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Chapter
One

The Mysterious Track

 


Nathan
sat on the sun-warmed beach, trying hard to appreciate the
million-dollar view that Uncle Rodger kept raving about. What was
so great about it? There was nothing interesting about the endless
carpet of sand that stretched for miles in either direction. Or the
roar of the surf as it tumbled onto the shore. Or the shrill cries
of the seagulls as they fought over tiny morsels of food from the
rockpools.

Yes, this beach had to be the most boring place in
Australia, he thought. And he was stuck
here all summer. He and Ashley were prisoners, held at the mercy of
their horrible old Uncle Rodger while their parents were
away.

Nathan sighed, wondering exactly where in Central Queensland
his parents were right now. Exploring a newly discovered
archaeological site would be so much more exciting than sitting on
this rotten beach! So much more exciting than dodging "The Dodger"
and his endless list of chores. Again he wondered why his parents
didn't take Ashley and him with them to the site. They weren't
babies who needed constant care. They could have helped at "the
dig". But no.

A shout
from his little brother banished Nathan's grumblings. "Nate! Come
look at this!"

Ashley crouched low over the sand about a hundred metres
away, tracing something on the ground with his finger.
Whatever it was, it was more interesting than
sitting here, Nathan thought, and bounded
to his feet. He flew over the sand, enjoying the feel of the damp,
hard surface beneath his bare toes.

Ashley
sat back on his heels as Nathan arrived. "What do you think this
is?" He pointed to the deep furrow in the sand that he'd been
examining. "It looks like someone has driven a tractor over the
sand."



But
there was only one furrow. "A tractor with one wheel?" Nathan
replied. It couldn't be.

"A
trailbike then," Ashley persisted.

Nathan
shook his head. "Look at the width of the track, Ash. It's huge.
Trailbike tyres aren't that wide. And they'd leave much deeper
grooves in the sand. Not like this."

Nathan shaded his gaze from the late afternoon sun as he
traced the path of the track from the water up into the sand dunes.
On the hard, wet surface that led up to the high tide mark, the
track etched deep into the sand. Beyond the high tide mark the
imprint blurred in the dry sand. It looked like something had been
dragged --
or dragged itself -- up into the
dunes.

"No,
Ash, something else made this track. Let's follow it and find
out."


Seven-year old Ashley wasn't as brave as his big brother. "I
don't know, Nate. It might be dangerous."

Nathan threw back his head and laughed. "Ash, this is the
most exciting thing to happen to us since we came to stay with The
Dodger. We've had to camp out on this beach all day, every day,
otherwise we'd be his slaves. Cleaning the house! Mowing the lawn!
Watering the plants!" Nathan rolled his eyes in disgust. "Ash, come
on! We're not slaves, we're adventurers. Let's investigate this
track. Let's find out what -- or who -- made
it."

Who could argue against logic like that? Ashley sighed and nodded. "Okay. Let's go!"

Nathan
whooped with delight and bolted up the sand dune. He found it
difficult to negotiate the mountain of soft sand and panted hard as
he reached the top. As he waited for Ashley to catch up, Nathan
surveyed the area beyond. The glare from the slowly setting sun
obscured his view, and he shaded his eyes. As his eyes adjusted, he
noted that the dune dipped down into a little clearing that was
sheltered by a ring of pandanus trees. The last rays of the sun
danced through the treetops, casting long flickering shadows across
the clearing. Shrouded in the dim gloom of early dusk, the clearing
was eerily quiet. It was also the final destination of the
mysterious track.

Nathan
suppressed a shiver that crept along his spine. He'd wanted
adventure all right, but this...

At that
moment, Ashley made it to the top of the dune and dropped to his
knees, exhausted. "That hill's a killer!" he laughed between ragged
breaths. "I'll never be an ironman, Nate."

But
Nathan wasn't listening. His gaze focused on an area hidden by long
grass to one side of the clearing. An area of intense activity.
Sheets of sand flew through the air with almost military precision.
Flick... flick... flick... He gulped as the hairