack.”

      “We just asked Gabby,” said Caitlin.

      “Someone other than the girl that beat the pants off of Derek.”

      “I just need a little more practice on the ropes, that’s all,” Derek replied, frowning. “She probably does it all the time.”

      “How about her?” Caitlin pointed to a woman walking toward them from further down the boardwalk with half a dozen dogs pulling ahead of her on leashes. The dogs were of all colors, shapes, and sizes, and the image that came to Sam’s mind was of someone carrying a bundle of balloons that had come to life. “I’ll bet she’s a local if she’s a dog walker.

      “Excuse me,” Caitlin said. The woman yanked back on the bundle of leashes like she was pulling on the reins to tell a horse to stop. “I’m wondering if you can help us.”

      “I can give it a try,” said the woman, as one of the larger dogs nuzzled up to Caitlin’s hand. She scratched its ears kindly. “Well, hello, there. Aren’t you friendly.”

      “We’re looking for a pirate,” added Sam. He knew Caitlin loved dogs, and she’d probably sit and pet these ones for an hour if she could.

      “Somebody called One-Eyed Jack,” said Caitlin, as two of the other dogs swarmed her for attention like she had a pocket full of treats.

      “Oh sure,” said the woman, tugging on the gaggle of mutts to keep them from filling up the entire pathway. “I saw him a few blocks back. He’s over by the Norwegian Lady today.” She pointed south down the boardwalk. “Just keep going, you can’t miss her.”

      A jogger with a Great Dane passed on the other side of the boardwalk, and several of the woman’s dogs pulled incessantly to follow them. “Whoa, easy does it, now!” She glanced at the kids apologetically. “Sorry, I’ve gotta keep moving. They’ll rip my arm right out of the socket if they all put their minds to it.” She dug in her heels to keep the mass of canines from running.

      As they rode several more blocks, Sam kept his eyes peeled for the pirate. “What did she say to look for?”

      “A Norwegian lady,” Caitlin answered. “You know, a woman from Norway.”

      “Norway?” asked Derek. “Why would we be looking for a lady from Norway? Isn’t Norway in Europe?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” said Caitlin, pointing to their right. “I think that might be her!” They stopped next to a lone, life-sized statue of a woman in a dress. It reminded Sam of the Maggie Walker statue in Richmond.

      Caitlin read the plaque on the pedestal. “Oh, my goodness.”

      “Is it in Norwegian?” asked Derek.

      She laughed. “No, it’s written in English. It says the statue’s here to remember a shipwreck.”

      “Shipwreck?” Sam’s ears perked up.

      “Was it a pirate ship?” asked Derek.

      Caitlin shook her head. “I don’t think so. It was a Norwegian ship called the Dictator back in 1891. It hit a sandbar three hundred yards from shore. Local residents braved the storm, but could only rescue eight of the seventeen crew. That’s so sad.”

      “So, who’s this lady?” asked Derek, looking up at the statue.

      Caitlin scanned the rest of the plaque. “It says that a boy found the female figurehead from the Dictator. I think that’s the carving up at the bow of the ship. They called the figurehead ‘The Norwegian Lady,’ and displayed it here on the boardwalk for sixty years until it was damaged by a hurricane. But then, people over in Norway commissioned two sculptures to be crafted—this one, and a matching version in Norway that faces us across the sea.” She turned and gazed out at the ocean. “What a beautiful story.”

      Sam thought about how terrible it would have been to actually see a ship wreck itself just off the coast. Those locals must have been really brave to head out and attempt a rescue. It also reinforced in his mind that shipwrecks were real. And if those wrecks really happened, then maybe the soldiers at Fort Story truly had found the remains of one as well. Maybe not Blackbeard’s specifically, but Operation DCA might just lead them to a genuine treasure.

      A commotion on the boardwalk behind them caught Sam’s attention. He turned to see a group of rowdy teenagers on skateboards circling a pushcart filled with rows of T-shirts, hats, and tourist items. An older man was shouting at the kids, but something else was out of place. His clothes looked like he’d just walked off a movie set. He was a pirate.

      Sam pointed at the group. “Is that him?”

      “He is dressed like a pirate,” answered Caitlin, “but what are those guys doing? Are they robbing him?”

      “I think they’re just messing around,” said Derek, as one teenager grabbed a plastic toy sword from the cart and waved it in the pirate’s face.

      Caitlin’s eyes narrowed. “They’re making fun of him! We should do something.”

      “Maybe you can use some of your Navy SEAL moves on them,” said Sam. “Or were those just for Gabby?”

      Derek frowned. “I don’t think they’re ready for the Naked Warrior.”

      Caitlin’s expression grew more and more agitated. She hated it when people were mistreated. Sam didn’t like it either, but those guys looked pretty big and tough.

      “That’s it,” she said when one of the kids knocked a display of flags to the ground. She rested her bike against the railing and stepped toward the fight. “You two can just stand here if you want to, but I’m going over there.”

      Sam peered down the boardwalk, hoping to see a police officer or someone else that could help. But at that moment, the stretch of boardwalk was mostly empty.

      “Come on,” Derek sighed. “We can’t just leave her there by herself.”
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      “Oh, look, here comes the pirate’s crew,” one kid laughed, as Sam and Derek followed Caitlin across the boardwalk to where the kids were tormenting the pirate. “Maybe they’re going to make us walk the plank.”

      “They look more like the Three Musketeers,” said another boy. He poked the plastic sword at the old man’s chest. He stumbled backward, his leg hitting another skateboarder who’d rolled behind him, crouched low. The man toppled over, losing his hat and landing hard on the blacktop. A disheveled mop of long, black and gray hair spilled out around his unshaven face that was made all the more distinctive by a black patch over his left eye.

      The man stood slowly, straightening his clothes and searching the ground for his hat. He didn’t see a group of bicycles speeding up the path on his blind side. They were headed right for him.

      If Sam’d had time to think about it, he’d probably have frozen, but he didn’t think. He ran forward, grabbing the pirate by the arm. They both lunged away from the path just as the colorful burst of helmets and racing jerseys zoomed by in a blur, like they were in the Tour de France.

      The group of rowdy boys watched in amusement, but then they turned and kicked the old man’s souvenir cart onto its side. Miniature pirate flags, rubber parrots, and wooden ship carvings all spilled into the bushes as the skateboarders sped away down the boardwalk, laughing hysterically.

      The old man steadied himself, but then shook free from Sam’s grip. He raised a fist at the vandals, shouting a string of threats and curses.

      “Are you all right?” Sam asked, hesitantly.

      The pirate took a quick step back. He stared at them for a moment like he was determining if they were friend or foe, but then he turned to his disheveled pushcart.

      “And they say I’m the pirate,” he muttered under his breath. “If I was twenty years younger, I’d give ’em a solid broadside across their bow.” He looked over and gave a weak smile. “Appreciate yer kindness there, mates.”

      “Are you One-Eyed Jack?” Derek asked, handing the man his hat.

      The pirate tucked in his long mane and pulled the brim low over his forehead, making it harder to see the patch. “Aye, that’s me, matey. And who might be asking?”

      Caitlin smiled and told him their names. “We’d like to talk with you about Blackbeard.”

      The man chuckled, but didn’t look up. “Blackbeard, huh? Looking for pirates, are you? Treasure, maybe?”

      “That’s right,” said Derek, enthusiastically. “Do you know where we could find it?”

      “You think I’d be sitting here, boy, if I knew where a treasure lay?”

      “Well…” Derek looked over at Sam and Caitlin and shrugged. “I guess not.”

      “We heard you’re an expert on the subject, though,” said Caitlin. “We’re good at solving mysteries, and we think they might have found something over at Fort Story.”

      “We think that a shipwreck with a treasure may have washed up on the beach,” said Sam.

      “It might even be Blackbeard’s!” Derek added.

      Jack righted his overturned stool and gently sat. “Why don’t you kids run along and leave an old pirate be, unless you’re going to buy something.” He stared at the remains of his cart and shook his head. “What a mess.”

      “Here, let us help you clean up,” said Caitlin, motioning to Sam and Derek. Together, they lifted the cart up onto its wheels and gathered up all the items that had fallen out, arranging things the best they could.

      The pirate hadn’t objected while they worked, and when everything seemed to be back in its place, he bowed his head appreciatively. “Thank you kindly. You three would make a good crew, I’ll bet.”

      Caitlin smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “Why do they call you One-Eyed Jack?” asked Derek, leaning closer, like he was trying to see under the pirate’s hat.

      “Derek…” Sam whispered. Clearly the man didn’t want to talk to them, but his brother never got the hint on things like that.

      Jack grunted. “What’s the matter? Aren’t you curious too?”

      Sam felt his cheeks turning red as the old man stared at him. “Well… I mean, I guess so.”

      Suddenly the man grabbed Sam’s wrist. “I suppose the name’s because of this.” He raised his hat and slid the eye patch up to his forehead, revealing a dark, sunken eye socket.

      “Oh my gosh,” whispered Caitlin.

      Sam’s heart felt like it had stopped beating. He tried to look away from the hollow space in the man’s face, but it felt like he’d been pulled into a trance. When the man finally released his grip, Sam tumbled backward.

      The old man broke out into a laugh as Derek reached out to steady Sam from falling. But the laugh turned into a long, dry coughing spell that seemed like it might not stop. Maybe the old pirate was sick or something. Jack nodded at the pushcart and motioned for something to drink. Caitlin handed him a half-empty water bottle and he drank it down. It was hard to tell the man’s age, but his face looked weathered and tired, like he’d lived a rough life with more than a few sleepless nights.

      One-Eyed Jack exhaled a long breath and straightened himself on the stool. “Thank you. So, you’re looking for treasure, are you?”

      Sam didn’t care about treasure at this point. Now he just wanted to get out of there. “Yeah, but don’t worry about it,” he said quickly, trying to erase the image of the missing eye from his mind.

      “We’re sorry to have bothered you,” said Caitlin.

      Jack gently held up his hand. “Hold on now. I’m sorry I scared you like that. It’s a nasty habit of mine.” He stroked his gray-flecked beard with his fingers and then stared up at them. “I’ll tell you what. I haven’t eaten today. Buy this tired old sea dog a meal, and I’ll tell you a treasure story that you’ll never forget.”
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      The wooden chair groaned as One-Eyed Jack leaned back and rested his head against the wall. He wiped his mouth with the edge of his shirt sleeve. Sam wasn’t one to leave food on his plate, but the old pirate had gobbled down the generous helpings of meatloaf, potatoes, green beans, and gravy like he hadn’t had a good meal in weeks.

      Maybe he hadn’t. The waitress at the diner he’d picked a few blocks down the boardwalk seemed to know him. Sam supposed you wouldn’t soon forget someone that walked into your restaurant dressed like a pirate. Even at the beach. She’d given them a discreet table near the back that was out of view from the entrance.

      “I guess we should start at the beginning,” said Jack, tilting his head to the side and staring at them with his good eye. “’Tis as good a place as any.”

      Did he talk like that because he was used to pretending, or did he really believe he was a pirate? Sam had heard of actors that had begun living life like the characters they portrayed. Or maybe this guy had more than a few screws loose, as Mr. Haskins liked to say. Sam tried not to stare, but his gaze kept drifting back to the eye patch and memories of the creepy void beneath.

      Jack coughed loudly and then settled into his story. “Like most legends, we don’t know every detail for certain, but the facts have been gathered as best they can. You’ve probably heard that Blackbeard’s real name was Edward—the exact spelling of his last name isn’t known for sure. Some say it’s Teach, others say Thatch or Thack. I don’t think it much matters, but we’ll call him Teach for the sake of this story.

      “Whatever his true name, he’s thought to have been born somewhere around 1680, likely in England, but some have claimed it was Jamaica. Chances are, he was a privateer for the English Crown during the Queen Anne’s War in the early 1700s, which meant he could legally sail under the English flag through a letter of marque.”

      “What’s that?” Derek asked. Jack had pronounced the last word like it rhymed with “bark.”

      “It allowed privateers to attack enemy ships, like the dreaded Spanish. They received no pay, but they could keep whatever they plundered.”

      “That sounds a lot like they were pirates,” said Caitlin.

      “Exactly. It was a short sail between privateer and a buccaneer or pirate, and it’s a line that Blackbeard seemed to cross regularly, along with many other notorious pirates that cruised the Caribbean and the colonies along the Atlantic Coast. Pirates like William Kidd, Henry Morgan, Calico Jack Rackham, Stede Bonnet, Charles Vane—a notorious lot that ruled the seas during the golden age of piracy.

      “Teach spent most of his time sailing in the West Indies, mainly the Bahamas, and off these here coasts. He captured a French slaving vessel called La Concorde and renamed her Queen Anne’s Revenge. Then he outfitted his new flagship with forty guns and eventually more than three hundred men and set back out, patrolling the seas for merchantmen ripe for plundering.”

      “Isn’t that just like any of the other pirates, though?” asked Sam, starting to wonder how this costumed old man knew so much about history. “Why did he become so famous?”

      Jack gave them a wry smile, his countenance seeming to brighten the more of the story he told. “Ah, now we’re getting to the heart of the matter, friend.” He took a swig of his drink and wiped his beard. “What made Teach even more notorious than most was his bent for the theatrical.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Derek.

      “Well, for one, he was a tall, imposing figure with broad shoulders. And as you might expect from his nickname, he wore a heavy, thick beard, black as night and braided into pigtails he tied off with small, colored ribbons.”

      “Pigtails and ribbons?” Derek raised his eyebrows. “That doesn’t seem so scary to me.”

      Jack chuckled. “He was also rumored to tie lit matches like slow-burn fuses under his hat.”

      Sam gulped. That sounded plenty scary. “Why would he do that?”

      “To frighten his adversaries before battle,” Jack replied. “And he strapped no less than three loaded pistols around his shoulders like a gunslinger. He seems to have learned early on that the easiest way to avoid getting killed, and the way to take a ship quickly, was to scare the enemy into surrender before a battle began. Forcing the white flag up the mast avoided costly cannon broadsides and bloody sword fights on the decks. Legend says Blackbeard may not have had to kill a single man during his piracy until his last fight.”

      “That’s pretty smart, I guess,” said Caitlin. “I mean, if you’re going to be a pirate, you might as well try to do it without a lot of casualties.”

      “How would merchant ships have known he was a pirate?” asked Sam.

      “Each ship flew the colors of the country they sailed under. Teach likely flew a black flag with a skull, along with a blood-red flag. All of it designed to send fear into the ships he targeted in the hopes of a quick surrender. When Blackbeard finally strode across the deck onto a captured ship, they say it was like seeing the devil himself.”

      Sam imagined what it would be like sailing on a cargo-laden merchant ship, to look across the waves through his spyglass and spot a fearsome pirate flag approaching. It would be even worse to see a wild-looking, bearded man with smoke billowing out from under his hat. He’d send up the white flag of surrender for sure.

      “So that’s all he did, just sail around and plunder ships?” asked Derek. “What a life!”

      Jack nodded. “He was feared throughout the seas. In May of 1718, he was part of a blockade of ships that closed off the port of Charles Town, South Carolina. No ships could sail in or out, and those that tried were captured or plundered. The town was terrorized with fear. But Teach heard rumors that pirate hunters were headed his way, so he changed his approach and settled down.”

      “He quit being a pirate?” asked Sam.

      “For a time. He ran his ship aground and lived for a few months in the North Carolina town of Bath. He received a pardon from the Carolina governor and may have even married. But it didn’t last long. The lure of the sea must have proved too strong, because soon he set out again. But you pay a price when you’re known as the most notorious pirate in the seas, and a good number of folks started wanting him done in. One person in particular was fed up with him.”

      “His wife?” said Caitlin.

      Jack let out a long cackle. “Quite possibly, I suppose. But I was speaking of Alexander Spotswood, the lieutenant governor of Virginia.”

      “That’s probably not a person you want to have on your bad side,” said Sam.

      Jack nodded. “No, it isn’t. You see, after a time, England decided it was ready to get out of the pirate business. The crown no longer recognized its former letters of marque, and soon the royal governor shut down the pirate operations in the Bahamas. As a result, many like Blackbeard set their sights on northern waters, including Virginia.”

      “Why Virginia?” asked Caitlin.

      “Its shipments of valuable tobacco made it ripe for the picking, for one thing. It was a short sail up the Gulf Stream from the Caribbean, and the coastline of protected islands and inlets made for convenient places to hide and from which to execute sneak attacks.”

      “So what happened to Blackbeard?” asked Sam.

      Jack leaned back and drained the rest of his drink. He set the glass on the wood table with a thud. “Like I told you, ol’ Governor Spotswood was tired of pirates operating in his waters. He became determined, some would even say obsessed, with defeating Blackbeard, who by that time had plundered close to fifty ships up and down the coast over just two years. Things came to a head when word got around that Teach and his men were camped out down near Ocracoke in the Outer Banks. Not only that, they’d brought friends.”

      Derek raised his eyebrows. “He had a pirate party?”

      Jack nodded. “He hosted a wild, week-long, drunken bash that included other notorious pirates like Charles Vane and Calico Jack Rackham. The prospect of what all those pirates could do together filled the region with fear and pushed Spotswood into action. In November of 1718, the governor dispatched Lieutenant Robert Maynard on the two-day, southern sail for a sneak attack. Spotswood didn’t care that he was sending them into a neighboring territory outside of Virginia. He wanted Blackbeard gone, and he may have also had designs on a reward.”

      Sam leaned in. “So what happened?”

      “Well, it’s believed that Teach and his pirate friends were having such a raucous time camped out at the tip of the inlet, that they didn’t set a lookout. Maynard blocked the waterways and attacked in the morning. But one of his ships ran aground on the way in, allowing Blackbeard time to regroup. That set up a massive cannon fight which greatly damaged ships on both sides and incurred heavy casualties. Even though Maynard had a larger force and the element of surprise, the battle lasted for hours.

      “Finally, grappling hooks pulled the ships together. Grenades filled the decks with smoke. Blackbeard ordered his men onto the attacking ship, bellowing that Maynard’s men were about to be cut to pieces.”

      “I thought he never killed anyone,” said Caitlin.

      Jack nodded. “Not until his last battle, I said. But now all bets were off. Teach was fighting for his life. He boarded Maynard’s ship with guns blazing and sword ready to attack. Amidst the heated fight, he broke Maynard’s sword, but before he could finish him, Teach was hit in the neck from behind.”

      “Oh man,” moaned Derek.

      Jack pursed his lips. “It was a bloody scene there on the deck. Teach carried on the fight, refusing to go down despite being hit with more than twenty shots and stabs. When Blackbeard was finally down, the rest of his men quickly surrendered.”

      “So, he died?”

      “What do you think, Sam? They hit him twenty times.” Derek looked back across the table. “What happened to his body?”

      Jack glanced at Caitlin. “You sure you kids want to know? It wasn’t pretty.”

      Caitlin gulped but nodded her head quickly. “Tell us.”

      “They threw Blackbeard’s body into the water. Fed to the sharks, perhaps. Legend says it swam around the ship three times before it sank. But that was only after they cut off his head and mounted it to the bow of their ship.”

      “Oh my gosh,” gasped Sam.

      Jack nodded. “When Maynard got back to Virginia, Spotswood had the head placed on a pole at the mouth of the Chesapeake as a warning.”

      Sam’s eyes bulged. “A warning for what?”

      “To other pirates, of course,” said Jack. “So they’d think twice about attacking ships near those waters.”

      Caitlin grimaced. “That would probably do the trick for me.”

      “So it just hung there?” asked Derek.

      “Oh, eventually some lad took it down. Legend says they plated the skull with silver and turned it into a drinking cup.”

      Caitlin’s jaw dropped. “What? That can’t be true.”

      Jack shrugged. “Who’s to say what is true and what is legend.”

      Derek leaned back from the table. “But what about his treasure? Did they find it?”

      “Ah, treasure, did you say?” Jack gave them a wink. “They found the Revenge a few years back.”

      “They did?” said Caitlin. “They found Blackbeard’s ship?”

      Jack nodded. “Back in ’96, I think it was. Out near Ocracoke, the spot of Blackbeard’s final battle. They’ve pulled a couple hundred thousand artifacts from the sea there, many of them on display down at the Maritime Museum in Beaufort.”

      “But what about the treasure?” Derek asked again. “Did they find it in the wreckage?”

      Jack shook his head. “They did not.”

      “Where did it go?” asked Sam.

      Jack grinned wide. “Well, that’s the second part of the story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jack lowered his voice as he stared back across the table, like he was about to share something very important. They all huddled even closer. “Remember how I said Blackbeard plundered ships?”

      “Yeah…” Sam nodded.

      “Well, one of his favorite tactics was to hide out right around these parts and then grab a ship as it was headed up the bay.”

      “Here at Virginia Beach?” asked Caitlin.

      “He’d position his men in the dunes on Cape Henry, keeping watch for merchant ships from the east heading up the Chesapeake Bay. It gave a mighty fine vantage point, since back then some of those dunes could reach fifty or even eighty feet high. When a ship approached, they’d sail out through the channels from over by Lake Joyce and attack. Blackbeard and his men would plunder the ship and shoot back to their hideaway before anyone knew what was happening, like a spider in a web.

      “Now ships coming from the West, they left alone, because those were often Navy ships and pirate hunters. As you know, the governor was hot to trot for Blackbeard, so when the Navy flushed the pirates from the dunes, they fled down to their hideout at Ocracoke. But a fast retreat requires a light ship, so before they took off, they had to unload most of their plunder. They buried it somewhere in the dunes for safekeeping.”

      Sam’s eyes opened wide. “They buried their treasure here?”

      Jack grinned. “Aye, that’s what some people say.”

      “I told you treasure might be under our yurt!” exclaimed Derek.

      Jack reached out and touched Derek’s arm. “Not so loud, boy. These aren’t things you want to be squawking about in these parts. You think you’re the only treasure seeker in this establishment?” He glanced around the diner like he expected an ambush at any moment.

      As far as Sam could tell, everyone was either an ordinary tourist or families eating lunch. None of them were dressed anything like Jack or seemed to be paying attention to their conversation. It was hard to know what to believe, but if there was any truth in Jack’s words, if there really could still be part of Blackbeard’s treasure buried somewhere nearby, well, that was almost too exciting to think about.

      “A pirate would bury his treasure,” Jack continued in a low voice, “by forcing an unlucky captive to carry a chest of valuables to the hiding place. They’d dig a hole deep and drop in the chest. But then the pirate would kill the prisoner, push him on top of the chest, and bury them both.”

      “Dead men tell no tales…” Derek muttered.

      Jack nodded. “That’s right.”

      Caitlin twisted a strand of hair in her fingers. “So, he buried his treasure in the dunes here in Virginia Beach. But you said Maynard killed Blackbeard down in the Outer Banks. So does that mean—”

      “—that they never came back to retrieve the treasure?” Derek finished.

      Jack gave a sly grin, a faint sparkle filling his eye. “Aye. That’s the legend.”

      Sam tried to corral his thoughts. “But that was a long time ago. Three hundred years. Lots of people must have looked for it by now.”

      The man nodded again. “That’s true too. But it’s all about knowing where to look, isn’t it?”

      Sam stared back at him. “Do you know where to look?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Derek held up his hand. “Hang on a minute. Not to be rude, but don’t you just sell hats along the boardwalk? If you know where to look, how come you haven’t already found the treasure and taken it for yourself?”

      “Knowing where something is and getting about to finding it are two different things, I’m afraid,” answered Jack. He shifted in his seat and groaned softly. “I don’t get around so well anymore, certainly not enough to be sailing the islands, searching through marshland, and digging in the dunes.” He stared out the open window at the sound of the breaking waves. “I wasn’t always this broken-down old man. I’ve spent most of my life out on the sea. It calls to you, you know. Teach wasn’t the only one seduced by its magic.” He turned back to them. “Plus, I’m not too keen to run into the spirits.”

      “Spirits?” asked Sam.

      Jack’s lips narrowed. “Haven’t you ever heard of Teach’s light?”

      Sam shook his head. “No.”

      “Folks say they’ve seen it when they dig too close to the treasure. Unexplained lights out at sea, believed to be the black-bearded pirate roaming through the afterlife, searching for his head and guarding the lost treasure that rightfully belongs to him.”

      Sam gulped. Derek had once told him about The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and the headless horseman on a camping trip. That story had given him nightmares for a week, but this sounded even worse. He thought back to his idea of being a merchant sailor staring through his spyglass. What would he do if he saw a headless pirate ghost?

      “That’s not real,” said Caitlin.

      Jack shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      Derek leaned back in his chair and stared at the beach. “So where is this hideout in the dunes you’re talking about?”

      “Just north of First Landing, beyond the dunes, is a place called Pleasure House Road. It used to be Blackbeard’s favorite drinkin’ and gamblin’ hole.” Jack broke into a long coughing fit and waved the waitress over for more water. He took a long drink and sank back in his chair.

      “Are you okay?” asked Caitlin.

      The man looked tired, almost like he’d aged in the short time since they’d met him on the boardwalk. Sharing that long tale seemed like it had drained the life from him.

      Jack nodded. “I’m mighty weary, kids. A pirate’s life is not easy.” His dry, weathered skin looked cooked by the sun and the salt air over the years, like old leather. It was hard to tell if he was fifty or eighty. He broke into another coughing spell and drank the rest of his water.

      When it was empty, he sat quiet, his eye trained on their faces. Sam could almost see the gears turning in the old man’s mind as he studied them. “Are you three sure you’re ready to hunt for treasure?”

      “Absolutely,” Derek answered quickly.

      Jack reached into his vest. He pulled an old, yellowed envelope from an inner pocket and set it in front of them on the table. “I’ve held on to this for a very long time. Perhaps it’s time I let it go.”
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      No one moved to take the envelope from the table. It was as if Jack had laid down a trap, and if they touched it, things would go terribly wrong. It was hard to tell where the man was looking—was it at them or the paper on the table?

      Another long coughing fit broke the spell of silence. “Well, are you just going to sit there staring or are you going to open it?” Jack cackled.

      “What is it?” Sam whispered, his mouth suddenly dry.

      Jack’s face turned serious. “Something that might lead you to Teach’s treasure.”

      They all gasped at once. Sam felt like the air had suddenly been sucked from the room.

      “What do you mean?” asked Caitlin.

      Jack grinned. “This letter was passed to me by another worthy sea dog who was at the end of his days. It was passed to him by yet another before.”

      Derek tentatively pulled an old, yellowed paper from the envelope. It was folded in half and looked like it might fall to pieces if he moved too quickly. He laid it flat on the table where Sam and Caitlin could also see.

      “What is it?” asked Sam.

      The man’s voice came back in a whisper. “A copy of a letter written by a sailor named Plaintain. Based on information he learned from a Portuguese pirate named deSilvestro, who once sailed with Teach. Plaintain met deSilvestro off the coast of Africa while both were in port on the island of Madagascar.”

      Derek looked up. “Madagascar? Like the movie?”

      Caitlin elbowed him. “It’s a real place. Be quiet.”

      Jack pointed at the letter. “deSilvestro shared that some of the plunder from merchant ships he’d boarded with Teach was buried on an island near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.”

      Sam’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Look for yourself.”

      Derek squinted at the yellowed paper. “It’s kind of hard to read. I think it’s in cursive.”

      “Here, let me try.” Caitlin carefully took the letter and started reading. “‘He informed me that if it should be my lot ever to go to an island called Mulberry, that there the Pirates had buried considerable sums of money in a great chese...’” She looked up.

      “They buried the treasure in cheese?” said Derek, laughing. “Come on now. What kind of pirates are we talking about here?”

      “No, not cheese, boy.” Jack shook his head. “Chest.”

      “Oh,” Caitlin held up a finger. “It is chest, just spelled differently, without a ‘t.’” She found her place again in the letter. “Okay… ‘Pirates had buried considerable sums of money in a great chest, well clamped with iron plates. You will find the place at the upper end of a small, sandy covert, where it is convenient to land. Fronting the landing place from the sea are twelve slabs of rock, curved like a cat’s tail. Twenty northwesterly paces from the start of the rocky tail is where the money was hid.’” She stopped reading and looked around the table, her eyes wild with excitement.

      “Holy cow,” muttered Sam. “It really is talking about a treasure.”

      One-Eyed Jack chuckled. “That’s what I’ve been telling you, lad.” He coughed and glanced up at them. “Believe me now, do ya?”

      Derek peered down at the letter. “Where exactly is this island?”

      Jack waved his hand. “Turn it over.”

      On the other side of the paper was a faint drawing. Sam supposed it could be the outline of a stretch of land. “That’s Mulberry Island?”

      Caitlin looked closer at the drawing. “But aren’t there dozens, if not hundreds, of little inlets and islands around the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay? And this drawing isn’t even complete.”

      Jack nodded. “What the lady says is true. And many of those places are unnamed. But lucky for you three, I know the location of the rest of the drawing.”

      “I hope it’s in his pocket,” muttered Derek.

      Jack gave a snort. “Afraid not, boy. It’s drawn on a rock at a place up the beach they call Blackbeard Island.”

      Sam looked up from the paper. “Blackbeard Island?”

      Jack nodded. “Out near the dunes where I said Teach’s men used to hide out. Near Pleasure House Road, there’s a little island. Go to the hilly center and find a depression in the ground formed from too much diggin’. In that little cave, you’ll find the drawing on a flat stone.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Derek.

      Jack leaned closer. “You hear a lot of things hanging around this town. There’s recently been a lot of chatter about that island. I might not get around too well anymore, but I keep a keen ear. Blackbeard Island’s recently been put up for sale, and interested parties know about that special stone.”

      Sam thought something seemed off with the man’s story. “Then why hasn’t someone already found the treasure?”

      “Because you need both parts of the map,” Jack answered, pointing at the letter. “Otherwise, as the young lady pointed out, you could spend a lifetime searching the bay.”

      “So why haven’t you gone after it?” asked Derek.

      Jack leaned back and closed his eye. “Life on the sea is a young man’s game. I told you, I’m too old to be digging around for treasures.” He sat motionless for nearly a minute. Sam glanced at the others. What if the man had died right there in the chair?

      “Are you all right?” Caitlin finally asked.

      Jack suddenly jerked upright, staring back at them. He continued talking like nothing had happened. “They say you’ll know the place for the cave by a tree marked with an X. But it’ll take some searching to get to Blackbeard Island. Those parts aren’t what they were back in Teach’s days. They’ve turned the whole area into a housing development and closed in the river that used to be the channel from Lake Joyce. But follow the signs, and you’ll get close enough.”

      “What signs?” asked Sam.

      Jack finished off the last drop of his drink. “You’ll know it when you see it.”

      Derek frowned. “That seems kind of vague.”

      The old pirate pushed back from the table and rose on creaky legs. “Take care of that letter, and don’t breathe a word of this. This town’s filled with treasure seekers that’ll be more than happy to run you through. We won’t see each other again.”

      “Why not?” Derek asked.

      Jack stepped from the table and stared at the ocean. “I’m heading south. Maybe down to the Keys or the Bahamas. I want my last days to be surrounded by clear waters and sunshine. However many I have left…”

      He walked to the doorway and then turned to them one last time. “Good luck.”
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      They sat quietly for a few moments after One-Eyed Jack left, still staring at the yellowed paper on the table.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Derek said finally.

      “I don’t know if we can trust him,” said Sam.

      Derek sighed. “Why not? Don’t tell me you’re scared again.”

      Sam tried to think of where to start. “First of all, he isn’t really a pirate.”

      Derek rolled his eyes. “Not that again. He looked like one to me.”

      “Why, just because he had an eye patch?” said Sam.

      “Yeah, plus, how do you explain this?” Derek held up the letter. “You think he just wrote this himself?”

      Sam considered the crusty old paper. It did look old. “Maybe. But even if he didn’t write it, that doesn’t make it real.” He turned to Caitlin, who’d been strangely quiet as she played with her hair again. “What do you think?”

      “I’m not sure about him. He must have been a teacher or maybe a maritime historian to know so much.” Then she looked up with a sparkle in her eyes. “I guess the letter could be real, but even if it’s not, wouldn’t it be fun going on a hunt for treasure?”

      “That’s the spirit, Caitlin.” Derek’s excitement seemed to be building, too. “And I think it’s real. You saw how Jack was acting. He’s been carrying this letter around for years. Now that he’s sick, or retiring, or whatever’s going on, he decided we’re worthy keepers of the secret.”

      “Worthy keepers?” Sam said skeptically. “He doesn’t even know us.”

      “But we helped him when those punks were hassling him,” explained Derek. “I think that proved our worthiness.”

      “You do, huh?”

      “Absolutely. We were at the right place at the right time. I think we were meant to have this.” Derek folded the letter back into the envelope and stood from the table. “Now, there’s only one thing to do.”

      “What’s that?” asked Sam.

      “We have to find Blackbeard Island and get the other half of this treasure map.”
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      They left for Lake Joyce early the next morning on their bikes with the excuse that they wanted to scout out a good fishing spot. It didn’t seem likely that pirates could use a lake to attack boats out in the Chesapeake Bay, but the park ranger in the visitor’s center had confirmed it was true. He’d explained that the lake used to be connected to the bay before the housing developments built up around it. Still, it seemed like a stretch to Sam.

      “How do we know this isn’t just a wild goose chase?” Sam called up to Derek and Caitlin as they pulled out of the campground, turning in the opposite direction from the boardwalk.

      “Don’t you want to find Blackbeard’s treasure?” asked Caitlin.

      “You mean booty!” Derek shouted from the front.

      Caitlin shook her head. “I’m not saying Blackbeard’s booty.”

      Derek cracked up. “You just did!”

      She sighed and glanced across at Sam on his bike. “Anyway, don’t you want to find it?”

      “It just seems like if it’s been there all this time, someone would have already found it. We don’t even know what we’re looking for.”

      “Jack said if we follow the signs, we’ll know it when we see it.”

      They pedaled harder to keep up with Derek, climbing a long bridge over the Lynnhaven Inlet. Double lanes of traffic ran in each direction, but a separate bike and walking lane kept them away from the cars. Up ahead, Sam could see the start of the much longer Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel in the distance. He hoped they wouldn’t have to cross that one, too.

      Derek pointed out another sign at the end of the bridge labeled “Pleasure House Creek,” but Caitlin didn’t think it felt like the right place to start searching, so they kept going. When the bike path wound across to the left side of the road, Caitlin suddenly stopped short in the middle of the path with her hand raised.

      Sam slammed on his brakes to keep from crashing into her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Look!” She pointed to the sign for the road to their right. “Treasure Island Drive.” “That’s got to be it, don’t you think?”

      “Let’s go!” Derek exclaimed, waiting for traffic to open and then pedaling into a residential neighborhood. “Can you imagine living on Treasure Island Drive?” he said, wistfully. “I don’t think I’d ever get my homework done. I’d just be out digging all the time.”

      “You don’t get your homework done now,” Sam teased, as he considered the rows of houses and well-kept lawns that lined the street. It was nice but not much different from any other street they’d seen in the area. Nothing looked unusual. “I think the secret’s out, guys. I mean, they named the street after treasure.”

      “Try to have some fun, Sam,” called Caitlin, riding ahead to the next street.

      Derek pointed at the signs. To the right was “Bounty Road.” To the left was “Blackbeard Road.” He held his fist up triumphantly. “All roads lead to treasure!”

      Sam let a smile slip out. He remembered Caitlin’s words and tried to enjoy the search, even if it was unlikely that they’d find anything. He’d felt this way on many other adventures too, and yet, somehow, they often made discoveries.

      “Which one should we try first?” asked Derek.

      Caitlin nodded left. “Blackbeard, for sure. That’s what we’re looking for.”

      They followed Blackbeard Road through the neighborhood but didn’t see any sign of an island. They caught faint glimpses of the lake peeking between the trees, but there didn’t seem to be any way to get behind the backyards to the water.

      Soon, they reached the end of the road. Sam rested his foot on the pavement. “Well, that was exciting.”

      “What now?” asked Caitlin.

      Derek turned his bike around. “We must have missed something. Look for anything unusual.”

      Sam tried to pay better attention the second time down the street, but he still wasn’t sure what to look for. Random pieces of eight wouldn’t be lying next to the mailboxes. The only thing at all different was a “For Sale” sign in one lawn on the lake side. He stopped and squinted to read the fine print, but it just listed the property lot number.

      He started to think about Jack’s instructions, when a car approached behind them and slowed to a stop. The driver’s window lowered, and a man nodded to them. “You kids all right?”

      Derek waved. “Yeah, thanks, we’re just riding around.”

      Sam noticed a magnetic sign on his car door. It matched the For Sale sign in the grass. Mike Prince, Surfside Realty. “Is this house for sale?” Sam asked.

      The man eyed them for a moment and then shook his head. “Not the house. There’s an island behind it. That’s what’s for sale.”

      The kids glanced at each other. “Did you say island?” asked Sam.

      “That’s right. But just a small one, it’s about fifty feet across the channel behind this house.”

      Derek looked like he was about to explode. “Is it Blackbeard Island?”

      Mike Prince raised an eyebrow. “So that’s what this is about, is it? You kids are on a treasure hunt?”

      “Well, this is Blackbeard Road,” said Caitlin.

      “This town is full of legends,” Mike Prince answered. “It’s fun for the tourists, but that’s all they are, just legends.” He pointed through the open car window at the house. “This is all private property, so don’t get any ideas. You’re not the first ones to come nosing around.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Derek, sounding insulted. “Maybe we want to buy it.”

      “The island?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      The man shook his head. “Are you kids staying in this neighborhood?”

      “No, we’re yurt camping at First Landing,” Sam answered, before thinking that maybe he shouldn’t share that with a stranger.

      Mike Prince nodded. “That’s a good ride from here. You should probably get back and stop bothering the folks in this community. Why don’t you kids move along.” He raised his window and pulled slowly forward. Sam saw the man watching them in his side mirror as he drove away.

      “What’s his problem?” grumbled Derek. “We’re not bothering anyone. We’re just riding around.”

      “I don’t like him very much,” agreed Caitlin.

      Derek tilted his head to try to see into the backyard of the house with the sign. “You know what we need?”

      “Lunch?” replied Sam. It was almost noon and he was getting hungry.

      Derek shook his head. “Believe it or not, Sam, some things are more important than feeding your face.”

      “What do we need, Derek?” asked Caitlin.

      “A boat. Everybody knows the best way to reach an island is from the water.”

      “And where are we going to get one of those?” asked Sam. “Does one come with the island you’re going to buy?”

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” admitted Derek. “But I’m sure we can get someone to lend us one. It’s all about how you ask.”

      Sam’s stomach rumbled, and he tried to remember if they’d passed any restaurants. But all they’d seen was bridges, water, and trees. Most of the food joints were in the other direction by the boardwalk. He loosened the strap on his bike helmet and looked back toward the main road, but a movement caught his attention. A person was standing behind a tree two houses up. It seemed like someone was looking at them.

      “Um, guys, don’t look now, but I think we’re being watched.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Derek spun around and stared up the road. “Watched? By who?”

      “I said, don’t look,” Sam hissed, nodding toward the tree.

      As they stared, someone stepped out from behind the tree and into the grass. “Hey, isn’t that—” Sam started.

      “It’s Gabby!” Caitlin exclaimed, racing over to meet her.

      “What’s she doing here?” Derek muttered, quickly pulling off his helmet and smoothing his hair.

      “Maybe she wants to talk about rope climbing.”

      “Huh?”

      Sam shook his head. “Forget it. Come on.” They joined Caitlin up the street and waved.

      “I thought you three looked familiar,” said Gabby.

      “Are you following us?” Sam asked.

      “I could ask you the same thing, no?” She smiled at Derek. “Looking for a rematch on the ropes?”

      He coughed self-consciously. “Yeah, well… no.”

      “Do you live in this neighborhood?” asked Caitlin.

      “Over there.” Gabby pointed to a small ranch house three doors up.

      “No way,” said Derek, finding his composure. “Have you ever found any treasure?”

      “Oh, sure.” She waved her hand. “That’s why I live in a mansion. Didn’t you see my Ferrari parked outside?”

      “It’s not so bad,” said Caitlin.

      Sam nodded. “Yeah, you do live by the beach.”

      Gabby shrugged. “Sort of. It’s my grandparents’ house. I just stay with them in the summers.”

      “So you never looked for buried treasure?” Derek asked again.

      “Just about every day of summer vacation with my cousin when I was a little kid. But we never found anything. We gave up eventually, especially lately now that they’re trying to sell a lot of the land around here.”

      “Oh yeah,” said Sam. “we just talked to the real estate guy.”

      “He didn’t seem very friendly,” added Caitlin.

      “Mike Prince?” Gabby shook her head. “He’s the worst. He’s brokered most of the sales around the neighborhood over the years. Abuela, that’s my grandma, she thinks he’s secretly trying to keep people away so that he can buy the land himself at below market value.”

      “Why would he want to do that?” asked Caitlin.

      Gabby shrugged. “Probably to build a vacation house or something. My grandparents don’t like him. They came to Virginia thirty years ago from Puerto Rico to open a market along the boardwalk. They bought this place when they retired and sold the business. But then Grandpa got sick. He has lymphoma.”

      “Sorry about your grandpa,” said Caitlin, gently.

      “Thanks. The medical bills from the cancer treatments are crazy expensive. I heard them say they’ve missed some mortgage payments, and now the bank is using Mike Prince to pressure them to sell. It’s a mess.”

      “Do you have a boat?” Derek blurted.

      “What?” asked Gabby.

      Caitlin frowned at him, but he kept going. “We were just talking about how we need a boat to get over to Blackbeard Island,” Derek explained.

      “Oh, that again.” Gabby rolled her eyes. “I told you, there’s no treasure. And I’m not the only one who’s looked, believe me.”

      Sam held up his hands. “That’s what I keep telling him.”

      Derek stayed determined. “But what if you all just weren’t looking in the right place?”

      “And you magically know the right place?” Gabby shook her head. “Tourists!”

      “No, listen,” said Derek. “Remember how we were going to talk with One-Eyed Jack?”

      Gabby smacked her forehead with her palm. “Oh, no. You didn’t actually do that, did you? He’s like the biggest tourist trap around, you guys. Most days he’s barely sober enough to sell his pirate souvenirs. You’d have more luck asking the Neptune statue for clues than getting anything useful out of old Jack.”

      “This felt different,” replied Caitlin. “We must have caught him on a good day.”

      Sam thought back to the skateboarders and the old man’s cough. If that was a good day, he’d hate to see a bad one.

      Gabby stared at them incredulously. “Wow, he really did a number on you three. You actually believe whatever he told you?”

      “Well…” Sam began second-guessing things in his mind. “Kind of.” He glanced at Caitlin and nodded at her backpack where they’d stored the letter. Jack had said not to tell anyone, but they could use some help from someone who knew their way around the area, and Gabby seemed trustworthy.

      Caitlin pulled out the letter. “He gave us this.”

      Gabby casually glanced at the yellowed paper. “What’s this? A letter? Oh, and look, it even has a treasure map. I hope you didn’t give him any money for this, you guys. I could find you a much better-looking map than this for a good price.” She shook her head, but as she started reading, her eyes narrowed. She held the letter up to the light. “Jack gave this to you?”

      “He did, and he was really serious about it,” said Derek.

      Caitlin then described more about how they’d met with Jack and what he’d said about heading south.

      Gabby followed the lines of the map with her finger. “That does look like the shape of an island. There’s the curve of the shore. But where’s the rest of it?”

      Derek smiled. “That’s why we’re here. Jack said the rest of the map is carved onto a stone in the middle of Blackbeard Island back there.” He pointed at the house with the For Sale sign. “It’s why we need a boat.”

      Gabby looked up at them curiously. “Who did you say you three were again?”

      They all laughed and shared their names. “But don’t worry,” Derek explained, “we do this kind of thing a lot.”

      “Stand in front of houses?”

      “No,” said Caitlin. “Solve mysteries.”

      “So, what do you think?” asked Derek. “Can you get us a boat?”

      Gabby glanced back at her house. “My grandpa has an old rowboat behind the shed. No one’s used it for ages, but I think it still floats.”

      Derek pumped his fist. “That’s perfect!” He stared between the trees at the water. “I can smell the treasure already.”
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      As they walked down the driveway of Gabby’s grandparents’ house, a window slid open just left of the front door. “Gabriella?”

      Gabby waved. “It’s okay, Abuela, these are just some friends from the beach. We’re going down by the lake.” Sam saw a shadow move behind the curtains as an answer came back in Spanish that he didn’t understand.

      “That’s my grandma. She mostly lets me do what I want, but she also keeps watch now since my grandpa is sick. Come on, the boat’s back here.” She led them across the grassy backyard to a wooded area closer to the water. An old shed with faded white boards sat nestled between the trees. A rectangular object was turned on its side around the back, half-hidden in the tall grass surrounding the shed.

      “That’s a boat?” asked Sam, skeptically. The craft had seen better days. Its paint was fading, and it was slightly rusted in spots.

      “Yes, it’s a boat,” Gabby answered. “I used to fish with my grandpa in it when I was little. Besides, the island’s not far. I think we can make it.”

      “Morning, Gabby,” a voice called. They turned and saw a man standing in the next yard with a rake and a wheelbarrow full of mulch.

      Gabby waved. “Hi, Mr. Cary.”

      “Going fishing?”

      She shook her head. “Not this time. Just taking some friends for a little ride around the lake.”

      “If you ever want to do some real fishing, I’ve got a swell little jon boat over in the marina that I’d be happy to take you out on.” He pointed to the rowboat in the weeds. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen your grandpa use that one. How’s he doing?”

      Gabby glanced down at the boat. “He has some good days, but lately mostly bad.”

      The neighbor nodded. “Give him my best, will you?”

      “I will.”

      For a moment, Sam worried Gabby’s neighbor was about to load them down with yardwork as Mr. Haskins often liked to do, but it seemed like he was just being friendly. Sam rapped his knuckles on the metal. “Are you sure this thing will float?”

      “There’s only one way to find out, Sam.” Derek reached in and grabbed one of the metal sides. “Give me a hand turning it over. We can drag it down to the water.” They pulled at the top edge until gravity took charge and the boat smacked to the ground. A streak of brown slithered quickly past Sam’s foot.

      “What was that?” Sam yelped, jumping back as it disappeared under the shed.

      Gabby grimaced. “Oh yeah, I should have mentioned, sometimes there’s snakes down here.”

      “You don’t say!” Sam scanned the ground for movement. He hated snakes. He knew Derek liked to tease him that he was afraid of everything, but lots of people didn’t like snakes. Heck, even a tough guy like Indiana Jones was afraid of them. “Are they poisonous?”

      “Maybe,” Gabby answered, not seeming too concerned. “My grandpa says just watch what you’re doing and try not to disturb them if you can.” She pointed into the grass. “Hey, look!”

      Sam stepped further back, ready to run. “Is it another snake?”

      Gabby laughed. “No, silly.” She picked up two long wooden oars. “We’ll need these.”

      “Perfect,” said Derek. “Now let’s get this down to the water.”

      “It looks heavy,” said Caitlin.

      “We can lift it if we all take a corner,” said Gabby. “There’s a path through the trees.”

      “Sam, you gonna help or just stand there?” Derek yelled. “You can pee your pants over the snakes later. Grab the back, will you?”

      Sam frowned at the insult but reached down and grabbed a corner. His shins kept banging into the metal sides as they moved along the path, but they reached the lake without seeing any other snakes and slid the boat to the water’s edge.

      Gabby fit the oars into holes along the top of each side and they climbed in. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” said Caitlin. “Where’s the island?”

      Gabby pointed a few hundred feet up the shore. “It’s hard to tell from this angle, but there’s a channel that separates it from the shore. Blackbeard’s men are supposed to have dug a canal to make the island.”

      “Why’d they do that?” asked Sam.

      “Privacy, I guess. My grandpa says there used to be waterways here that connected to the Lynnhaven River, so it had easy access to the bay.”

      “Just like Jack said,” Caitlin added.

      Derek volunteered to row so Gabby could navigate. She pointed them toward the island and without a current, the boat maneuvered easily. “We’ll go around on the lake side so the neighbors won’t see us as easily. I don’t want Mike Prince getting word and trying to chase us off.”

      Sam looked up ahead at the tree-covered shoreline and tried to imagine what Blackbeard would have seen as he approached his man-made island. He didn’t see any lookout dunes, let alone ones that were fifty feet high. But that had been three hundred years ago. Maybe the entire area looked like First Landing back then.

      “Where do you park around here?” asked Derek when they reached the back of the island. “Is there a dock?”

      “There’s a low spot on the shore just around this corner.” Gabby pointed to a narrow patch of sand between several rocks. Derek rowed until the sand scratched along the metal bottom, and then they jumped ashore from the bow, pulling the boat further up the sand.

      Derek put his foot on the closest rock. “I claim this land as ‘Derek’s Cove.’ May all remaining pirates beware.”

      “I don’t think it’s big enough for your giant ego,” Sam muttered as he brushed past his brother and followed Gabby and Caitlin up a thin path into the trees. The island wasn’t large, but it gained elevation toward the middle. It could have been Sam’s imagination, but something about this place felt special. Maybe it was how the light filtered through the thick canopy of leaves, or the faint smell of salt wafting in from the sea, or maybe it was just knowing that a notorious pirate like Blackbeard may have used the place as a hideout so many years ago.

      “You know the one thing that you always see pirates carrying when they retrieve buried treasure?” asked Derek.

      “What?” said Caitlin.

      “A shovel.”

      “I bet my grandpa has one in his shed,” said Gabby. “We can go back and get it if we need it.”

      “According to Jack, we’re not looking for the treasure here, right?” said Caitlin. “He said to find a flat stone that has the second half of the island drawing.”

      They trudged up the slope, but the going was slow through the thick undergrowth. Sam picked his way through branches and thornbushes that grabbed at his skin and clothes.

      “I could use a machete,” called Derek, moving into the front.

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near you with a machete,” replied Sam, wincing as a pricker bush scraped his hand and quickly drew blood.

      “So, this is the top of the hill,” said Gabby when they’d reached the center of the island. “Where exactly did he say to look?”

      “He said there will be a cave that formed where people had been digging.” Caitlin pointed to a clearing with a group of tiny red flags stuck in the ground on metal skewers like markers. “Looks like someone else has been out here already.”

      “Those weren’t here the last time I was out here,” said Gabby. “But it’s been a while.”

      In the center of the flags, the ground sank down in a wide depression. “That doesn’t look much like a cave,” said Sam. He sat on a rotted stump next to the gully and rubbed the back of his hand.

      “Jack said there should be a tree marked with an X,” said Derek.

      “But who knows how long ago that was.” Sam peered through the woods. The water was only just down the hill, but he couldn’t see it through the dense vegetation. It could take hours to check every tree for markings.

      He leaned down and picked at the tiny nettles that had attached themselves to his socks from the weeds. On the ground ahead of him lay the tree that had fallen to create his seat on the stump. Four feet up the toppled tree he saw a carving in the bark.

      “Hey, look at that.” Sam stood and placed a foot on the edge of the tree trunk. But as he shifted his weight onto one foot, the ground fell away beneath him like a trapdoor. Suddenly he was sliding down in an avalanche of dirt and sand. He landed with a thud, coughing in a fog of dirt and dust.

      “Sam, are you all right?” Caitlin called down.

      Sam peered up and saw he’d fallen about six feet into the ground. The hole was shallow enough that he didn’t seem to be injured, but it might be a challenge to climb out. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “What are you doing down there?” Derek shouted.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” Sam shot back. He looked around for a tree root or something he could use for leverage to climb out. It was like he was in a pit made for trapping animals in the jungle, or maybe a booby trap set by pirates.

      He placed a hand on the side to get some climbing leverage, but his hand slipped off something hard. A flat stone was along the wall of the pit. Was that a drawing? “Um, guys, I think I found something.”
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      Gabby, Caitlin, and Derek stared down at Sam in the hole in the dirt.

      “What did you find?” called Derek. “Your courage?”

      “Is it the cave?” asked Caitlin.

      “Maybe,” Sam answered. He wiped off more dirt with the edge of his T-shirt and inspected the stone.

      “I’m coming down,” Derek declared, sliding down the side and showering Sam in a pile of loose dirt.

      “Sorry,” Derek grunted, landing next to him. He stared over Sam’s shoulder. The etching on the stone looked like some kind of prehistoric cave drawing. “Whoa. Is that the map?”

      “I think so.” Sam traced the lines with his finger. It kind of looked similar to the drawing on the letter Jack had given them, with curved edges that could be coves and inlets.

      “Can you take a picture?” called Caitlin. “That way we’ll have a copy.”

      “Good idea.” Derek snapped a photo with his phone. “Do you want one with Sam in a funny pose, too?”

      Sam was about to reply with something mean, but Gabby waved her hand above them. “Quiet, guys, we think someone’s coming.”

      It was hard to hear anything down in the hole, but they watched the girls’ faces. “It sounds like a boat,” Caitlin said.

      “There’s never anyone over here,” said Gabby. “Although the island is for sale. I guess it could be surveyors or something.” She looked down at them. “You’d better get out of there. We’re not really supposed to be back here.”

      Derek picked up a clump of dirt and wiped it across the stone, covering the markings.

      “Why did you do that?” asked Sam.

      “We don’t want anyone else finding this, do we?” Derek moved to the edge of the hole and motioned to Sam’s hands. “Boost me up, then I’ll pull you out.”

      Sam shook his head. “No way. I’m not staying down here while you run off and leave me. You boost me out, and we’ll pull you up.”

      “Guys, come on,” called Gabby. “The motor just shut off. Someone’s definitely coming.”

      Derek shook his head. “Fine. Just hurry up.” Sam stepped on Derek’s clasped fingers and then reached up for Gabby and Caitlin’s outstretched hands as Derek pushed. “Geez, Sam, when did you get so heavy?”

      Sam’s face bounced off the wall, giving him a mouthful of dirt, but he grabbed at Gabby’s wrist and climbed higher. He found the edge of the pit with his other hand and pulled himself the rest of the way out. He looked down at his brother. “See you later,” he whispered.

      “Very funny,” said Derek.

      “Hold my feet,” Gabby said, leaning into the hole as Derek climbed the side until he could reach her hand. When he made it to the top, they crouched and listened for anyone approaching.

      “Do you think they would have seen the rowboat?” whispered Caitlin.

      “Hopefully it was hidden by the cove,” Gabby replied. “It sounded like that motor came around the island the other way.”

      They heard a voice speaking loudly by the water. A man was talking as he walked up the hill.

      “Come on, we need to hide.” Gabby led them back toward their boat. When they were far enough away, they stopped and hid behind several large rocks. Mike Prince emerged from the trees.

      “Everything is moving along, I just need more time,” the man said into his phone. “Yes, I know what I’m doing… No, there’s nothing to worry about. You have to trust me. Who else are you going to find that is connected like I am? I know this coastline like the back of my hand. I’ve marked off the area. Now I just have to—”

      He stopped talking as he reached the point that Sam had collapsed into the pit at the top of the hill. His head jerked up, and he stared out into the trees. Everyone ducked further behind the rocks when his glance swiveled their way.

      “I have to call you back,” they heard him say into the phone.

      Sam inched his head past the side of the boulder and saw that Prince had crouched down to look into the hole. “We have to get out of here,” he whispered to the others.

      Gabby nodded and pointed toward the cove. “Stay low.” They walked lightly the rest of the way down the slope, careful not to step on anything that would make a loud noise. At the boat, they climbed in through the water, not worrying about their shoes getting wet.

      “I think his boat was on the north side, so if we go back the way we came, he shouldn’t see us.” Gabby pointed to Derek at the oars. “Just row quietly.”

      Sam watched the island from low in the boat as they made their way back to Gabby’s grandparents’ shoreline. When the bow scraped the sand, they all jumped out and heaved the boat onto the shore. Gabby stepped a few yards up the path and then collapsed onto the pine needles. “Okay, I think we’re clear.”

      “Do you think he saw us?” asked Sam.

      “No,” Derek answered. “He was too busy looking down in the hole.”

      “What was he doing back there?” said Caitlin.

      Gabby shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, he is the real estate agent, so technically it could be tied to selling the lot, but I don’t trust him.”

      Sam thought about the phone conversation they’d overheard. “I wonder who he was talking to.”

      “It sounded like some kind of scheme,” said Caitlin. “He talked about using his connections and said that he’d marked off that area.”

      “He’ll find the map on the stone now that the hole is exposed,” said Gabby.

      “Maybe not,” said Derek. “I tried to cover it with dirt.”

      “Smart thinking,” said Gabby. “Let’s see that picture you took.”

      Derek pulled up the picture of the stone. “Let’s see the other part of the map from the letter,” he said to Caitlin.

      She held the old paper next to the phone. “No way…” Derek said, expanding the image. The lines on the drawings connected perfectly, creating a complete oblong shape. They were two parts of the same drawing. It was the island.

      Gabby stared incredulously. “I don’t believe it. He was telling the truth.”

      “And look at that,” said Derek, pointing to a spot near the bottom edge where the lines met. What had previously looked like a sideways V or a “greater than” sign from math class now matched with a similar shape from the other side. Together, they formed an X.

      “X marks the spot!” Derek yelled.

      Gabby ducked lower. “Shh! Keep your voice down. We don’t want the neighbors hearing.”

      Derek grimaced. “Sorry. I thought you were friends with your neighbor?”

      “Sure.” Gabby shrugged. “But the truth is, treasure hunting isn’t just for tourists. Around here, everyone thinks they might just find a treasure someday. Their ears are always listening.”

      Sam thought back to One-Eyed Jack’s warning. He felt his heart beating fast. Could this really be a drawing from Blackbeard’s crewmate? Could there really be a treasure to be found after all those years? He stared at the images as Caitlin pulled out her phone and asked Sam to hold the letter. She took a new picture of the two parts of the drawing together. “Now we can use this for reference,” she said, nodding at the new image.

      “I just have one question,” said Derek.

      “I have more than that,” added Sam.

      “Now we know the exact spot to look for on the island, but still don’t know which island it is. The map doesn’t have any of those cooperatives that tell you which direction to go.”

      “Cooperatives?” said Sam. “You mean coordinates?”

      Derek nodded. “Exactly.”

      “It would be nice to have a latitude and longitude for sure,” agreed Caitlin. “But maybe we can look at a map of the bay and match up the shapes.”

      Gabby sighed. “There are a lot of islands out there. It could be tough.”

      “But not many called Mulberry, right?” said Derek.

      “Maybe.” Gabby stood and pointed toward the house. “My grandpa has a lot of old maps. I bet we can find one that shows the islands in the bay.”

      Sam held up his hand. “Aren’t you forgetting Mike Prince?”

      “What about him?” asked Derek.

      “I think he’s looking for the same thing we are. Jack said people were talking about the map. Maybe it was him.”

      Caitlin held up the picture on her phone. “Even if he is, we’re the only ones who have the complete drawing.”

      “Okay, but how would we get to the island even if we locate it?”

      “Sam, enough with the questions,” Derek complained, just as their phones buzzed.

      It was a group text from their parents wondering where they were. “Uh-oh.” Caitlin turned to Gabby. “We have to go.”

      Sam looked back at his brother as they walked to their bikes. “You still didn’t answer my question. How are we going to get there?”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll just do what we always do.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. What they always did was follow his hare-brained brother into situations where they nearly got killed, but Sam decided not to say that in front of Gabby. “What’s that then?” he answered instead.

      Derek grinned. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”
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      They told Gabby they’d be in touch soon. She’d given them her cell number and said her grandma dropped her off at the boardwalk most afternoons while her grandpa was at his doctor appointments.

      They hustled back down the road to First Landing Park. It was getting hard to explain to their parents why they were spending so much time away from the beach on their own. When they reached their campsites, Caitlin went into her yurt to change. The boys met their parents walking down the steps of their yurt. A beach umbrella rested on their dad’s shoulder, and he carried a couple of chairs. “They’re alive!” he called when he saw them.

      “Thank goodness, we can call off the search party,” said their mom, holding a picnic basket.

      “Mom…” grumbled Derek. “We told you we were riding up to Lake Joyce to look for a fishing hole.”

      Their dad set the umbrella in the sand. “I know you three like going off on your own, but we miss having you around. Last year we couldn’t drag you out of the water.”

      “We’re still here,” Sam replied. “We’re just mixing it up a bit.”

      “Sam saw a bunch of jellyfish and now he’s scared to go in the water.”

      Sam shot his brother a look and was about to argue, but he realized what Derek was trying to do. For once, Derek’s teasing might actually have some benefit.

      “Well, head inside and get changed into your suits. We can all get some beach time this afternoon,” said their mom. “And then we’re all going on a sunset dinner cruise. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      “Dinner?” Sam thought about whether they might have fresh crab. Dad had promised him they would be able to get crab everywhere, but so far all he’d seen were ghost crabs on the beach, and he didn’t want to eat those.

      “A cruise?” Derek elbowed Sam in the ribs. “Cruise to where?”

      “Ow, what the heck?” moaned Sam, still thinking about dinner. He reached back to smack his brother in return, but then realized what he’d said.

      “It sails across the Chesapeake Bay,” said their dad.

      Derek’s face lit up. “We were just saying how we wanted to get out into the bay, right, Sam?”

      Sam lowered his arm and nodded. “Yeah.” He tried to think of something natural to say so his parents wouldn’t get suspicious. “It looks so… blue.”

      Derek shook his head, but his mom just laughed. “Yes, it probably is that. And wet too.” She held up the basket. “I packed some food for lunch on the beach. If you hurry, we might not eat it all before you get there.”

      Sam smiled. “Now you’re talking. We’ll be right down!” They scrambled up the steps into the yurt.

      “Did you hear that?” said Derek. “It’s perfect.”

      “Sailing in the bay?” Sam grabbed his swimsuit from the rafters where he’d hung it to dry. “Do you think we’ll find the island out there?”

      “Maybe. I wonder if it’ll be a giant yacht? You know, like the ones with the satellite dishes, jet skis off the back, and maybe even a helipad.”

      Sam laughed. “Probably not.”

      “Or maybe it’s the Queen Anne’s Revenge?”

      “That sunk in the Outer Banks, remember? That’s what Jack said they’ve been salvaging from.”

      Derek shrugged. “Maybe he had a second ship no one knew about that he used to bury his treasure on Mulberry Island.”

      Sam stepped into his beach sandals and searched through his backpack for his baseball cap. “Maybe you have an undiagnosed brain injury. That could explain a lot of things too.”

      “Hey, at least I’m not too scared of the jellyfish to go in the water.”

      Sam frowned. “What? That wasn’t even real, it’s just a story that—”

      Derek’s hand quickly shot over Sam’s mouth. He held his finger to his lips then lowered his hand as he pointed to the wall. A dark shadow loomed behind the canvas. Was someone outside? Sam remembered how thin the walls were. Maybe they shouldn’t have been talking so loudly about the treasure and the map of the island.

      “Caitlin, is that you?” asked Derek, stepping closer to the wall. The shadow disappeared and they heard footsteps on the platform boards. “Quick,” said Derek, bolting to the door.

      They jumped out onto the deck, but it was empty. The only person they saw was Caitlin stepping from her yurt. She carried a towel and had changed into her swimsuit. She waved, but then she noticed their expressions. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are your parents in there?” asked Sam.

      She shook her head. “No, they’re already down at the beach, I think.”

      The boys looked all around the yurts but didn’t see anyone suspicious. They picked up chairs and headed through the dunes to the beach. Caitlin pointed up ahead. “There they are.”

      “Who’s that they’re talking to?” asked Sam, peering at a figure standing next to Caitlin’s parents.

      “Over here.” Mrs. Murphy waved as she saw them approaching. As they walked up, the other person turned around.

      Sam stopped in his tracks, nearly dropping his chair.

      “Looks like someone’s ready for the beach.” Mike Prince flashed a wide smile. He handed Caitlin’s parents a flyer. “Let me know if you decide you’re in the market for a rental property. My contact info’s right on there.” He glanced up at the sunshine and slipped on his sunglasses. “It’s going to be another beautiful day. Enjoy it!”

      He turned up the trail, stopping to speak to another family who were making their way to the beach.

      “What did he want?” asked Derek.

      “He’s just a real estate agent trying to drum up business.” Mr. Murphy lifted his chair and turned toward the beach. “Ready for the water?”

      Mr. and Mrs. Murphy started walking, but Sam tugged on Derek’s arm to wait. “Do you think that was him up next to our yurt?” he whispered. “Was he listening to our conversation?”

      Caitlin noticed they hadn’t moved and stepped back to them. “What’s wrong?”

      Sam told her about the shadow. “What were you talking about?” Caitlin asked.

      Derek stared into the dunes. “Oh, just secret maps, hidden islands, and Blackbeard’s treasure.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Do you think he heard?”

      “I have no idea,” said Derek. “But we have to be more careful. I keep forgetting what Jack said about staying quiet.”

      “Gabby said that too,” added Caitlin. “It’s hard to believe that everyone is listening, but maybe it is true.”
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      Boats of all shapes and sizes surrounded the parking lot at the harbor marina. Some rested on trailers across the blacktop, others were stacked two and three high in racks like mini-garages. Most were motor boats outfitted for fishing, but closer to the water, several sailing masts rose high into the air.

      “Everyone excited?” Mr. Murphy asked as both families stepped out of their cars.

      Derek leaped onto an empty trailer. “Do you mean am I ready to sail the high seas? To voyage where no man has gone before? To battle the mighty Kraken that lurks beneath the waves—”

      “Derek!” their dad shouted, motioning him off the trailer. He jumped down and flashed his normal goofy grin.

      “Yeah, we’re ready, Mr. Murphy,” answered Sam, calmly.

      Their parents eyed each other uneasily, like they were reconsidering whether they wanted to let Derek loose on the open ocean, but Mr. and Mrs. Murphy just laughed. Most of the time Caitlin’s parents just seemed amused by Derek’s crazy behavior, which was a change of pace from their daughter’s, but they also only had to put up with him in small doses.

      “Then let’s go,” said Mr. Murphy, walking toward a large sailboat tied to the end of the longest dock. “I think that’s our ship.”

      As they drew closer, Sam saw that the vessel had two tall masts and an array of ropes and rigging that ran down toward the bow. He stared to the top of a mast, thinking how in pirate movies the crew had to climb up to the crow’s nest high in the air. It would be like climbing the lighthouse but without any walls.

      A series of floating docks rocked under their feet as their group walked to the large ship. A man glanced up from the ship’s deck as they approached. He looked older than Sam’s dad, but he was tall and athletic, his skin tanned from many hours out on the water. He wore basic white pants and a striped polo, and while he didn’t look like a pirate the way One-Eyed Jack had on the boardwalk, Sam assumed this was the ship’s captain.

      “Ahoy!” he shouted. “Are you our victims, I mean guests, for the evening?”

      “I think so,” said Mr. Murphy. “If this is the sunset dinner cruise.”

      “It is,” replied the man. “I’m Captain Pete, and this is my ship, the Beverly Gale.” He waved his hand across the deck like he was showing off his pride and joy. “Are you ready to board?”

      “We’re ready!” exclaimed Derek.

      “Excuse me, folks.” Sam turned as another man walked up the dock, carrying two stacked wooden crates. A pineapple stuck out from the top. He was younger than Captain Pete, college-aged, maybe, with long hair to his shoulders, rings in both ears, and an assortment of tattoos on his legs below his shorts. He looked like he belonged on a surfboard out in the waves.

      “Meet part of the crew,” said the captain as he received the crates. “This here’s my first mate, Leo Sharks.”

      The younger man smiled and took a quick bow. “Nice to meet you, folks.” He unlatched the metal railing around the outside of the deck. “Welcome aboard!”

      Sam had never been on such a huge sailboat. Walkways ran on both sides of the deck next to the railing, and the captain directed everyone to seats on long, padded benches in the middle.

      “Are we sailing out to the Atlantic Ocean?” asked Caitlin.

      “We’ll stay in the bay this evening,” Captain Pete answered. “But don’t worry, the Chesapeake’ll give us all the space we need.”

      “Is this like the ship Blackbeard sailed?” asked Derek.

      The captain laughed. “Studying about your pirates, are you? Not quite. The Queen Anne’s Revenge was about twice as long as the Gale. The Revenge was a hundred-foot sloop, large enough to be weighted down with cannons, supplies, and a much larger crew. This here’s a fifty-five-foot schooner, and we didn’t bring any cannons along. As you can see, we have two masts, which hold the mainsail and the foresail, two jibs that we’ll unfurl up near the bow, and if we want to really move, we might even drop the tops’l.”

      As Sam marveled at the ship, a woman with darker skin poked her head up from a wide hatch between the bench and the mast that must lead to a cabin below deck. “Well, good evening, everyone.” The woman spoke with an accent that sounded like it was from the Caribbean. “Fine night for sailing, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, it is,” replied Mrs. Murphy.

      “Folks,” said the captain, “I’d like you to meet Miss Judy, the keeper of our galley. She’s the finest ship’s cook in these waters and the prettiest, too, I might add. Of course, I’m a little biased since she’s my wife.”

      Judy laughed and came up onto the deck and greeted everyone. She seemed a similar age to Pete, but she had a youthful glow about her. Her long, braided hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

      “What are we having for dinner?” asked Sam.

      Judy smiled. “That’s what I like to see, guests with an appetite. We have a fine selection of fresh catch from the sea—crab, of course, from the Chesapeake, and Leo pulled some flounder this morning that I think you’ll all enjoy.”

      Sam glanced excitedly at his dad at the mention of crab. “Sweet! When do we eat?”

      The captain laughed. “Well, we need to get underway first. I don’t know about you all, but I hear the sea a-calling my name.” He turned to the first mate. “Mr. Sharks, prepare to shove off!”
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      Judy reviewed a few safety rules and indicated where the life jackets were stowed before she joined Leo along the edge of the deck. They untied several thick ropes from metal cleats along the dock. The captain stood at a large brass wheel in a cockpit near the stern; a motor hummed gently and the boat drifted slowly forward. Leo guided them from the dock before gracefully stepping onto the boat as it floated away.

      “I thought this was a sailboat,” said Derek. “Why are we using a motor?”

      “Just until we get away from the marina,” said the captain, as he navigated through the buoys that marked the channel. Up ahead the Bay Bridge-Tunnel spread out along their side, and they saw the curve of the coast behind them as they reached open water.

      “All hands on deck! Hoist the mainsheets!” Captain Pete barked as he slowed to an idle. Judy and Leo unstrapped two large, canvas sails that connected to horizontal poles above their heads. They expertly tugged ropes through a metal winch that shot the sails up the mast. Leo moved forward to the bow and unfurled a smaller, triangle-shaped sail ahead of the masts.

      “Those must be the jibs,” said Derek.

      “You wanna help with the last one?” Leo called to him.

      “Sure!” Derek hopped up quickly and moved toward the bow.

      “Slowly, honey,” their mom called.

      “Careful now,” agreed the captain. “It’s a little early in the evening for any of our guests to be falling overboard.” He looked over at Sam and Caitlin and winked.

      Leo explained how to connect the sail to the metal line, and then Derek pulled the ropes hand over hand until the sail had slid to the top. “Nice job,” said Leo, securing the rope tightly against another metal cleat.

      “Piece of cake,” said Derek, proudly.

      The captain killed the engine and swung the wheel. “Hold on, everyone! And watch your heads for the boom!”

      Boom? Were they going to fire a cannon? Sam thought Captain Pete had said they didn’t have guns aboard.

      A gust of wind caught the sails and suddenly the vessel sprang to life. The beam above their heads shifted a few feet, the wooden mast and rigging creaking loudly at the tension. The sails puffed out like a bedsheet on a clothesline, and the boat surged forward, leaning hard on its right side as it accelerated through the water.

      “That’s the boom pole,” said the boys’ dad, pointing at the beam above their heads. Sam realized that if someone stood up at the wrong time, they could get seriously clocked and maybe even sent hurtling into the sea.

      “Are we supposed to lean like this?” asked Mrs. Murphy, gripping the railing next to the bench nervously.

      The boys’ dad nodded. “It’s called heeling, but it’s perfectly normal. There’s a long keel that sticks out the bottom to give balance in the water.”

      “Sounds like someone’s been around boats,” Captain Pete called from the wheel.

      Their dad nodded. “My uncle used to take my brother and me out on a lake in the Adirondacks when we were kids.”

      “Can you teach us to sail sometime?” asked Derek.

      “Sure,” said their dad, “but we might have to start on something smaller, like a Sunfish.”

      “I could use someone to help me navigate back here if anyone’s interested,” Captain Pete called. Before Sam could even react, his brother was jumping down into the cockpit.

      “Why does he always get to go first?” Sam complained.

      “I’m sure you’ll get a turn,” said his mom.

      “We can do it together,” said Caitlin. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back in the breeze. “Don’t you just love being out on the water?”

      Sam watched a flock of gulls glide past the sails. “It is kind of nice.”

      As he gazed across the water, the ship suddenly veered to the left. The boom pole swung inches over his head and the sails flapped loudly. Mrs. Murphy reached out and grabbed Sam’s arm. “Was that heeling too?”

      Sam’s dad laughed. “No, I’m afraid that was Derek.”

      They turned back to the cockpit where Derek wore a guilty grin. “Sorry.”

      “Why don’t you kids check out what’s below deck and see if Judy needs a hand in the galley?” suggested Captain Pete, retaking the wheel.

      “Aw,” said Derek, “I was just getting the hang of it.”

      They climbed down several steep stairs, ducking their heads to get through the hatch and into the cabin. “Welcome to my galley,” called Judy from behind a miniature kitchen counter. She set drinks out on a tray. “Enjoying the ride?”

      “For sure,” Caitlin answered. “It’s amazing.”

      “Captain Pete let me steer!” Derek exclaimed.

      Judy chuckled. “So that’s what those evasive maneuvers were.”

      “Wow, it’s like a little floating apartment down here!” said Sam, noticing a small couch and a table.

      “Look at this,” called Caitlin. “A toilet! That’s more luxury than we have in our yurt!”

      “On a boat, that’s called the head,” said Judy. “It’s not very luxurious, but it comes in handy when you’re out on the water and really have to go.”

      Sam peeked into another room that had a bed that tucked into the bow. “You can sleep here too?”

      “Sure can,” said Judy. “The captain and I have sailed the Beverly Gale all the way down to the islands in the Caribbean. That’s actually where we met, years ago.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” said Caitlin.

      “Did you see any pirates?” asked Derek. “Or find any buried treasure?”

      Judy grinned and set down a knife she was using to cut up a lemon. “Oh, everybody thinks they know about treasure. I’m surprised Pete hasn’t already filled your minds with tales. He likes to pretend he’s a pirate out here on the waters.”

      “He did say we might have to walk the plank,” muttered Sam.

      Judy laughed. “That’s something that likely never happened, you know. A lot of pirate lore is made up from movies or books, I’m afraid.” She poured a bag of pretzels into a basket and set it on the tray next to the drinks. “But there’re still lots of people out there searching.” She glanced out one of the round portals up near the ceiling. “Especially in the small islands around these parts.”

      “Ever heard of Mulberry Island?” Sam blurted out. Derek quickly shot him a nasty look, like he shouldn’t be throwing that name around.

      Judy shook her head. “Can’t say I’ve heard of that one. But ask the captain. Pete’s practically grown up on the sea, and he knows all kinds of things about this bay.”

      A buzzer sounded in the kitchen. “That means dinner’s about ready.” She pulled out a pan of crispy crab cakes and asked the kids to help carry the trays of drinks and snacks up onto the deck. Above deck, Leo had taken the wheel, and the captain was chatting with their parents about the Chesapeake’s long history of oyster harvesting.

      “Dinner’s on its way up,” said Caitlin as they handed out the refreshments.

      “And it smells delicious,” added Sam.

      “Dolphins off the starboard!” Leo suddenly called from the helm, pointing to the right.

      “Dolphins?” Caitlin nearly spilled all the drinks as she lunged for the railing. “Look! There they are!” She pointed to the gray blurs surging through the water. “There must be a dozen of them!” Most swam just below the surface, but they alternated leaping through the waves like members of an underwater dance team.

      “Are they playing with us?” asked Sam’s mom.

      “Perhaps,” replied Captain Pete. “It happens sometimes. Dolphins are social creatures, long believed to bring good luck to sailors.”

      “We’re lucky tonight, for sure,” said Caitlin.

      “Oh, aren’t they beautiful!” called Judy, carrying plates of food. “But I’m afraid I need to pull you away before dinner gets cold.”

      “Goodbye, guys,” called Caitlin wistfully, as the group of dolphins slowly seemed to drift away from the boat like they’d heard it was time for the show to end.

      The crab cakes had been worth the wait. Sam didn’t know if it was the way Judy had prepared them, or if they were extra fresh from a local fisherman, but they were delicious. Maybe everything seemed better out on the water. He stared across the waves and imagined life as a sailor back in the days of pirates. Surely, every day wouldn’t have been as perfect as this moment was. There’d be storms, long stretches away from home, sickness, not to mention pirate attacks. Going on an occasional sunset cruise might be a better way to go.

      Judy tapped him on the shoulder, breaking him from his trance. “I’ll bet Captain Pete would give you two a turn at the wheel before we turn back for home, if you’re still interested. You might ask him some of your other questions too.”

      “Yes, let’s go,” Caitlin answered quickly, taking Sam’s hand.
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      “Sailors reporting for duty, Captain,” Caitlin said as they reached the cockpit. “Think we could have a turn at the helm?”

      Captain Pete smiled. “Climb on down, mateys.”

      Derek followed behind them. “Maybe I could have another go after they’re done?”

      “Forget it,” said Sam. “You already had your turn.”

      Captain Pete’s eyes opened wide. “The way you were weaving us back and forth, I’m afraid we’d all end up in Davy Jones’s Locker.” Derek looked disappointed, but he sat on the edge of the deck and watched.

      “What do we do first?” asked Caitlin.

      Captain Pete grinned. “That’s what I like to see, a crew that’s eager for direction.” He stepped back so they could stand at the wheel. “Just pick a point out on the horizon and hold that bearing. We’re keeping a steady course for a bit longer until we turn back.”

      Caitlin let Sam go first, and even though he was just standing with his hands on the wheel, he suddenly felt important. He wasn’t old enough to drive a car, but he was at the controls of a fifty-foot boat out in the middle of the Chesapeake Bay. It was pretty sweet.

      “I don’t know what your problem was,” Sam called over to his brother. “It’s easy.”

      Captain Pete pointed up to a wind indicator at the top of the mast. He explained how to keep the sails aligned at the correct angle in the wind to get maximum speed. After a few minutes, he nodded to Caitlin. “Why don’t we let the lady sail for a while. You know, there were some lady pirates too, notorious in their own right.”

      Caitlin took the wheel with a big smile. “Really?”

      “Sure were. We know the most about two named Mary Read and Anne Bonney. They sometimes disguised themselves as men to fit in with the crew.”

      “Look at me, guys,” Caitlin called up to her parents. “I’m the dreaded pirate Mary Read, sailing up the bay, searching for a merchant ship to plunder.”

      “Argg!” her dad shouted back. “Just keep us out of the shallows.”

      Sam laughed. He figured Caitlin would make a pretty fierce pirate if she put her mind to it.

      While Caitlin was at the wheel, Sam remembered about the treasure questions. “Judy said you know a lot about the islands around here,” he said to the captain casually.

      “Very true. I grew up out on Virginia’s Eastern Shore.” Captain Pete pointed at the land ahead of them in the distance. “That’s on the other side of the bay, before the Maryland border. I spent most of my youth out on the water there, crabbing, clamming, and chartering fishing boats with my father.” He ran his hand through his gray-flecked hair and stared into the distance. “I guess I never really left.”

      “Do you believe in Blackbeard’s missing treasure?” asked Derek.

      Pete smiled. “Oh, most definitely. His, and dozens more. There’s no telling what has been buried along these shores or is resting along the bottom of the bay. These waters were once teeming with commerce from Spain, Portugal, England, France, and the Netherlands. And pirates found many of those trading ships ripe for the picking.”

      Derek nodded at Sam to indicate he should keep asking questions. “What about a place called Mulberry Island?”

      Captain Pete raised his eyebrows. “Where’d you hear about Mulberry?”

      “Um…” Sam stalled, trying to come up with an explanation. He hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      “We read about it in a book,” Caitlin answered, coming to his rescue. “Have you ever heard of it?”

      Captain Pete gazed across the waves. “I’ve heard of it. But a person could spend ten lifetimes digging around for fabled chests of gold and pieces of eight.”

      “Do you know where it is?” asked Derek. “Mulberry Island?”

      “If I recall, it’s not much of an island really, just a little speck of land at the tip of the Eastern Shore out past the bridge. But I haven’t heard it called Mulberry in a long time. Most folks call it Devil’s Cat Atoll.”

      Sam’s eyes opened wide. “Devil’s Cat? Why do they call it that?”

      Pete laughed at Sam’s expression. “Oh, there’s all kinds of crazy names for places out there, just like down in the Caribbean. With so many little slices of land, you’ve got to name them something. Often names reflect a land feature to help distinguish them from the others, but it can make things mighty confusing.”

      “Is it on a map?” asked Caitlin. “This atoll?”

      “Probably,” said Captain Pete, “but you’d need a solid nautical map, not one of your run-of-the-mill tourist maps like you see in the beach shops.” He glanced up at the wind indicator. “But I’m going to need to take over now so we can get you all back on time. Very nice sailing, both of you.”

      They moved back up to their parents as Captain Pete yelled to Leo. “Prepare to come about!”

      Sam looked at his dad. “Come about?”

      “It’s when we change direction. You’ll see. Just keep your head down.”

      Leo moved next to a winch that was attached to a rope that held one of the sails. He asked their dad to help with one on the other side.

      “Hard alee!” Captain Pete shouted as he turned the wheel far to the left. The sails briefly flapped as they turned into the wind. The boys’ dad released his rope as Leo wound his and the boom pole slid across the deck in the turn. The wind caught the other side of the sails, and they felt the boat heel and regain speed.

      “Nice work,” the captain called up to their dad. “We might need to bring you on as part of the crew.”

      As they began the journey back to the marina, Leo showed the kids a small section past the jib sail where they could sit. “Just hold on to something. We don’t want a wave to send you overboard.” Sam thought he was kidding, but he kept a firm grip on the railing just in case.

      “What a view,” called Caitlin through the wind. It was a whole other experience up by the bow. The open water was straight ahead of them with a clear sight of the breaking waves crashing beneath the boat. Every once in a while, a gentle spray flew up and spritzed their faces.

      “Did you hear Captain Pete?” asked Caitlin. “He said that Mulberry Island might have a different name.”

      “Devil’s Cat Atoll is a really weird name for an island,” said Sam.

      “I don’t care what it’s called,” said Derek. “If it’s near the end of the Bay Bridge-Tunnel, we might be able to reach it. We just have to get one of those nautical maps.”

      “We could ask Captain Pete for one,” Sam suggested.

      Derek shook his head. “That might lead to too many questions. I don’t want him or our parents to get suspicious.”

      Sam shook his head. “You’re still forgetting something important.”

      “What’s that?” asked Derek.

      It seemed obvious, but Sam said it anyway. “We don’t have a boat. I don’t think Gabby’s rowboat will make it across the bay.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Derek said confidently.

      “Didn’t Gabby say her grandpa has lots of nautical maps?” asked Caitlin. “I’ll text her. Maybe she could get one for us.”

      “Good idea, but I’ll text her. I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear from me.” Derek grinned as he pulled out his phone, but then he shook his head. “No service.”

      “Yeah, I noticed that before,” said Caitlin. “Cell coverage seems spotty out here. We’ll have to wait until we get back.”

      The western sky gradually turned a combination of brilliant pink and orange as they sailed back toward the marina. “Just imagine sailing all the way to the Caribbean like the pirates,” said Caitlin.

      “I could go for the Bahamas right about now,” agreed Derek. “Or maybe Jamaica.” He nodded at several dots of land in the distance along the bridge. “Maybe one of those is Devil’s Cat Atoll. A treasure could just be sitting there waiting for us to find it.”

      As they floated into the sunset, the warm breeze in his face, Sam could almost see the pirate ships filling the bay. In the distance, a flash of light from the Cape Henry lighthouse clicked a thought in his mind. He nudged Derek. “Let me see your phone.”

      “No way, you’ll totally drop it over the side.”

      “I told you, there’s no service,” said Caitlin.

      Sam sighed. “Fine. You hold it, but pull up that picture from inside the tent on the beach.” His brother flipped to the image, and Sam pointed at the schedule hanging from the wall. “That’s it!”

      “What?” asked Derek.

      Sam stared at them wide-eyed. “DCA. Devil’s Cat Atoll.”
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      It was easy to understand why people loved summer at the beach. While Sam had never been to California’s Pacific, or any other ocean besides the Atlantic for that matter, he imagined it must be the same feeling as he got here, gazing out on the endless blue unknown and listening to the pounding surf, over and over again. He shook his head and wished there weren’t only two days left of their vacation.

      Gabby’s grandma had dropped her off to hang out with them on the beach at First Landing Park the day after their cruise. They’d all spent nearly two hours jumping in the water and riding the waves. Derek had been right, their boogie boards really did carry them all the way into the beach. Sam had never tried to ride a real surfboard, but for a few magical seconds during each ride on the boogie board, he felt like a surfer floating atop the waves.

      Derek did his best to show off for Gabby, but she had no trouble keeping up. She even won their competitive game of paddle ball next to their beach canopy. Gabby seemed at ease with just about any activity that had to do with the sand or water. Maybe that’s how it was when you grew up living at the beach all summer rather than just visiting for a week at a time.

      When they were out of energy, they spread blankets out on an open area on the sand that was out of earshot from their parents. They needed to fill Gabby in on what they’d learned from Captain Pete about Devil’s Cat Atoll and to scheme their next steps for how to get there.

      Sam blocked the sun with his hand and stared out at the water. “Look out there! Are those Navy ships?” He pointed at a cluster of boats floating closer to Fort Story. One of the larger boats seemed to glide above the waves as it moved out to sea. “I think that one’s a hovercraft.”

      “Cool!” said Derek. “Operation DCA must be in its final stages.”

      “They look like they’re heading out on a mission,” said Gabby.

      “That’s what they want you to think,” said Derek, confidently. “But we know it’s a secret treasure hunt.”

      “They packed up the tents, did you notice?” asked Caitlin.

      Sam squinted to see to the end of the beach. It was too far to tell if the caution tape still marked off the sand, but the two white tents and any vehicles that had been there were gone. “But today’s the 26th,” he said. “I thought the schedule in the tent had circled the 27th.”

      “Maybe they’re just warming up,” suggested Gabby.

      “That’s why we need to go find our island tomorrow,” said Derek. “If we get in and out in the morning, we can make the discovery before anyone else gets there at twenty-one hundred hours.”

      “It’s our island now?” asked Sam.

      “Absolutely,” said Derek. He turned to Gabby. “Did you bring the nautical map?”

      She dug into her oversized beach bag. “Hopefully I brought the right one. My grandpa has all kinds of them.” Caitlin helped her unroll the map on their towels, holding the corners down with four large shells. They all searched to find an island with either the right shape or name.

      “Captain Pete said it was near where the Bay Bridge-Tunnel met the Eastern Shore,” said Caitlin.

      “That’s right here.” Gabby pointed to the land past the north end of the bridge. “But there’s so many islands.”

      Sam looked at the map over her shoulder and saw an assortment of numbers scattered throughout the water areas in small print. “What do all those numbers mean?”

      “I think it must be the water depth,” said Caitlin, glancing at the key at the bottom of the map. “Although this is measured in fathoms. I’m not sure how far that is.”

      There were also horizontal and vertical lines across the entire map. Sam thought they might be latitude and longitude lines, but there were an awful lot of them.

      They held up Derek’s picture of the map from inside the military tent. It gave a general sense of where to look on the nautical map. “What about this one?” Gabby leaned closer and placed her finger on a small, oblong shape.

      Caitlin glanced back and forth from the picture on her phone to the nautical map. “They look the same to me. What do you think, Sam?”

      The two maps were on very different scales, but from what he could tell, the shapes were almost identical. “I think so.” He peered closer to read the tiny letters written next to the island on the nautical map. They were so small, he almost needed a magnifying glass. “I think it says D.C.A.!”

      “Devil’s Cat Atoll!” shouted Derek, who then ducked down, realizing he’d said it too loud. “That’s it!” he whispered.

      They stared up at each other in amazement. Could that really be the island where Blackbeard had hidden his treasure?

      Caitlin drew a line with her finger from the island back to the marina and then consulted the key in the map’s corner. “It seems to be about five miles. And we could follow the bridge most of the way to keep ourselves from drifting off course.” She looked up at them. “What do you think?”

      “I think that treasure is calling our name,” said Derek, looking like he was about to explode with anticipation. “It’s just sitting there waiting for us.”

      Sam raised his head and stared at the distant bridge. “We’re still missing something.”

      “A huge bag to carry the booty?” asked Derek.

      Sam shook his head. “A boat, remember? Caitlin said it’s five miles to the island. We definitely can’t use Gabby’s grandpa’s rowboat for that.”

      They sat for a minute, thinking. “Maybe Captain Pete would let us borrow the Beverly Gale?” asked Derek.

      “Probably not,” said Caitlin.

      Derek looked at Gabby. “What about your neighbor?”

      “Mr. Cary?”

      “Yeah, remember what he said about having a boat in the marina that we could use?”

      “Oh, right,” said Gabby. “The jon boat.”

      “He didn’t exactly say we could use it,” said Sam. “I think he said he could take us out fishing in it. I don’t think he meant use it by ourselves in the bay.”

      Derek rolled his eyes. “Minor detail, Sam.”

      “What if you asked him?” suggested Caitlin. “Do you think he’d say yes?”

      Gabby hesitated, but then she shook her head. “There’s no way. Not by ourselves.”

      “Then what?” asked Sam. “Bring him along?”

      Derek shook his head and tossed a shell toward the surf. “No way. This is our treasure. No grown-ups allowed.”

      “Okay…” said Caitlin. “Then what?”

      “What if we just borrowed it?” said Derek.

      “Borrow?” asked Sam. “You mean steal?”

      “No, I mean borrow. We’re going to bring it right back. Or, we could do what they do on TV, like with bank robbers.”

      “Robbing a bank is also stealing,” said Caitlin.

      Derek laughed. “No, I mean when a police officer is chasing the bank robber.” He stood and started motioning like he was playing charades. “They’ll jump in front of a car in the street and hold up their badge.”

      “You want to get hit by a car?” asked Gabby.

      Sam shook his head. “That’s just dumb.”

      Derek wasn’t giving up. “No! They tell the driver that they have to take their car for an emergency. And no one ever says no.”

      Caitlin held up her finger like she finally understood. “You mean when they commandeer a vehicle?”

      Derek raised his arms in triumph. “Yes!”

      “You want to commandeer the jon boat?” Gabby burst out laughing.

      Derek nodded and laughed along. “Sure, why not?”

      “That sounds like a bad idea,” said Sam.

      “And this isn’t exactly an emergency,” added Caitlin.

      Derek grinned. “But it just might be the best bad idea we have.”

      “That’s not overly encouraging,” Sam muttered.

      “Well,” said Caitlin, twirling her hair in thought. “Even if we do get a boat, we’ll need some supplies.”

      “We should go to Wings,” suggested Gabby.

      “Is that an airport?” asked Sam. “Maybe Derek can commandeer a plane and we can just fly to the island.”

      Gabby shook her head. “No, Wings is a beach shop. There’s a million of them here at the beach, and they sell just about everything. We could go later this afternoon to pick up whatever we are going to need.”

      “We should make a list!” said Caitlin, excitedly.

      Derek covered his eyes. “What a surprise.”

      Gabby looked confused. “A list?”

      Caitlin smiled. “Of what we need. I love making lists.”

      “Oh, cool.”

      “She’s very organized,” said Derek.

      “Hey, it’s helpful.” Caitlin pulled a pen and paper from her bag. “Okay, so what do we need?”

      They started throwing out ideas of supplies that could come in handy on the trip out to the island—life jackets, water, snacks, a compass, binoculars…

      “Oh, and a shovel,” added Derek. “We can’t forget that. And not one of these plastic ones for the beach. We need a heavy-duty garden shovel.”

      “Why don’t we get a bulldozer too, while we’re at it?” mocked Sam. It felt like they were preparing for a war.

      “Know where we can get one of those?” Derek asked.

      “No,” answered Gabby, “but my grandpa has life jackets and a shovel in the shed. I can get those.”

      “Mom has binoculars,” said Derek.

      “We can buy a cheap compass and food and water at the store,” added Caitlin.

      “All that’s going to be hard to carry on our bikes,” said Sam.

      “We can split it up,” replied Derek.

      Caitlin seemed to notice a strange expression on Gabby’s face. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are we really doing this?” said Gabby. “I mean, it’s been fun plotting and sneaking around with you guys, but taking a boat out into the bay isn’t a joke. It can be dangerous. Are you guys for real?”

      Derek sat up straight. “We don’t joke about solving mysteries, Gabby. You can trust us. Plus, Caitlin here makes sure we don’t get too carried away.”

      Sam shook his head. “You mean she makes sure you don’t get too carried away.”

      Derek shrugged. “I suppose, but she also helps make sure you don’t run away.”

      Caitlin laughed. “They’re both kind of right, actually.” She nodded at Gabby. “You really should come. I could use another girl on the trip.”

      Gabby bit her lip, but then she nodded. “Okay, I’m in!”

      “Awesome!” exclaimed Derek. He put his arms over Caitlin and Gabby’s shoulders and nodded for Sam to join the huddle. Then he lowered his voice. “We’ll head out on our bikes tomorrow at first light. The past few mornings it’s been pretty calm out on the water, which should make for an easier trip.” He scanned their faces dramatically. “Get a good night’s rest, because tomorrow we meet old Blackbeard himself.”

      “You mean his treasure,” corrected Sam. There was a part of him that expected his brother to show up for the adventure dressed in full pirate costume.

      “Aye,” Derek answered. “Treasure is close, me mateys.”

      Sam rolled his eyes, but Gabby giggled. Derek winked at her and kept going. “Just beware of the ghost light, where the headless pirate roams the shores, ready to defeat anyone brave enough to venture forth.”

      “You mean foolish enough,” muttered Sam.

      “Yes,” said Derek, “and we are those fools.”
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      Light barely shone on the horizon when the boys tiptoed from their yurt early the next morning. They met Caitlin and silently pushed their bikes through the campsite. Flashlights were taped to their handlebars so they could see on the road and their backpacks were filled with gear and supplies.

      Sam still felt half asleep, and for once, even Derek was quiet as they rode past the ranger’s station and turned north toward Gabby’s house. Sam felt bad that they’d lied to their parents about what they were doing. Derek had argued it wasn’t completely lying, since they’d said they were going fishing in the marina on Gabby’s neighbor’s boat.

      Of course, they’d conveniently left out the part about Mr. Cary not knowing they were borrowing the boat or that they’d be on their own in the Chesapeake Bay. Their parents would never have gone for that, and Derek had argued they’d come too far to let the treasure go now, hadn’t they?

      They didn’t see a single vehicle on the road until headlights flashed over them at the entrance to Gabby’s neighborhood at Treasure Island Road. “Did you see that?” said Caitlin, just loud enough to be heard. “It was Mike Prince.”

      “What’s he doing up this early?” asked Derek.

      “Maybe he’s just checking on his properties.” They turned the corner and continued until they saw Gabby standing at the end of her driveway. She passed them a life jacket each to slip over their shoulders. The long-handled shovel was harder to carry, but Derek slung it over his shoulder the way he’d seen surfers ride with their boards.

      “We can cut through the neighborhood to get to the marina,” Gabby whispered. “It’s not far.”

      When they reached the marina, they rolled to a stop and stared at the water. The wind was stronger than they’d expected coming across the bay, and the waves appeared rougher than when they’d been playing on the beach the day before.

      Sam gulped. “Are we sure about this?”

      Derek tapped his life jacket. “That’s why we have these. And it’s not like we’ll be in the middle of the open ocean. We’ll stay in the bay and keep the bridge in view.”

      They stashed their bikes behind a maintenance shed, but it felt conspicuous walking to the docks by themselves. Derek hid the long shovel handle inside his T-shirt, but they didn’t pass anyone on the way to the docks.

      “Where’s the boat?” Derek asked.

      Gabby led them onto a section of docks filled with fishing boats and motorized inflatable rafts. Sam stopped short when she pointed to a gray, twelve-foot boat with a small motor mounted to the stern. “That’s the jon boat?” He glanced out at the water and back at the open boat which was barely larger than her grandpa’s rowboat. “You sure it’s big enough?”

      Gabby nodded. “Mr. Cary uses it all the time for fishing.”

      Derek laid the shovel along the metal bottom of the boat, and they each tossed in their backpacks. Sam fastened his life jacket tighter and bent down to untie one of the ropes fastened to the dock.

      “That your boat?” Sam raised his head to see Mike Prince standing over him with his arms crossed.

      “Oh, hello,” said Caitlin, stepping up.

      “I said, is that your boat?” the man repeated.

      “Boat?” said Gabby. “Oh, um, it’s my neighbor’s, Mr. Cary. He said we could borrow it to go fishing.”

      Mike Prince glanced out at the water. “A little rough to be heading out on your own, isn’t it?”

      “We’re staying close to the shore,” Gabby assured him.

      He leaned around Caitlin and eyed the small craft curiously. Sam hoped the bags had covered the shovel.

      “We’re experienced. Don’t worry,” said Derek, quickly. “I’m in the Coast Guard.”

      The man shifted his glance from the boat over to Derek. “Excuse me?”

      Derek grinned. “I mean, I’m in the Boy Scouts, and I just earned my Coast Guard badge.”

      Mike Prince raised his eyebrows. “I’ve never heard of that one.”

      “It’s new.”

      “Uh-huh.” He eyed the kids suspiciously. “Gabby, have you seen anyone out on the island property behind your grandparents’ neighborhood?”

      “The island? No, I don’t think so. Isn’t that deserted?”

      Mike Prince nodded. “Yes, and I’d like to keep it that way. It’s for sale, you know. It’s one of my prime listings. I saw some signs of vandalism recently, and I don’t want anything scaring away potential buyers. Understood?”

      “I’m still thinking about making an offer,” said Derek.

      The man glared at him, but then nodded at the ocean. “Be careful out there.”

      “Don’t worry, we will,” said Sam.

      “And you might want some fishing poles.” He cast them a knowing glance as he turned away.

      “I don’t trust him at all,” said Caitlin as Prince walked back up the dock with his phone in his hand.

      Derek moved next to the motor. “So, how do we start this thing, Gabby?”

      She sat beside him in the back. “I’m trying to remember. My grandpa showed me once, but it was a while ago. First, we have to set it on ‘Start.’” She moved a small lever up. “Then we prime the engine with fuel.” She pushed a round rubber button three times. “That should do it.”

      “Is there an ignition key or something?” asked Sam.

      Gabby pointed to the back. “It’s a pull cord, I think.”

      “Step aside. I can do that,” said Derek, clearly trying to show off. He wrapped his hand around the end of the cord and tugged it quickly, like he was starting an old lawnmower. Except it must have pulled back a lot easier than he expected because he lost his balance. He fell back against the side of the boat, nearly tumbling overboard. He looked up, dumbfounded, as they all cracked up laughing.

      “Here, maybe you’d better let me do it.” Gabby gave the rope a sharp, but gentler, tug and the engine roared to life. She turned and grinned at Derek. “You know, maybe ropes just aren’t your thing.”

      Caitlin gave her a high five. “Sometimes you just need a girl’s touch.”

      Sam finished untying the rope from the dock at the bow and sat next to Caitlin on the middle bench. Gabby reversed the engine, backing slowly from the dock.

      The jon boat was nothing like riding in a schooner like the Beverly Gale. It rode low in the water, which was choppy from the wind. It seemed like a big wave could sweep past and swamp them for sure. Sam glanced at the clouded sky and wished for the clear sunshine they’d had most of the week. Maybe this had always been a really bad idea.

      Derek noticed Sam’s expression and shook his head. “Don’t even say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “That you want to back out. We’re doing this.”

      Caitlin pulled the nautical map from her backpack and handed Sam the binoculars. She traced the route they’d marked earlier with her finger and pointed Gabby in the right direction.

      Gabby revved the motor and they accelerated into the channel. The jon boat’s metal bow rose higher as the wind blew across their faces.

      Derek raised his arm toward the sky. “Next stop, Devil’s Cat Atoll!”
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      Five miles hadn’t seemed like far to travel when they were planning. They’d probably biked further than that to get to the boardwalk or Gabby’s house. But everything felt different out on the bay.

      The boat’s motor was labeled 15HP, which Sam knew stood for horsepower. He wasn’t sure how the power of a horse would translate out on the water though. Horses probably didn’t swim very fast, but maybe it wasn’t the same thing. Gabby thought she remembered Mr. Cary saying the boat could go about fifteen or twenty miles-per-hour, which they’d calculated to mean it would take about thirty minutes once they were headed in the right direction and if they’d found the correct island.

      “I was reading more about pirates last night on my phone,” said Caitlin. “Everyone on the ship had different jobs. There was the captain and first mate, of course, but also a quartermaster, gunner, boatswain—all kinds of things. And they usually voted about who was going to be in charge, where they would go, and how to divide the plunder.”

      “I vote for Sam to walk the plank,” yelled Derek.

      “Judy said that probably wasn’t a real thing, remember?” said Sam. “What’s a boatswain?” He pronounced the word bosun, like Caitlin had.

      “They managed the upkeep of the ship and all its supplies,” Caitlin explained.

      “Doesn’t sound too hard,” Sam answered.

      “You can swab the poop deck while you boatswain,” said Derek. “And you’re not getting any of my plunder.”

      “Look at the bridge, guys!” Gabby pointed ahead to the left. The long Chesapeake Bay Bridge-Tunnel seemed to go on and on. From their vantage point on the water, the lines of cars and trucks looked like toy models.

      Caitlin had been right. The bridge made for a great guidepost, although they kept their distance. They didn’t want to take any chances that someone might see four kids on the water by themselves and call the Coast Guard.

      Just as Caitlin had described, the bridge disappeared in two different spots where it plunged beneath the bay into tunnels so ships could pass overhead. A huge container ship approached in the distance to the left, its deck stacked high with cargo. It looked a million times larger than their tiny jon boat.

      “Don’t get too close to that monster,” said Derek. “It would probably suck us under in its wake.”

      “I wonder what it’s carrying in all those containers,” said Sam.

      “It’s heading out of the bay toward the ocean,” answered Caitlin. “Maybe it’ll turn south and cut through the Panama Canal on its way to China.”

      “Maybe it’s filled with exotic sports cars and flat-screens,” said Derek.

      “Or a million rolls of toilet paper,” offered Gabby. “It could be anything.”

      Sam raised the binoculars and picked out dozens of seagulls perched along the light posts on the bridge. He followed a flock of pelicans, skimming along the water in formation like they were low-flying fighter jets. He also glimpsed a small fishing boat behind them traveling in their same direction. He felt a sneaking suspicion that he’d seen that boat back in the marina.

      He looked up from the binoculars. “See that boat?”

      “There’s lots of boats, Sam.” Derek nodded at a dozen fishing boats bouncing in the waves over near the bridge.

      “Yeah, but this one’s not fishing like the others. I think it might be following us.”

      “How do you know?” asked Caitlin.

      Sam shook his head uneasily. “I don’t know. I just have a feeling.” He stared back through the binoculars, but the boat hadn’t drawn any closer. Even with the magnification, it was too far away to see who was at the helm.

      He set the binoculars down and tried to think about something else. Derek was probably right. It was likely just another fisherman. “What do we have to eat? I’m kind of hungry.” There seemed to be something about being out on the water that got his appetite going.

      “Oh my gosh, Sam,” moaned Derek. “You’re always hungry.”

      “I packed some bagels. You can have one of those.” Caitlin handed him her backpack, and he pulled a sesame bagel from a brown paper bag. As he moved to take a bite, a flash of white zoomed above his head and a sharp peck punched at his fingers.

      “Hey!” he shouted as a bird flew off with his bagel in its beak. Suddenly, a flurry of gulls swarmed overhead, searching their boat for food. Caitlin screamed as they all waved their arms at the attackers. Sam’s knee knocked the paper bag, sending the bagels over the side into the waves.

      “Sam!” Derek yelled, as a dozen birds descended like dive bombers, picking at the tasty morsels floating behind them. “That’s just great.” He shot Sam a dirty look. “Well, there goes our breakfast.”

      “Where did they come from?” asked Caitlin.

      “Sorry, guys.” Sam felt bad, but he hadn’t meant to lose the food. He tried to push away the rumble in his stomach.

      “I brought some bananas and fruit,” said Gabby, idling the engine. “Just try to keep them away from the birds, okay?”

      “I vote Sam is no longer boatswain,” muttered Derek, staring forward as the boat picked up speed.

      When they came even with where the bridge reached the eastern shore, Gabby swung the boat east toward a scattering of tiny islands. Caitlin tried to match up the land masses they passed with the shapes on the map.

      Derek pointed up ahead. “What’s the name of that one?”

      Caitlin turned the map to the side. “I don’t even see that one on here.”

      “Maybe it’s an atoll, not an island,” suggested Gabby.

      “What is an atoll, anyway?” asked Derek. “I thought that was on the highway—”

      “Look!” Caitlin interrupted, nearly standing as she pointed up ahead. “More dolphins!”

      Gabby slowed the engine as two smooth, gray shapes briefly arched along the top of the water twenty feet to their left.

      “It looks like they could jump right into our boat!” exclaimed Derek.

      Sam gripped the metal side. “They probably could.”

      “There must be a school of minnows or something along here,” said Gabby, revving the engine after the dolphins had passed.

      Sam looked at his watch. They’d been on the water almost an hour. They should have reached the island by now. Their calculations must have been off. Were they going slower than they’d expected, or perhaps they weren’t moving in a straight line? Either way, if they didn’t find this place soon, there was no way they were going to be back home in time for lunch.

      They’d promised their parents that they’d only be gone for the morning. If anyone went knocking on Mr. Cary’s door to find them, it would not be pretty. He scanned the water up ahead through the binoculars, trying to pick out the distinct sections of land. “See up there? That kind of looks like our island, doesn’t it?”

      Caitlin squinted and looked back at the map. “It’s a lot harder to tell the shapes of things when you’re in the water.”

      Sam pointed to the left. “See how that land curves around?”

      Caitlin checked the map and nodded. “Could be. Let’s get closer. The X marking is on the western side.”

      Gabby steered the boat in the direction Caitlin was pointing. As the island grew closer, the sun broke through an opening in the clouds. Sunbeams streamed over the water and illuminated a sandy patch on the shore up ahead.

      “We can motor right into that cove,” cried Derek. “It’s like a sign. I told you the treasure is calling to us. I can almost see it glistening in the sunlight.” He smiled widely. “It’s perfect.”
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      Everyone helped drag the jon boat onto the sand in the cove, and Gabby asked Sam to tie a rope from the bow to a nearby tree. “I’d have Derek to do it, but we’ve seen how he is with ropes…”

      Derek lowered his glance. “Okay, that joke’s getting old.”

      Gabby smiled and tapped him on the shoulder. “But it’s still so funny!”

      Sam couldn’t tell if she liked Derek or thought he was an idiot. But either way, she seemed to enjoy giving him a hard time. His older brother wasn’t used to being the one getting teased, and it was fun to watch.

      Sam tugged the rope tight and tied several knots. He’d seen books in the library about all the different knots you could make—some probably made just for boats—but he couldn’t remember them now. He just did a few regular ones and the rope seemed to hold when he tugged.

      Gabby and Caitlin reviewed the map together as Derek lifted the backpacks and shovel from the boat. Sam drank from his water bottle and glanced up at the sky. The clouds had mostly fizzled, and the temperature was rising in the harsh sunlight.

      “Make sure you save some.” Gabby pointed at his water bottle. “We’re going to need it on the way back.”

      Sam capped the bottle and stared back across the water. They’d motored around a curve in the land that blocked any view of the bridge and the fishing boats. There was also no sign of the boat he’d spied behind them earlier.

      Caitlin suggested they follow the shoreline to keep their bearings, but the going quickly grew rocky, so they forged a path inside the tree line instead.

      “I’ll bet this is how Blackbeard and his men traveled,” said Derek, leading the way.

      “Maybe,” said Gabby. “They’d probably have to drop anchor further out in the deep water and then row a smaller boat into shore like we did.”

      Caitlin tried studying the map on her phone as they walked, and soon she called for them to stop. “Something’s wrong here. These shapes looked the same from the boat, but this shoreline goes in a different direction from the island on the map. See?” She held up her picture of the drawings.

      Sam quickly saw she was right. Where the shore on the map curved in, the land ahead of them curved out. “We must be on the wrong side.”

      “Or maybe the wrong island,” said Gabby.

      Derek put his hands on his hips. “It has to be this island. We followed the nautical map. The treasure’s close. I told you, I can sense it.”

      “I don’t know,” said Caitlin, still trying to make sense of the maps.

      “Let’s walk up that ridge,” said Gabby. “A view of the entire island might help us find our bearings.”

      They hiked to the slightly higher elevation, and suddenly, they could see everything. The land thinned on the other side of their ridge, narrowing to just a strip that connected to a wider area that could have even been a separate island. On the far side of that island, a stretch of sand and rocks curved into a nearly complete circle, creating a protected cove surrounded by trees.

      Caitlin studied the picture and sighed. “It still looks different.”

      “Are you sure you’re turning it the right way?” Derek asked.

      “Turning what?”

      “The map.”

      “Yes, Derek, the nautical map had north marked clearly.” She was getting frustrated.

      “No, not that one, the map in the picture. Let me see.” He turned her phone on its edge. “What if it’s meant to go like this?” He pointed at the shoreline. “That looks the same now, doesn’t it?”

      “I think he’s right,” Gabby marveled. “See the long strip of rocks protecting that cove? It kind of looks like a cat’s tail, doesn’t it?”

      Derek smiled. “See, not so stupid after all, am I?”

      Gabby gave him a shove. “I never said you were stupid, just that you weren’t good with ropes.”

      Caitlin looked closer. “So, if we’re up here, and the X is down there… then we need to head to the other side of that strip of land.” She looked up at them with surprise. “We landed on the completely wrong side of the island.”

      “That section must be the atoll because of the way it’s nearly disconnected from the rest of this island,” said Gabby.

      “Maybe we should go back and get the boat,” suggested Sam.

      Derek shook his head. “That will take just as long, and we don’t know if we can motor past those rocks. Let’s keep walking.”

      They descended the slope, winding through more trees until they reached the thin strip that connected the islands. The series of rocks and sand was nearly even with the waterline and probably a hundred feet across. It was like a natural land bridge. Occasional waves splashed up on the sides, but there was enough dry land that they crossed without their shoes getting wet.

      “Okay, now where’s our cat’s tail?” Derek asked. He whacked at the brush ahead of them with the shovel blade. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s been back here for ages. That’s a good sign.”

      “Hopefully, they were really here with Blackbeard,” said Sam. “Although it’s probably changed a lot since then.”

      He glimpsed a hint of blue through the trees up ahead and stepped toward a clearing. Maybe he was just tired and hungry, but the scene that lay ahead of them looked like they’d just stumbled into a hidden paradise.

      “Oh my,” exclaimed Gabby.

      They stepped from the trees onto a white, sandy beach that surrounded the cove they’d seen from the other side of the island. It may have been the way the light was shining on the sand and the shallowness of the water, but the cove felt like it would better belong in the Caribbean than the Chesapeake.

      “We should just take our vacation here,” said Derek, gazing around.

      Gabby laughed and pranced onto the beach. “If I were a pirate, I wouldn’t have just hidden my treasure here, I would have stayed!”

      Derek stuck the shovel in the sand and then pulled off his T-shirt.

      “What are you doing?” asked Sam.

      “Going for a quick dip, what do you think?”

      “What about the treasure? Shouldn’t we keep looking? Isn’t that why we’re here?” But no one was listening. They’d all worn their swimsuits under their clothes, and the girls slipped out of their shorts and shirts and ran with Derek into the sparkling water.

      “It’s so warm!” Caitlin called. “Sam, come on!”

      Sam peered up at the scorching sun and then back at the others in the water. It was going to take a while to get back to the marina, and they hadn’t even started digging. But it was tiring always being the voice of reason, so he threw off his T-shirt and ran into the water.

      “This reminds me of visiting my cousins in Puerto Rico,” said Gabby, floating on her back.

      “Is that where you’re from?” asked Derek. “I mean, when you’re not here visiting your grandparents.”

      Gabby shook her head. “No, that’s just my dad’s side of the family. I live in New York most of the year with my mom. In Washington Heights, actually. That’s part of New York City up near—”

      Derek sent a splash of water at her face. “I know where Washington Heights is. It’s right next to the Bronx. We’ve driven past there loads of times on the way to Yankee Stadium.”

      She lowered her eyebrows. “You live in New York? I just assumed you were vacationing from Virginia.”

      “We live in Richmond,” explained Sam. “But we moved there from up north a few years ago.”

      Caitlin laughed. “I should have told you. They’re Northerners in disguise.”

      “Ah…” Gabby nodded her head. “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?” asked Derek.

      Gabby grinned at him. “Why we have such a connection.”

      Derek’s eyes grew wide. “You think we have a connection?”

      She splashed him back. “I meant about the Yankees, silly.” Derek leapt back to avoid the water but then started chasing her across the lagoon.

      “It’s almost easy to forget about finding the treasure at this place,” said Caitlin, floating a few feet from shore.

      “Yeah.” Sam closed his eyes and tried to just enjoy the moment. But when he placed his foot down for balance, something sharp scraped his skin. He yelled and jerked his foot back.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I just stepped on something sharp.”

      “Maybe it’s a shell.”

      Sam fished around with his hand. The water was clearer than the bay, but with the sand stirred up, he still couldn’t quite see the bottom. His finger nicked a hard edge and he pulled the offending object up to the surface.

      “I think it was this.” He held out a piece of gray metal that looked like it might have come from the top of a tin, like the kind his dad’s breath mints came in. He turned it in his hand until he noticed some faded lettering printed across the back. “PROP US ARN,” he read aloud. The edge cut off right after the “N.” “What is that supposed to mean? What’s an ‘arn,’ and why would you want to prop it?”

      Caitlin shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’m glad you didn’t cut your foot.” She turned and waded back toward the sand. “I need to drink some water.”

      Sam followed her back to the beach, and they dried off lying in the warm sand under the sun.

      “This is the life, you know,” Caitlin sighed.

      “Yeah,” Sam agreed. “If I were a pirate back in the day, I think I’d have given up on robbing ships and just enjoyed sailing on the ocean and relaxing on this sandy beach, or even better, one down in the Bahamas.”

      “Remember what One-Eyed Jack said? Blackbeard actually settled down in North Carolina and even got married. But then he went back to pirating again after only a few months.”

      “He must have gotten bored.” Sam chuckled. “But I guess it was a mistake to go back, since they killed him after that. Maybe the pull of the sea was just too strong.”

      “Maybe. I wonder what Jack’s going to do. Would he really go south?”

      Sam thought about how little they really knew about the old man. But for some reason, he’d shared the letter and map with them. “I don’t know. He seemed sick.”

      “He seemed sad,” said Caitlin. “I wonder if he ever had a family or if he was all alone.”

      “I wonder if he ever made it over here to this island.” Sam gazed across at the smooth sand and sparkling water in the cove. He turned and looked at Caitlin. “Do you think this is all real?”

      She laid her head back on the warm sand and closed her eyes. “I don’t know, it feels like a dream to me.”

      “No, I mean the treasure. This whole thing could be a waste of time.”

      “Maybe, but we’re having fun, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Caitlin smiled. “Then it can’t be a waste of time. Even if we don’t find anything, the adventure is enough for me. Finding a treasure would just be a bonus.”

      “Sure, but it would still be nice to find it.”

      Caitlin pushed at his arm. “Of course I still want to find it.”

      “Hey, you two, no time for cuddling. We’ve got a treasure to find!” Derek ran up from the surf and shook his wet head like a dog, spraying water all over them.

      “Hey!” cried Caitlin, sitting up. “I was just getting dry.”

      “We should have brought towels, I guess,” said Gabby.

      “Add that to your list next time,” Derek told Caitlin, as he slipped on his shoes. He leaned on the shovel and stared up the beach. “Remember that guy who got marooned on the island?”

      “Gilligan?” said Gabby.

      “Robinson Crusoe?” said Sam.

      “No, not them. The one from the movie who started talking to the basketball.”

      Caitlin laughed. “Castaway?”

      “Yeah, that’s it!”

      Sam shook his head, remembering the Tom Hanks movie they’d watched with their cousins last summer. “It wasn’t a basketball. It was a volleyball. And he called it Wilson.”

      Derek waved his index finger in the air. “Wilson! That’s right. We need to find a Wilson.”

      “That’s only if you’re marooned alone,” said Caitlin. “And right now, we are not even marooned!”

      “Let’s not go there,” added Gabby.

      Derek shrugged. “I guess we have a Sam. He can be our mascot.”

      “Are you saying I’m a volleyball?” Sam wasn’t sure whether to laugh or slug his brother.

      “Not in so many words.”

      Sam shook his head. “You’re a goofball. How’s that. Maybe you should be our mascot.”

      “After we find this treasure, we can buy a whole container ship full of volleyballs,” said Derek. “We could even buy our own team with a real mascot.” He grabbed the shovel and pointed to the rock slabs at the opening of the cove. “Now, where do we dig?”
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      They followed the wide curve of the beach that wrapped around the cove. The sand grew rough and littered with shells, pebbles, and grass growing in clumps. Near the end of the sandy curve was a long wall of dark rocks, each as big as a minivan. Together, they created a natural barrier from the pounding of the waves and protected the sand from washing away.

      Caitlin held out the map picture with the marked X, and then looked again at One-Eyed Jack’s letter. “It says to walk twenty northwesterly paces from the edge of the rocky tail.”

      Sam studied the series of rocks and then looked back at Caitlin’s map. Even though the drawing showed the X in this general area, it wasn’t super specific. The treasure could be anywhere.

      Caitlin held up the image and turned in a half circle, trying to get her bearings. “So, we need to measure from the base of the tail. I assume that means where the rocks meet the sand.”

      “Which way’s northwesterly?” asked Derek, staring at the plastic compass they’d purchased at the beach store.

      “It’s northwest, genius,” said Sam. He snatched the compass and tried to get the bouncy arrow to stabilize toward north. He pointed his arm toward the middle of the curve in the shore. “It’s that way.”

      Derek nodded and then counted off twenty steps up the beach, stopping halfway to the trees. He scratched a wide X in the sand with the shovel blade. “I guess this is the spot.”

      Sam thought again about Jack’s story. “What if it’s a dead man’s chest? You know, with a skeleton buried on top.” He didn’t want to find one of those. It would be too creepy.

      “If there’s a treasure chest underneath, I think I’ll be able to get over it.” Derek thrust the shovel blade into the sand and began digging.

      Ten minutes later, he had a four-foot hole, but not much else. “There’s nothing in here but sand and driftwood,” he moaned. “What could we have done wrong?”

      “Maybe Blackbeard had longer steps?” suggested Caitlin. “Jack said he was tall, remember? Let’s walk it off again.” This time she and Gabby stretched their strides as far as they could, and they ended up ten feet past the first hole.

      “Wanna lend a hand with the digging, Sam?” Derek handed him the shovel. “Or are you sitting out from the hard work part of this trip?”

      Sam took his turn, but the dirt was packed together more tightly up near the trees and he hit several roots under the sand. Sam took off his hat and wiped his forehead. “This is tough.” The sun was oppressive overhead, and all the exertion from the digging wasn’t helping.

      “Let’s all take turns,” said Caitlin. She worked the shovel for a few minutes and then handed it off to Gabby. They dug and dug, remeasuring half-a-dozen times in different directions, but they still had little to show for it beside holes all across the beach.

      Sam’s arms were starting to ache, but he plunged the shovel into the hole once more. The blade hit something solid. It didn’t sound like the other shells and bits of driftwood they’d been hitting. It sounded like he’d hit something metal. Could it be the clasp of an old wooden treasure chest? He poked the shovel around the edges to reveal a flat surface. Was that a box? At least he didn’t see any sign of a skeleton. “Uh, guys, I think I have something here.”

      He sank to his knees and reached into the hole, wiping away the sand. It was the same type of lid he’d stepped on in the water, only larger. More letters were printed on the metal, but these weren’t as faded. He read the words and sat up straight. The other tin hadn’t said “ARN,” it said “ARMY.” Property of the US Army!

      Derek looked over Sam’s shoulder. “Army? That’s not good.”

      “What is it?” asked Caitlin.

      “It’s not a bomb or something, is it?” asked Gabby.

      Sam shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He moved back and handed Derek the shovel. “Help me get it out.”

      Derek dug around the metal box that turned out to be about the size of one of those old-fashioned lunch boxes their parents talked about taking to school. They pulled it from the hole and set it on the sand.

      “Think maybe the Army buried a treasure?” asked Derek.

      “Unlikely,” said Caitlin. “But let’s open it and see.”

      “Wait!” Sam reached out and grabbed her arm. “What if it’s booby trapped?”

      “Why would it be booby trapped, Sam?” asked Derek.

      “Um, I don’t know.” He supposed that it wasn’t likely now that he thought about it. “I guess just be careful.”

      Caitlin slowly unlatched the clasp on the front and gently raised the lid. Inside was a brown cardboard package that was labeled “MRE.”

      “What is that?” asked Sam. He was tiring of all these letters and abbreviations. DCA, ARN, now MRE. They were everywhere.

      He glanced at Caitlin, but for once, even she seemed stumped. “Don’t ask me. Maybe we should open it.”

      “I know what it is,” said Gabby. She lifted the box and shook it. “It’s food.”

      “It is?” Sam raised his eyebrows. The dingy box didn’t look like any kind of food he wanted to eat. Especially if it had been buried in the sand for who knows how long.

      Gabby nodded. “MRE stands for Meals Ready to Eat. They’re dehydrated meal packages. You just have to add water. I’ve seen them in the stores around town. It’s what the military uses when they’re out on missions and can’t cook regular food.”

      “Oh…” said Caitlin. “That’s pretty smart, actually.”

      Derek nudged Sam in the ribs and chuckled. “It’s like you.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re an SRE.”

      “I haven’t heard of that,” said Gabby. “What is it?”

      Derek grinned. “A Sam Ready to Eat.”

      “Hilarious,” Sam muttered.

      “Let’s take a water break,” said Gabby. “Or we’re going to become dehydrated ourselves, just like that food.”

      “Maybe I’ll try some of the MRE,” said Derek, “unless Sam’s going to eat it all.”

      Sam handed his brother the package. “Be my guest.”

      As Gabby pulled a water bottle from the backpack, she groaned. “Oh, no.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Caitlin.

      Gabby held up an empty bottle and pointed to a puddle inside the backpack. “This one leaked out.”

      Derek tossed the shovel onto the sand in disgust. “Great. Sam fed half our food to the seagulls and now most of our water’s gone. Who was the last one to drink the water?”

      Sam didn’t think he’d left the cap off, but the truth was, he might have been the last one to put the bottles away. He stared at the beach full of holes and turned to look out at the ocean. This wasn’t working out the way they’d hoped. “It’s getting kinda late, guys. Maybe we should call it a day.”

      Several big, puffy clouds were forming on the horizon over the water. A reflection caught his eye in the distance beyond the rocks. Was it a boat? It was hard to tell with the bright sunlight glinting off the water. He pulled the binoculars from his pack and scanned the waves. He supposed it wouldn’t be unusual for fishing boats to pass the island, but they might get in trouble if someone found them there without permission.

      “What are you looking at?” asked Caitlin, stepping next to him.

      “I was looking at those clouds, but I thought I saw a boat again—” he replied, sweeping back across the waves when an object flashed across his view. He panned back quickly. It was a boat—the same kind of small fishing boat he’d spied behind them on the way to the island. He focused in with the binoculars, revealing a single person at the wheel. As the boat gradually turned toward the island, Sam caught his breath.

      “What is it?” asked Caitlin.

      “We have company.” Sam stared at the face of the man steering the boat and then passed her the binoculars.

      Caitlin looked to where Sam had pointed. “Mike Prince!”

      Gabby heard Caitlin’s yell. “Where? Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” Sam ran back toward Derek and the shovel. “Quick, we have to hide!”

      They took cover behind the first group of trees near the beach and watched the small craft motor closer to the island.

      “What’s he doing out here?” asked Derek.

      “He must have been following us,” said Sam. “I knew that boat earlier wasn’t just a coincidence.”

      Mike Prince steered his boat outside the protective rock barrier, searching for a place to dock. It was hard to tell if he could see the holes in the sand from the water, but he definitely would if he came up onto the beach. When he drifted out of sight past the cove, Sam waved to the others. “We have to get out of here.”

      “What about the treasure?” asked Derek, staring back at the beach.

      Caitlin checked the time and nodded. “Sam’s right. It’s getting late. We’re never going to get home on time. And now that Mike Prince is here…”

      Derek held out his hands. “We’re just supposed to leave the booty?”

      “What booty?” Sam pointed at the beach behind them. “All we have is a bunch of holes in the sand. We’re out of food, the water’s almost gone, and now Mike Prince is here to really get us in trouble. We were never going to find anything, anyway. And see those clouds? I think a storm’s coming.”

      Gabby put her hand on Derek’s shoulder. “You know they’re right. This has been fun. And it was a good try, but I don’t think we’re going to find anything. Not like this, at least.”

      Derek sighed, his shoulders slumping as if he were coming to terms with the situation. “We were so close.”

      “If it was ever here in the first place,” said Sam.

      “It’s here,” said Derek. “I told you. I can feel it.”

      They grabbed their backpacks and the shovel and hustled up the trail. Gabby pointed through a break in the trees. Sure enough, Mike Prince’s boat was pulled onto the shore just around the corner from where they’d been digging. “A few more minutes and he’d have found us for sure.”

      “I don’t see him, do you?” asked Caitlin.

      “No, I think he must have walked along the shore.” Derek held up his index finger. “I have an idea.” He turned toward the cove where Prince’s boat was parked. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” Sam hissed, but Derek didn’t turn around.

      “He’s going to get us in trouble,” whispered Gabby.

      Sam shook his head. “Welcome to our world.”

      They watched from behind some bushes as Derek crept up to Mike Prince’s boat. He waded into the surf and climbed out of their view.

      “He’s crazy,” said Caitlin. “What’s he even looking for?”

      “He’s not going to drive it, is he?” asked Gabby. “It’s a little harder than the jon boat.”

      As they watched, Derek’s head popped up from behind the steering wheel. For a moment, he grabbed the wheel and acted like he was racing it across the ocean. He looked over at them and waved.

      “Oh my gosh,” Sam muttered.

      Gabby stood up and waved at him to come back. “Get out of there,” she whispered.

      Derek raised his hand like he understood, then he slipped out the back. “Made it,” he whispered when he reached them, out of breath from running.

      “What is wrong with you?” scolded Sam. “We don’t have time for you to go messing around! What if he’d seen you?”

      “What were you even doing?” asked Gabby.

      “I had to give us some leverage with ol’ Mr. Prince.”

      “By acting like you were driving his boat?” asked Sam. “How is that going to help anything?”

      “That was for fun, but it wasn’t why I went,” answered Derek. He held out his hand and revealed a silver key. “He won’t be leaving anytime soon without this.”

      “You stole the key?” exclaimed Sam, trying to decide whether that was really smart or really dumb. Like most things his brother did out on adventures, it straddled the line.

      “Good thinking,” said Gabby, suddenly beaming at Derek like he’d traveled to Mars and back.

      “Thanks.” Derek tucked the key in the pocket of his shorts and stood. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      They trekked back to the land bridge that connected to the other island and the jon boat. But when they reached the thin stretch of land, they all stopped short.

      Gabby stared out across the water. “Oh, no.”
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      Sam gazed across the stretch of water between them and the island where they’d docked the boat. The land bridge had disappeared. “What happened?”

      Gabby put her hand to her forehead. “I should have thought of that.”

      “What?” asked Derek.

      “The tide.”

      “What about it?” said Sam.

      “It came in,” Gabby explained. “The rising tides affect sections of land differently. Some places change just a few inches, others move several feet.” She pointed across the channel. “The bridge is still there, but now it’s under water.”

      Derek stepped up to the edge of the rock and stared down at the submerged path. “It’s only a couple feet deep. I think we can still wade across, or swim if we have to.” He put his shoes in his backpack and handed Sam the shovel. “Here, watch.”

      “Careful—” called Gabby, just as Derek’s foot slid off a rock. He flopped into the water with a splash. “—it might be slippery.”

      Derek found his footing and wiped his eyes, grinning back at them. “It’s not as warm as the cove, but it’s still refreshing.” He climbed back onto the rocks and took several steps forward. “We’ll just have to go slow. Come on!”

      They all stuffed their shoes into their packs and the girls stepped first into the water. Sam glanced back to the trees behind them but didn’t see any sign of Mike Prince. Hopefully, they’d lost him for the time being. “What about the shovel?”

      “Just leave it,” replied Gabby. “I don’t think my grandpa will miss it, and it’s too much work to carry over this.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure.” He thrust the shovel blade into the sand with its handle pointing up like a flagpole. Caitlin and Gabby were a couple steps into the water, and Derek was still walking across twenty feet ahead. Sam went to climb in when movement caught his eye. A dark shadow surfaced a few yards to his right. A gray fin swam in a jagged pattern, heading straight for the others on the sunken land bridge.

      Sam tried to scream, but his throat was suddenly dry. He waved his hands and found his voice. “Come back! There’s a shark in the water!”

      The fin cut across the channel just behind Derek. “Oh, my gosh!” Caitlin cried as they turned and splashed back.

      “Derek!” Sam called out. His brother stood frozen in the middle of the bridge, his eyes trained on two more fins darting toward him.

      “Maybe they’re dolphins,” Caitlin yelled as she and Gabby scrambled onto the shore.

      Sam shook his head. He’d seen them clearly. They were definitely sharks. He looked back out at Derek. “You have to come back!”

      “I’m trying, Sam, but that’s not as easy as it sounds.” He’d begun taking tiny steps toward them, but he was still a long way from the shore.

      The sharks were circling him. He had to do something or he’d never make it back.

      Sam yanked the shovel from the ground. “I’m going to throw this to you,” he shouted. “You can use it like a spear to ward them off on your way back.”

      “Can you throw it that far?” asked Caitlin.

      “I think so.”

      Derek didn’t take his eyes off the water as he inched forward. “Throw it. Just don’t hit me.”

      Sam reared back and let the shovel fly, using the weight of the pointed metal blade for momentum. For a second, he worried that he’d thrown it too far and it was going to gash Derek in the shoulder, but it splashed down next to him. Derek stretched and grabbed the shovel. Then he quickened his pace, jabbing the blade into the water whenever a shark came close.

      “Keep coming,” whispered Gabby.

      Caitlin clung to Sam’s arm. “I think he’s going to make it!”

      With one final sweep of the shovel, Derek ran the last few steps and lunged for the shore. They grabbed his arms to pull him out and collapsed together in the grass. Sam hadn’t even been in the water, but his heart felt like it was about to explode.

      “Man…” Derek muttered finally. “I guess that isn’t such a great route after all.”

      They sat up and stared at the channel. The water seemed to grow deeper by the minute in the rising tide. Sam shook his head. “I don’t think we should try that again.”

      Gabby noticed a red spot on Derek’s leg. “They didn’t bite you, did they?”

      “No, I think that’s from when I slipped off the rock.” Derek patted Sam’s arm. “Thanks for the shovel. That was a good idea, although for a second I thought you going to take my head off.”

      Sam nodded and stared into the ocean. “What are we going to do now? It’s getting late, and we can’t get back to the jon boat.”

      “Mike Prince is probably still back there,” said Gabby.

      “You want to see him again?” asked Derek.

      Gabby shrugged. “No, but his boat might be our only way out of here.”
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      The sky had turned overcast as they snuck back to the beach. The clouds on the horizon had grown into huge, puffy thunderheads.

      “We’re going to be in so much trouble,” Sam moaned. “We said we’d be back for lunch. And Dad said he was buying sandwiches from the deli!”

      Caitlin checked the time. “I think we’ve missed those.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” said Derek. “I’ve got our way home right here.” He patted his pocket.

      “What about Mr. Cary’s jon boat?” asked Gabby. “We can’t just leave it here.”

      “We’ll have to pick it up from the water,” said Derek, as a gust of wind swept in from the sea. “We can tow it back. But doing that sooner would definitely be best.”

      They approached the beach from the trees, staying out of sight until they reached the start of the rocky cat’s tail. “There he is,” whispered Gabby.

      Mike Prince paced between their scattered holes. He was muttering and looking down at a device held out in in front of him that looked like a power weed trimmer. He waved the tool back and forth over the sand.

      “What’s he have?” asked Sam.

      “I think it’s a metal detector,” Caitlin answered.

      “I could have used one of those,” Derek added. He pushed against Sam’s shoulder as he tried to get a better view.

      “Watch it,” Sam hissed.

      “Take it easy, Sam. I can’t see.” Derek turned and scanned the rocky barrier on the edge of the water. “I’m going over there to get a better view of what he’s doing. I think we can hide behind those.” He pointed to the first set of rock slabs that rose a few feet from the surf. “Come on.”

      Derek climbed up the ocean side of the barrier rocks. The outcropping reminded Sam of dark-colored icebergs straddling the edge of the beach. The peaks of the boulders looked dry, but the rising tide and winds were driving waves hard against the lower sections and they’d grown slick. Sam’s shoes slipped a couple times as he tried to keep low and maneuver his way with the others.

      “This is another stupid idea,” he whispered.

      “Maybe, but we can see much better,” Derek replied. “I want to know if he finds any treasure.”

      Sam peered back at the beach. They weren’t any closer to Mike Prince than they’d been before, but now their view was unobstructed. He was digging just a couple of feet from one of their previous holes.

      “Do you think he found something?” asked Gabby, when he reached into the hole.

      “Probably just another rations pack,” said Sam, just as the man pulled up a metal tin. He glanced at it and threw it over his shoulder in disgust. “Told you.”

      A wave crashed against the rocks behind them, splashing their backs and sending spray high into the air. Caitlin’s foot slipped and she started sliding toward the water. Sam reached back and grabbed her arm just before she fell into the waves.

      “Thanks,” she said. They turned back to see Derek and Gabby had ducked below the ridge.

      “Get down, he’s coming,” said Derek, who was climbing across the rocks to an open crevice in the middle of two of the large boulders. “Quick, in there.”
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      Sam and Caitlin slid down below the rock overhang. They huddled next to Derek and Gabby, waiting for any sign that Mike Prince had spotted them. Sam couldn’t see much from his angle, and it was uncomfortable being pressed against each other in the small space. His leg started to cramp from Caitlin basically sitting on his knee.

      “Can you guys move back?” he whispered.

      Gabby reached around with her arm and discovered that the crevice opened into a wider space. She inched deeper to make more room. “Is he coming?”

      “All we can see is water,” answered Caitlin as they slid next to each other.

      Another wave hit the boulders, spraying them with salt water. “I’m getting soaked,” said Sam. “Does this place have a back door?”

      Caitlin bent lower and peered into the dark recesses behind them. “Is this a cave?”

      “Whatever it is, we can’t stay long,” said Sam, as an even bigger wave spilled buckets along the floor. “The water level is still rising. It’ll be in here, too, soon.”

      Derek crawled farther into the hole. They should have brought the flashlights from their bikes, but it was supposed to be a bright sunny day. They didn’t know they’d be crawling around in the dark. “Sam might be right. This could lead to another entrance. And if it opens near the woods, it might be our best chance to get past Prince.”

      Gabby switched on her phone light and shined it toward Derek. “This is going to kill my batteries.”

      “We don’t have service anyhow,” said Derek. “Mine is dead after falling into the water on the land bridge.”

      Gabby shined the light at a narrow opening that seemed to cut a passage through the rock. “What about down there? It looks just big enough to squeeze through.”

      “Why exactly do we want to go into a tighter space?” asked Sam.

      “It might lead us out,” answered Caitlin.

      Sam shook his head. “Or maybe it leads in to a spot where we’ll all get stuck.”

      “Good thing we didn’t eat all those bagels,” said Derek.

      Sam turned around and crawled back to where they’d entered the cave. As he peeked out at the water, a huge wave slapped against the stones. The force of the spray soaked his clothes like he was standing at the bottom of the flume ride at the amusement park, and the retreating water pulled his feet out from under him. Just as he felt certain he was going to be pulled into the waves, Caitlin reached out and grabbed his waist. She reeled him back into the cave.

      “Thanks,” he said, rubbing his arm where it had scraped against the rough stone. Streams of seawater poured into the cave, filling it up above their ankles. “Now we’re even.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think we can get out that way anymore.” She pointed back to the others. “Come on.”

      Gabby climbed over the rocks to the opening she’d found. “I’m going in.” She slid through the crevice as expertly as she’d zipped up the ropes on the beach and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Gabby?” Derek called when they didn’t hear anything after a few seconds.

      “I’m okay,” she called back. “I see a light. Come through where I did. I think we can all get out this way.”

      Sam felt his heart race faster as he watched Derek scale the angled rocks and slip through the crevice. Crawling through tight spaces in caves ranked just above climbing lighthouse stairs on his list of things he disliked, but he glanced back at the water pouring in from the ocean and knew he had little choice. He gritted his teeth and followed Caitlin through the wall.

      The light disappeared completely once he was inside the passageway. The space was cramped and Sam didn’t want to risk reaching to his pocket for his phone in case he dropped it. Instead, he felt along with his hands to make sure he didn’t bang his head into more rocks. He touched Caitlin’s shoe, and just like in the lighthouse, he tried to keep inching forward a little at a time.

      A scurrying sound came from beside him. “What was that?” he whispered.

      “Probably just a crab,” replied Caitlin.

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but keep going.”

      Would a crab pinch in such close quarters? What if it wasn’t a crab? What if it was rats or electric eels or who knows what else that lived in dark caves along the ocean? He tried to keep his mind off the sound, and amazingly, nothing grabbed him as he finally reached the others. Derek and Gabby were waiting on a ledge, faintly illuminated by her phone.

      Sam had imagined a cave would be quiet, but inside the passage, echoes were everywhere—waves crashing, water dripping, and creatures stirring. He wondered if Mike Prince was still outside. Were they being loud enough for him to hear them, or would the noise of the surf drown them out? Sam shuddered and tried not to think about anything drowning.

      “Are you sure you saw an exit?” he asked Gabby.

      She nodded. “I think it’s right around the corner. Let’s keep going.”

      Sam leaned against the rock and caught his breath. He wiped his face with his shirt, but it was wet and sandy. A whiff of cool air floated toward him, and when the next wave crashed outside, it echoed in a different tone, like the size of the space had changed. He stretched his arm and winced because of the scrape, but he realized there was an opening just next to his shoulder. A tingle shot through his body.

      “Guys, wait,” he called, but Gabby and Caitlin had already shuffled further up the passage.

      Derek stopped and slid next to him. “What’s wrong?”

      Sam carefully pulled his phone from his pocket. “I need a light.” His faint beam filled the narrow passage, revealing a foot-wide opening in the wall. Sam held the phone into the hole, creating a steady glow. He gasped and nearly dropped the phone after all. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Derek leaned over and stared at the inside wall. The distinctive markings of a skull and crossbones were etched into the rock.

      “Pirates!” Derek looked back, his eyes ablaze with excitement. “What do you think’s in there?”

      Sam took a long breath and glanced back up the cave. The sound of rushing water was growing louder. “I don’t know, but this whole place might fill up soon. We need to go.”

      Caitlin’s voice called down the passage. “Guys, are you coming?” She sounded far away. “We found the exit!”

      “We’ll be right there,” Sam called. But when he turned back, Derek was halfway into the hole. “Are you crazy?”

      “This will just take a minute. Give me your light.”

      Sam wasn’t about to go down there, but he handed his brother the phone. He stuck his head through up to his shoulders after Derek had climbed through.

      “No way…” Derek muttered, feeling around by his feet.

      “What is it?” whispered Sam. Could they really have found something in this rocky cave? The flashlight caught a metallic glint. “Is that a sword?”

      Derek nodded. “I think so. And the remnants of something else… oh my gosh, I think it’s a skeleton.”

      Sam lurched back and banged his head on the rock opening. “I told you, we need to get out of here.”

      “Yeah, but look at this…” Derek held a crusty chain necklace with an oval locket dangling from the end. The metal was tarnished a black and green color, but maybe that’s what all precious metals did over time if they were lost in a cave that filled with seawater.

      “Whoa,” stammered Sam. He glanced back at the drawing on the rock wall. Could the skeleton have been a real pirate? When else did anyone carry a sword like that? Or maybe this wasn’t just a cave. Maybe… it was a tomb.

      Sam’s eyes opened wide as Derek lifted a handful of sand from the floor. The grains sifted through his fingers, revealing a thin, round object. He held a silver coin up to the light.

      “Pieces of eight? Is that part of the treasure?”

      “Maybe.” Derek crouched back to the floor when an enormous wave surged into the cave, reaching all the way to Sam in the passage. Water poured into the hole and began flooding the small space where Derek stood. The phone slipped from his hands and splashed into the water so that the passage took on an eerie glow.

      “Come on,” cried Sam, reaching out his hand. “Get out of there before you get trapped along with that pirate. We’ve got to go!”

      “But what about this treasure?” yelled Derek. “There might be more.”

      “Leave it! We can come back.”

      The sound of surging water was everywhere. Derek hesitated another second, but finally he grabbed Sam’s hand and climbed out.

      “I think the girls found the way out,” called Sam, as they felt along the rocks in the shadows. Finally, they saw a glimmer of daylight above them. Derek boosted Sam until he could reach the opening, and Sam pulled himself the rest of the way out, climbing onto a wet rock.

      It was much brighter than down in the cave, but the clouds had rolled in and the wind blew against his face. A wave crashed against the barrier, and the taste of salt filled Sam’s lips from the spray. He saw that they hadn’t moved closer to the beach after all, only further out on the barrier rocks toward the sea.

      “Sam!” Caitlin called. “Are you okay?”

      “Where’s Derek?” cried Gabby.

      “He’s right behind me.” Sam grunted as he reached back down into the opening and pulled his brother out of the passage.

      “You are not going to believe what we found—” Derek gushed, but then he grew silent as he turned and looked up.

      “Oh, don’t stop on account of me. Please, continue,” said Mike Prince, standing on one of the rock slabs behind the girls. “Tell us what you found. I’m dying to know.”
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      Sam and Derek stared at Mike Prince standing behind Caitlin and Gabby along the ridge of the protective boulders. The setting sun cast him in a dark silhouette, but it was easy to see the menacing way the long-handled shovel rested in his hands.

      “Sorry,” called Gabby. “He was here when we climbed out. I think he heard us inside the cave.”

      “It might benefit you to keep your voices down the next time you’re trying to sneak around,” Prince sneered.

      Derek stepped closer to the girls. “What do you want?”

      Mike Prince grinned. “Better question is, what did you find down there?”

      “Nothing,” Derek answered confidently. “We just dug some empty holes over on the beach, as you probably saw.”

      “Then what do you have there in your hand?”

      “He told you, we didn’t find anything,” Gabby shouted over the sound of another breaking wave. “Why don’t you just leave us alone?”

      Mike Prince tapped the metal shovel blade on the rock. “If it’s nothing, why won’t he take his hand out? Give it up.”

      Derek sighed and dangled the locket. “Sorry, guys.”

      Caitlin and Gabby stared at the locket in surprise. “You found that in the cave?”

      Prince’s mouth turned upwards into a greedy smile. “Hand it over.”

      Sam could see the wheels spinning in his brother’s mind as he weighed their options. The long shovel wasn’t a gun or a knife, but it would still make an effective weapon on the narrow rocks. Sam glanced back at the crevice. They should have grabbed the sword too.

      “What do you want with it?” asked Derek.

      “You’re asking me what I want with pirate loot?” shouted Prince. “You kids think you can sweep in on vacation and happen upon a treasure at the snap of your fingers? I’ve been hunting through this area for years. I’ve earned it.”

      “One-Eyed Jack gave us the map that led us here, and we discovered it all on our own,” Caitlin replied. “You had nothing to do with it.”

      Prince erupted in a deep, belly laugh. “The only treasure that old fool ever found was at the bottom of a bottle. Don’t waste my time with that nonsense. Besides, my investors and I are about to close on Blackbeard Island any day now. I’m not sure how word leaked out to put you on my trail, but anything you found by trespassing on that property is rightfully mine. I could have you all arrested.”

      “My grandparents warned me about you,” said Gabby, angrily. “Why don’t you just leave people alone?”

      The clouds shifted and the man’s darkened scowl became clear. “Enough. Give me the locket.”

      “Fine,” Derek shouted back. “You can have it.”

      Mike Prince smiled. “Thank you. Good choice.”

      “Catch!” Derek tossed the locket as another wave collided against the rocks beside them, filling the air with a salty spray. The throw was just enough to the ocean side of the rocks that Prince had to lean to reach for it. But the rocks were slick and his foot slid off the edge.

      Prince yelled as his legs flew out from underneath him. He landed hard on the rock edge, and then rolled over the side of the slab, splashing down into the surf.

      “Oh, my gosh!” Caitlin exclaimed over the roar of the water.

      “Be careful,” warned Derek, reaching out to steady Gabby as she nearly slipped from the stones herself.

      Sam stared at the water. Mike Prince was propped up against the rock. His head was above water, but another giant surge might pull him under. He clutched at his leg in pain. They needed to do something fast.

      “Mr. Prince!” Gabby shouted. “Can you hear me?” The man didn’t answer. He only let out a low groan.

      “We have to get him out of there,” said Caitlin.

      They scanned around the rocks and the beach, trying to think of how to help the injured man without hurting themselves in the process. The sky was growing darker by the moment. The storm clouds from the horizon were close now, and it seemed only a matter of time until they opened up.

      Sam spied the shovel lying on the rock where the man had stood. “What about that? We could use it like a rope to pull him up if someone was in there with him.”

      Gabby nodded. “I think that could work. Let me do it. I’m a great swimmer.” Derek started to object, but she was already sliding along the rock slabs to the beach. Gabby waded into the surf and swam back toward them, each wave buffeting her closer to the barrier rocks.

      Derek took the shovel and then laid flat on the rock. He called back to Sam and Caitlin. “Grab my legs!” He stretched out and held on to the handle end of the shovel as Gabby approached the man.

      “Is he breathing?” Caitlin called down.

      “I can’t tell!” Gabby wrapped an arm under his shoulders and reached out with her other arm to grab the top edge of the shovel blade just as the next wave pushed in.

      She blinked to get the water from her eyes and squinted up at them. “I’m going to have to pull him back the way I came. He’s way too heavy to lift up there.” She released the shovel and began swimming backward with the man’s body in tow.

      They all clamored along the rocks as Gabby swam toward the beach. Derek jumped into the water where it was shallow enough to stand and reached out to finish pulling Gabby and Mike Prince up to the shore.

      “Help us get him the rest of the way, guys,” he called back. Sam and Caitlin each grabbed a leg and heaved the man up to a spot on the sand that was out of the breaking waves.

      Prince’s face was still. “I think he’s stopped breathing!” Gabby screamed.

      Caitlin slid next to him. “I know CPR.” She cleared his airway and then breathed into his mouth and began chest compressions. Prince’s face looked blue, but suddenly his body lurched up and a stream of water poured from his mouth. He coughed violently, but then he breathed.

      “Thank God,” said Gabby.

      “Mr. Prince, can you hear us?” Caitlin shouted.

      The man cracked his eyes open a slit but only moaned. Sam noticed a growing patch of red on the sand and then spotted a long gash just below Prince’s knee. “This doesn’t look good.”

      “We have to tie it off,” said Derek, shedding his T-shirt and wrapping it tightly around the wound. The man yelled out in pain at the pressure but then fell quiet.

      Caitlin lowered her ear to his chest. “He’s still breathing. I think he’s just lost consciousness. He’s probably in shock.”

      Sam struggled to stay breathing himself. He felt like his own heart was beating out of his chest. “What are we going to do? He’s hurt really bad.”

      Derek stood and peered out at the ocean. “We need to get help.”

      “I wish we had a first-aid kit,” said Caitlin.

      Mike Prince’s cracked eyes opened in surprise. He winced and stared up at them from the sand, muttering something incoherent.

      “What did he say?” asked Gabby.

      “Under the seat…” he moaned again, straining to speak.

      “Where?” asked Caitlin, leaning closer.

      “Boat…” he whispered before becoming still again.

      “His boat!” exclaimed Gabby. “He said there’s a first-aid kit under the seat. I nearly forgot about his boat. Can we use it to take him out of here?”

      Sam stood and turned to Derek. “Where’s the key?”

      Derek pulled a pile of wet sand and two blackened coins from his pockets. He patted his shorts again and looked up. “It’s gone.”

      “You lost the key?” Sam shouted.

      “I had it before,” said Derek. “It must have slipped out while I was in the cave.”

      Sam stared at the barrier rocks. “We can’t go back in there. The water’s probably flooded the whole passage by now.” He felt his anger rising to a boil. “Why did you have to be such an idiot and take his key in the first place? You’re always about to get us killed, you know that!” He sank down to the sand and put his head in his hands. “We’re stranded.”

      Derek opened his mouth to answer, but said nothing. He just stood with his hands on his hips, staring at the water.

      Caitlin sat next to Sam on the sand. “It’s not his fault. You know he didn’t mean for this to happen.” She slipped her arm over his shoulders. “It’s not like we’re a hundred miles offshore. Someone can still find us.”

      Gabby walked up to Derek. His hand was still holding the contents of his pocket. “Can I see those?” He shrugged and dropped the clump of sand and the coins into her palm. Gabby held the tarnished coins up in the light. “I guess they could be real silver. They’d have been in that cave for a long time. What happened to that locket that you threw to him?”

      Derek sighed and pointed back at the rocks. “It fell over the side with him. It’s probably buried under two feet of sand by now, the way those waves are pounding out there. We’ll never find it.”

      A low rumble sounded over the water, and lightning danced in the distance. There was no denying it. A storm was rolling in.

      Derek turned and joined them on the sand. “I’m sorry I took that key. I didn’t mean for it to turn out this way.”

      Sam took a long breath. “I know. It’s not your fault.” He glanced back at Mike Prince, lying unmoving in the sand. “But what are we going to do?”

      Caitlin bit her lip and then stood. “We don’t have the key to start the motor, but we can still go get the first-aid kit from his boat. Maybe he also has flares or something we can use to attract attention. And he could use a blanket or a tarp to keep him warm if he’s in shock.”

      Gabby stared up at the clouds. “We’re all going to need to find some cover if this storm hits.” She pointed at the trees. “Maybe we can move up there.”

      “We still have the jon boat,” said Derek.

      “Sharks, remember?”

      “Maybe we have to take our chances, Sam,” Derek answered. “We can’t just stay here. Besides, they’re probably gone by now.”

      “Why don’t we split up,” Gabby suggested. “Two of us can go try to get the jon boat, and two of us can get the first-aid kit from Prince’s boat.”

      “Someone has to stay with him,” said Sam. “We can’t just leave him here.”

      Caitlin raised her hand. “I’ll do it. And I’ll keep a lookout for passing boats too.”

      “Gabby, can you get the supplies?” asked Derek. “Sam and I will go get the jon boat and motor it back here.”

      Sam sat up straight. “Wait, we will?”

      “Yeah, I can do that,” Gabby answered.

      Derek grabbed Sam’s arm and pulled him up. “Yes, we will. Come on, let’s go.”
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      Sam hadn’t liked trying to wade across the flooded land bridge the last time. Why were they even considering doing it again? Sharks were even higher on his dislike list than lighthouses and tight caves. They weren’t something to mess around with.

      But Derek was right. They had to do something.

      Mike Prince’s boat wasn’t going anywhere without a key, and they hadn’t seen any fishermen pass near the beach all day. Sam supposed they could build a raft, or even try to float back to the mainland on Prince’s boat without starting the engine, but how could they be sure they’d head the right direction, especially in a storm? What if the tides took them out into the open ocean rather than toward the Eastern Shore? They could be halfway across the Atlantic by the time anyone found their sun-scorched, lifeless bodies.

      Derek stopped at the edge of the submerged bridge. The wind was now whipping across the channel that connected the two shores. The water was choppy, splashing against the land, making it impossible to see below the surface in the dusky light. Anything could be lurking below the shadowy waves. Those sharks could be long gone. Or they could be waiting a few feet away, ready to rip them to shreds.

      “Too dark to see anything,” said Derek, peering down into the blackness.

      Sam gazed across the channel. “How far do you think it is?”

      “Fifty feet, maybe? A hundred at most.”

      The same as a couple lengths in the community pool where he swam with Caitlin back home. Sam had done that distance plenty of times. Of course, there weren’t waves there. Or sharks.

      Derek patted him on the back. “Ready?”

      “No.”

      “We can do it. Just keep swimming. I’ll be right next to you.”

      Sam took a deep breath. He tried to think about what his mom and dad must be going through right now. They shouldn’t have lied to them. They shouldn’t have taken Mr. Cary’s boat without permission.

      But it was too late now. They needed to get home so that their parents could stop worrying, and the jon boat was the only way to get there. He’d made it down from the lighthouse and through the cave passageway. He could do this.

      “Okay,” he answered finally in an unconvincing voice.

      They climbed down from the bank, the water now up to their shoulders. “Don’t stop until you reach the other side,” said Derek.

      They both leaned forward and started swimming in a modified freestyle, kicking while reaching with their arms. Sam kept his head above the water. He wanted to see approaching fins before they ripped at his limbs. But he also kept his eyes trained on the far shore, which now felt miles away. Water splashed over his face and into his mouth, making it hard to progress against the wind’s force.

      In the darkness, his mind floated back to Blackbeard. Did the notorious pirate have to deal with this same tide three hundred years ago? Had he crossed this channel to the other part of the island as he searched for a place to bury his plunder? Could the skeleton they’d found in the cave really have been one of his crew, or was it a prisoner forced to carry the loot? Were those actual pieces of eight? What about the rest of the treasure? Was it nearby, or had it never even existed at all?

      Something brushed his hip, and Sam thrashed away from it, nearly sinking below the water. He glanced to his side, expecting to see a silver fin, but it was just Derek’s foot. Sam’s path had gone crooked and they’d come too close together.

      Sam spit out a mouthful of salt water and glanced back at the dark shore. They were almost there. He kicked harder and extended his arms as far as he could, trying to pull the land closer with each stroke.

      When their feet finally brushed against the sand, they pulled each other onto the shore. Sam lay next to Derek in the sandy grass, breathing hard, but thankful to still have all his fingers and toes.

      “We made it,” Derek panted.

      Sam glanced back out at the dark water. “Let’s not do that again, okay?”

      “Deal.” Derek sat up and pointed up the ridge. The trail looked different in the near-darkness. They stood and slowly found their way up the hill, water squishing from their wet sneakers, and moved along the shore to the cove where they’d docked the jon boat.

      When they reached the clearing, something felt off. The sandy cove was empty.

      “Where’s the boat?” cried Derek.

      Sam shook his head. Was this the right place? It seemed like their cove, but it was dark and they all looked alike. Maybe they’d gone too far. He walked to the wide tree rooted near the waterline, feeling along the ground for a rope. “The boat was right here. I tied it to this tree.”

      Derek put his hand on his forehead. “Oh my gosh, Sam. Are you kidding me?”

      After all that had happened, Sam nearly burst into tears. “What are you talking about?” he shot back. “You lost the keys to the other boat.”

      “Well, at least there was a boat, Sam. What are we supposed to do now?”

      The wind was really whipping now. The light was just a faint memory on the horizon. More lightning flashed in the distance, followed by the rumble of thunder. Black waves splashed against the shore. Then came a faint clanging sound.

      “Do you hear that?” Sam asked.

      “The wind?”

      “No, listen.”

      They both strained to hear over the storm. The faint metallic clang echoed back again. “What is that?”

      “It’s coming from over that way.” Derek pointed to the right. They followed the sound along the water’s edge. Twenty feet away, one large shadow stood out among the others along the shoreline.

      The jon boat. It was banging against a rock.

      Derek leapt up and cheered. “We’re saved!”

      Sam let out a long sigh of relief. He didn’t know if his knot had come untied, or if the rope had broken, but either way, he hadn’t wanted to be responsible for marooning them. They splashed their way over to grab the boat’s metal edge. “Is it damaged?”

      Derek threw his leg over the side and reached along the floor. “Bottom seems dry.”

      Sam climbed in as Derek slid back to the motor at the stern. He didn’t mention how Gabby’d had to start it on the way over as Derek tugged the pull cord. For a change, he wanted his brother to succeed so they could get out of there as quickly as possible.

      On the third try, the engine roared to life. Derek switched into reverse and gently backed through the water and away from the island. The light boat bounced in the choppy waves, as the bow slowly rose with their increased speed, and they swung around the island.

      Sam stared down into the black shadows of the water. He hadn’t been scared on the way across the bay, not too much at least, but now the sea seemed brooding and filled with mysterious creatures. Derek kept a wide berth from the shore to avoid any rocks hidden in the shallows. Slowly, they passed the land bridge, circling around the other part of the island until they saw Mike Prince’s boat. They docked next to it rather than trying to navigate around the dangerous barrier rocks.

      As they emerged from the trees onto the beach, they ran over to the outlines of Gabby and Caitlin on the sand. “We got the jon boat!” Sam called.

      Caitlin gave him a tight hug. “No sharks?”

      “Not that we saw.”

      Derek pointed at Mike Prince still lying in the sand. “How’s he doing?”

      “He’s in and out,” answered Caitlin. “We covered him with a towel Gabby found on the boat and bandaged his leg wound. I got him to swallow some pain medicine, but he’s been restless.” As if on cue, the man let out another moan. “I couldn’t find any flares, though.”

      “Do you think we can move him to the jon boat and get out of here?” asked Gabby.

      A flash of lightning filled the sky, illuminating the beach. Thunder shook the sand a couple seconds later, sending chills down Sam’s spine. The first few drops of rain fell, blowing sideways in the wind.

      “I don’t think it’s safe in this weather,” Derek answered. “The storm’s only getting worse, and the water was already rough coming around the island. We might not make it across the bay.”

      They agreed to stay on the beach until the worst of the storm had passed and worked together to carry Mike Prince to a spot under the trees. They huddled beside the tree trunks, but the leaves provided little protection and everyone was quickly soaked to the bone.

      The rain came harder. With each flash and boom, Sam felt like he might jump out of his skin. “I’m thirsty,” he said.

      “Here, I found another water bottle on the boat,” said Gabby. “But we have to conserve, it’s all we have left.”

      “So is this where we start talking to volleyballs?” asked Sam.

      “Don’t say that,” said Caitlin, huddling closer. “We still have each other.”

      “Great. So we can all die together. That doesn’t make me feel much better.”

      “We’re not going to die,” said Derek. “Someone will find us. Or the storm will pass and we will make our way back to shore.”

      “If only we had cell service,” muttered Sam.

      “Our phones are so wet now they probably wouldn’t even work.” Gabby pulled hers out and tried the light, but nothing happened.

      The darkness was broken by regular bolts of lightning that pulsed over the water like it was a Tesla coil at the science museum. If their situation wasn’t so desperate, it would have been quite an amazing sight. Was this how a pirate felt when stranded on a deserted island and left for dead? Was that how things would end for them all?

      At the next flash, something caught Sam’s eye. The rain made it hard to distinguish, but it looked like a shadow out on the water. “Did you see that?”

      Caitlin shook her head. “No, what?”

      Lightning flashed again. He saw it more clearly now. Eerie, green-tinted lights. First just one or two, but then a dozen, maybe more, edged closer to the curve of slabs that guarded the beach.

      “Oh my gosh,” Caitlin gasped.

      A memory flashed through Sam’s thoughts. “Teach’s light!”

      “That’s not real,” said Caitlin.

      “Don’t you remember what Jack told us?” Sam struggled for his breath. “Blackbeard’s headless ghost, guarding his lost treasure from any who would try to steal it, shows up as a ghostly light when people get too close.”

      “But we didn’t find his treasure,” Gabby shouted over the wind as they watched the lights move closer.

      “What about those coins?” Sam leaned over to Derek. “Do you still have them?”

      “In my pocket.”

      The lights floated around the barrier rocks. When they reached the beach, they spread out in a line.

      Lightning flashed.

      Dark figures climbed from the water and onto the sand. This wasn’t in Sam’s imagination. It was real.

      “Tell me you guys see that…” Caitlin cried.

      “Derek…” Gabby muttered.

      “Just stay still,” Derek answered even as the shadows kept moving closer.

      “Quick, throw the coins!” cried Sam, pulling on his brother’s arm.

      “What?”

      “Throw the coins away,” Sam repeated. “It’s Teach’s light! Blackbeard’s coming for the treasure that we stole.”

      The shadow figures were standing now. They fanned out across the sand, like a ghost army bent on revenge and assembling for a final assault.

      Derek finally caved. He stood and dug into his pocket. “Okay, I’m sorry!” he screamed, holding up the silver coins. He hurled them toward the ocean.

      At the noise, the shadows stopped moving.

      They stood motionless on the beach.

      Sam wanted to turn into the trees and run. He’d gladly take his chances with the sharks now.

      But he couldn’t move. He considered each breath like it was his last before the phantom pirates cut him to pieces.

      Then two bright lights flicked on. They lit up the beach to where the group huddled under the trees. Spotlights were aimed at their faces.

      A voice boomed out over the wind and the rain. “This is the United States Navy. Identify yourselves.”
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      Sam almost passed out when the squadron of Navy frogmen stormed the beach and raced up to them under the trees.

      “What are you kids doing out here?” a soldier yelled over the storm. “This is a restricted area.” He peered at Mike Prince lying behind them. “Is this man injured?”

      Derek pointed at the surf. “He fell on the rocks out there.”

      “His leg is gashed and he hit his head before falling into the water,” added Caitlin. “I think he’s in shock.”

      The man spoke into a radio mic at his collar. “This is Commander Wilson on Operation Delta Charlie Alpha. We have five civilians stranded on the landing beach. One with injuries. We need a medic and a Coast Guard transport ship. Over.”

      Derek’s jaw dropped open as he stared at the others. “Excuse me, but did you say your name was Wilson?”

      “Is this Operation DCA?” asked Gabby.

      The soldier eyed them cautiously but nodded. “That’s right. We’re on a Navy SEAL training exercise out of Fort Story.” He glanced up at the storm. “Weather wasn’t supposed to move in this fast. Looks like we all picked the wrong night to be out on the bay. Did you all come here together?”

      Sam shook his head and explained how they’d arrived separately, how Mike Prince had threatened them with the shovel, and about the lost key. “We also found a skeleton with a sword and pieces of eight and an old locket that was left by pirates,” he gushed.

      Commander Wilson listened patiently, but Sam wasn’t sure if he believed their story. He promised to report it up the chain of command and try to send someone from their research group out to investigate. Between the storm, the rising tides, and the darkness, there was no way to find anything that night anyway.

      A Navy medic swam up to the shore a few minutes later and treated Mike Prince’s injuries the best he could on the beach. Commander Wilson took their names and information and radioed in instructions to contact their parents and Gabby’s grandma. “Sit tight, we’ll have you all safely out of here soon.”

      Sam sat on the edge of the beach under a temporary shelter erected by the Navy SEALS and watched the storm rage. While it was a relief that the eerie lights weren’t Blackbeard’s ghost, the frogmen’s appearance in the middle of the storm was still pretty scary. He was glad they’d be going home, but at the same time didn’t want to think about what his mom and dad would say about them sneaking off across the bay in the stolen jon boat without permission.

      He felt foolish trying to explain how they’d jumped to conclusions about the military hiding a pirate treasure from a sunken ship. Commander Wilson didn’t know anything about a treasure on the island and guessed that the metal tins they’d discovered in the sand had been left from past joint missions with the Army. The atoll had apparently been a regular destination over the years for many training exercises from the fort and surrounding military bases.

      Sam guessed people often connected the dots between facts in the way they wanted the truth to turn out, even when it was far from likely. It was sort of how people keep playing the lottery even though the odds say there’s barely any chance that they might win. Maybe some people play for the thrill of it, holding out hope that each new drawing might be the time they’ll hold the lucky ticket. They’d been so focused on finding the treasure that they’d been blind to the truth about Operation DCA. He shook his head. While he hoped Mike Prince would be okay, things could have been much worse.

      It took nearly thirty minutes for the Coast Guard ship to arrive and anchor in the deeper water beyond the barrier rocks. The medic first transported Mike Prince to the waiting ship in a motorized raft, and then another soldier came and made two trips to get the rest of them on board. He explained that an ambulance was standing by at the marina to take Prince to the hospital. They’d tow his fishing boat and Mr. Cary’s jon boat across the bay after the storm had fully passed in the morning.

      Aboard the Coast Guard ship, the kids all huddled under warm blankets as they made the short journey back to Virginia Beach. Sam rubbed his eyes. It felt like a week ago that they’d pulled out in the jon boat, but he knew it had just been that morning. His mind swirled in a fog as he stared through the rain-streaked windows across the Chesapeake Bay.

      “Was that real?” he said. “Or did I just imagine it all?”

      “I think it was real,” said Caitlin. “But I know what you mean.”

      Gabby tugged the blanket over her legs and chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” asked Derek.

      “When I met you, I thought you three were all talk,” she answered. “You know, just like the rest of the tourists who come hunting for treasure after watching too many movies.”

      “I told you we were legit,” said Derek.

      Gabby raised her eyebrows. “Yeah, I guess you are. But I’m not sure my grandma is going to ever let me see you again after this.”

      Sam laughed. “My brother tends to have that effect on people. I keep asking not to see him again too, but our parents won’t listen.”

      Caitlin groaned. “My parents are going to kill me.”

      “Just blame it on Derek,” said Sam.

      “That’s what I always do, but at some point, that’s not going to work.”

      “You know I’m right here, don’t you?” asked Derek. “And I’ll remind you that we all got into this together.”

      Gabby leaned over and rested her head on Derek’s shoulder. “We’re just kidding.”

      “It doesn’t even matter,” said Derek. “We’re probably going to be grounded for a year.”

      “Hopefully Mr. Cary doesn’t press charges for our stealing his boat,” said Sam.

      “I think I can talk to him,” said Gabby. “He’s always been very kind to my grandparents.”

      “Did they ever steal his boat?” asked Caitlin.

      Gabby shook her head. “Well, no…”

      A painful groan sounded from across the cabin where the medic sat with Mike Prince. “Do you think he really has a right to the treasure, like he said?” asked Derek.

      Gabby shrugged. “I have no idea. My grandma said he was trying to buy the island. He may have been searching for years, but it’s going to look awfully bad that he threatened a group of kids. I hope he gets in big trouble.”

      In the distance, Sam spotted the beam from the Cape Henry lighthouse cutting through the rain. Had the Dictator with the original Norwegian Lady carving wrecked in a storm like this, or was it something much worse? “I wonder what One-Eyed Jack would say about all this,” he asked, recalling sitting around the table with the crusty old man.

      “I think we should try to find him,” said Derek. “Tell him what we found.”

      “Maybe,” replied Caitlin. “But he seemed ready to move on.”

      “You don’t think he’d want to know?” asked Sam.

      “I thought you said he wasn’t a real pirate?” said Derek.

      Sam shook his head. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” Had the old man really intended for them to journey off in search of the treasure, or was he just trying to entertain some kids with an old legend in exchange for a meal?

      Sam rubbed the fog from the window glass as the marina lights grew closer. The tall masts of the Beverly Gale, the schooner from their sunset cruise, rose along the front docks. In the night’s haze and Sam’s imagination, the schooner became the Queen Anne’s Revenge, anchored in the deep water. Blackbeard’s men were hiding behind the dunes, readying to attack their unsuspecting merchantman. Maybe Sam was just tired, but at that moment, the past was easy to picture. It all seemed so real.

      The lighthouse beam made a last sweep across the dark sky before it fell from view behind the ships of the marina and the curving shoreline. As they passed the tall schooner, Sam could almost see the notorious pirate charging across the deck, smoke curling from under his hat, guns strapped across his chest and his sword drawn, preparing for battle.

      The engines of the Coast Guard ship churned loudly in the water as they slowed and eased into an open slip. Flashing lights of an ambulance blurred the glass red and blue. Sam saw a group of people that he was sure included their parents move swiftly across the shadowy docks in the rain. While he knew his mom and dad would be relieved to see them, the inevitable scolding and punishment that was sure to follow the tight hugs might make an army of pirate ghosts seem quite bearable.

      As he watched the medics carry Mike Prince onto the dock and place him on the stretcher of the waiting EMTs, Sam felt a strange sensation sweep over him.

      The treasure was out there.

      This time he could feel it.

      But maybe it wasn’t meant to be found. Perhaps it deserved to rest alone, just like the dozens of ships that lay in their own watery graves along the coast. Or maybe someday the four of them would come back and recover the lost treasure that once belonged to the man called Blackbeard.
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      For the tenth book in The Virginia Mysteries series, I was ready for an old-fashioned treasure hunt, particularly after the important, but deeper, topic of civil rights in discussed in Pictures at the Protest.

      Just about everyone has images in their mind when they hear the word “pirates,” whether it’s Johnny Depp and Disney’s Pirates of the Caribbean franchise, memories from books like Robinson Crusoe, Peter Pan, Treasure Island, or one of many other pop-culture ideas. As a kid in the late ‘80s, my sister and I spent hours playing the original Sid Meier’s Pirates! game on our Apple IIGS computer, which still props up much of my knowledge of the islands, towns, ship types, and colonial customs of the Caribbean, Central and South American coastlines.

      I work hard in all the Virginia Mysteries books to get the historical aspects of the story correct while inventing a fictional mystery for Sam, Derek, and Caitlin to solve. In Pirates on the Bay, some of what we know about Blackbeard is blurred between fact and legend, but I tried to steer as close to the historical record as possible. We don’t really know if Teach left a treasure in the dunes before his final battle in the Outer Banks, but there are no shortage of tales that speak of him, many originating from a British book from 1724 called A General History of the Pyrates by Captain Charles Johnson.

      Several more recent books were extremely helpful during my research, including The Republic of Pirates by Colin Woodard, Black Flags, Blue Waters by Eric Jay Dolin, The Life and Tryals of the Gentleman Pirate, Major Stede Bonnet by Jeremy R. Moss, and Pirates of the Chesapeake Bay by Jamie L.H. Goodall. I also enjoyed some fictional works that helped put me in the piratey frame of mind, including Caribbean by James Michener and Pirate Latitudes by Michael Crichton.

      The passages aboard the Beverly Gale schooner were influenced by many hours sailing with my dad as a kid on his Catalina 22 and Sunfish sailboats on Pennsylvania’s Lake Wallenpaupack, as well as a memorable sunset cruise several years back on the 55-foot topsail schooner Downeast Rover out of Manteo, North Carolina, in the Outer Banks. The (hopefully) final months of COVID-19 also made it more difficult than usual to do as much in-person research as I’d normally like, but several online presentations conducted through the Mariners’ Museum in Norfolk were particularly helpful.

      Even in these more isolated days of research and writing during the pandemic, there are many others to thank for their assistance. First and foremost, my sons: Matthew, Josh, and Aaron who, all things considered, drew closer together during these pandemic months, and as mentioned in the dedication, my wife, Mary, who kept me on course long before I discovered that a real-life female pirate bore her name. Thanks also to Jeremy Moss for taking the time to share more of his insights.

      I couldn’t do this without my top-notch publishing team—thanks to Dane at eBook Launch for a swashbuckling cover, Kim Sheard and Stephanie Parent for their edits and proofreads, and series audiobook narrator, Tom McElroy. Thanks again to the amazing group of students, parents, teachers, librarians, booksellers, and readers far and wide who have made this journey so much fun.
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      Sam, Derek, and Caitlin aren’t the only kids who crave adventure. Whether near woods in the country or amidst tall buildings and the busy urban streets of a city, every child needs exciting ways to explore his or her imagination, excel at learning and have fun.

      A portion of the proceeds from The Virginia Mysteries series will be donated to the great work of CHAT (Church Hill Activities & Tutoring). CHAT is a nonprofit group that works with kids in the Church Hill neighborhood of inner-city Richmond, Virginia.

      To learn more about CHAT, including opportunities to volunteer or contribute financially, visit their website:  www.chatrichmond.org.
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      Here’s a bonus chapter from the first book in Steven K. Smith’s middle grade series, Brother Wars

      

      CHAPTER ONE

      

      Hi. My name is Harry.

      If you’re anything like me, you’ll probably agree that life is pretty awesome. Most of the time, being a kid has a lot going for it. We get summer vacations, don’t have to pay taxes, have free room and board, and have a constantly stocked refrigerator. Sure, we have to deal with school, chores, and a bedtime that I still think is way too early, but overall it’s not so bad.

      I do have one big problem though.

      His name is Randy.

      It would be bad enough if Randy were some annoying bully that lived down the block. Or if he were a huge, black dog that tried to attack me on my way to the bus stop each morning. (Yikes, that actually sounds pretty bad!)

      But Randy lives in my house. We also happen to have the same parents. Yep, you guessed it, he’s my big brother.

      Randy and I don’t get along sometimes. Actually, most of the time. I keep asking my parents if one of us was adopted, but they always say no. I still have my suspicions. Mom says things will get better as we get older, but I’m ten now, and in fourth grade, which is pretty big. Unless you have an older brother who is thirteen and kind of a bully. Then it’s not so big. It’s mostly just hard.

      Sometimes I wonder if I did something when I was younger to make him really mad. Mom says she can’t remember anything like that. She says sometimes that’s just how older brothers are, but I’m not so sure. I tried to ask him once if he had mistaken me for someone else, but he just told me to shut up. He’s not very nice.

      Every day living with Randy is a new battle, like how soldiers never know where the enemy might be lurking or if they might step on a land mine. Randy’s a human land mine. When he’s out there roaming free, there’s no telling when he will move in for the kill.

      I’m not sure if I’m winning or losing. Every once in a while I pull out a minor victory, but who knows how long I can last under the pressure. Mom says the more years that go by, the less important our ages will be. That’s encouraging, but I just hope I can make it that far. Most of the time it feels like I’m under attack in my own house, which, as you can imagine, isn’t very fun.

      It’s kind of like being in a war.

      A brother war.

      

      CHAPTER TWO

      For whatever reason, Randy thinks it is absolutely hilarious to play jokes on people.

      And when I say people, I mean me.

      Like the time he locked me in the basement—which wouldn’t be so bad if it was one of those cushy basements with thick carpet, a pool table, a wraparound couch, and video games on a big-screen TV. I could probably survive for months in a place like that. Longer, if it had a mini refrigerator and a microwave to make popcorn.

      But my basement doesn’t have a microwave or a pool table. It doesn’t even have carpet. It just has a cold cement floor and cinder-block walls. There’s not really anything down there. Nothing fun, at least. Just piles of boxes filled with my dad’s old junk, the washing machine, and the furnace.

      The worst part about my basement was that it used to have only one light switch at the top of the stairs in the kitchen. If someone (like Randy) locked someone else (like me) down there and turned out the light, it was dark. Really dark.

      Pitch-black dark.

      And I don’t like the dark. Now I’m not talking about the regular dark, the kind when you turn the lights out at night in your bedroom. I mean extreme dark. The kind when there is no light. At all. Like in a cave. Or underwater. Or in my basement behind the furnace. Most kids don’t like the dark, but I really hate it.

      But I’m going too fast. You need to understand how things began. It really started at school in art class.

      I was sitting next to my best friend, Nixon, like always. Our teacher, Ms. Stitch, said we needed to make a drawing of something that seemed out of place.

      "What are you going to draw?" I asked Nixon.

      "I’m not sure yet," he answered. "Maybe a football player on a baseball field. That’s out of place, right?"

      "Sure," I said, nodding my head. I thought that sounded pretty basic, but I wasn’t going to tell Nixon that. Mom is always reminding me it’s better to keep things to myself if they’re not nice, which isn’t easy.

      Nixon moved his head sideways to peek at my paper. "What are you drawing?"

      My mouth turned into a smile a mile wide. I had been hoping he’d ask me, because, well, my idea was pretty awesome.

      "It’s a duck," I answered proudly.

      "A duck?" said Nixon.

      "Yep."

      "How is that out of place?" he asked.

      "Well, it’s not just any duck."

      "It’s not?"

      "Nope," I said, trying to build anticipation. "It’s a duck at a bowling alley."

      I leaned back in my chair and waited for him to clap or maybe pat me on the back out of sheer admiration for my clever idea.

      "Oh," Nixon said instead. "That’s kind of weird."

      I frowned. "It’s not weird, Nixon. It’s unusual. Ms. Stitch said to draw something out of place. Have you ever seen a duck at a bowling alley?"

      He shook his head. "No."

      "Well all right then."

      I turned back to my paper and tried to ignore him. Nixon may be my best friend and all, but sometimes I think he needs to expand his imagination.

      I’m not sure why I picked a duck at a bowling alley, but you have to admit, it does seem out of place. Ms. Stitch is always telling me I should use some of my untapped potential (which is a good thing, I think), and I figured my duck was a perfect place to start.

      

      CHAPTER THREE

      Despite Nixon’s lack of enthusiasm, I really liked my picture. After school, I raced home and showed it to my mom. She said it showed some real creativity. I knew she’d understand.

      Thankfully, Randy wasn’t in the room, because he has something mean to say about almost everything I say or do. He was too busy talking to Marcy Hawkins on the way home from the bus stop. She lives two houses down from us, and he’s always trying to act like a big man in front of her because he thinks she’s pretty. Since her younger brother is my friend Nixon, I happen to know that Marcy likes Tony Morehouse and couldn’t care less about Randy.

      But I wasn’t going to tell him that. I’m not stupid.

      So after I showed Mom my art project, I was eating a snack when Randy came storming through the door. He threw his backpack on the ground and gave me a sour look. I was pretty sure that I hadn’t done anything, but I knew to keep my distance when he was in a bad mood.

      For some reason, Randy liked to take his frustrations out on me. Mom kept telling him he should be looking out for me, since I’m his younger brother and all, but it never really seemed to sink in.

      "What are you looking at, Frog Legs?"

      I don’t know why he called me that. Well, I guess it could be because sometimes when I run my legs poke out to the sides like a frog, but I can’t help that. Maybe if he was nicer to me, Marcy would notice and then start to like him. That might put him in a better mood.

      Maybe.

      "Nothing," I answered, keeping my head down.

      I stared at my granola bar. Avoiding eye contact was usually best when Randy was in a bad mood. Or a good mood, actually. Just avoiding Randy in general was usually the best plan.

      Randy pulled a soda bottle out of the refrigerator and poured himself a glass.

      "Mom isn’t going to like you drinking soda before dinner," I said, without thinking.

      As soon as I had said it, I knew I should have kept my mouth shut, but it was true. Soda has a lot of calories, it says it right there on the label. Mom was always getting mad at him for having sugary things before dinner.

      "Mind your own business, Frog."

      Uh-oh. That was worse than Frog Legs. Marcy must have dumped him. Although, if they weren’t going out, he couldn’t really be dumped, could he? I was planning on avoiding girls forever because of confusing stuff like that.

      "Where’s Mom?" Randy asked, glass of soda in hand, ready to chug it down.

      "Um, I think she’s out in the garden," I guessed, since the rose garden is where she spends a lot of her free time. It’s her special place where she isn’t to be bothered unless there is an extreme emergency. I’d tried to explain to her once that when you have an older brother like Randy, life could be on the verge of an extreme emergency at any moment, but I don’t think she believed me.

      Every year, she enters her best rose into a competition at the state fair. Last year, she won third place out of more than a hundred entries, so she was pretty psyched. This year, she’s told everyone that she’s going for the blue ribbon. I think that’s first place.

      I leaned back in my chair. At that moment, Mom was all the way back by the woods, dumping a bunch of weeds into the compost pile. I tried to calculate if I’d have a better chance of reaching her with my legs or my scream.

      "What have we here?" said Randy with a chuckle, placing his now empty cup on the table. I spun around to see my art project in Randy’s hands and both of them moving toward the hallway.

      FINISH READING NOW!
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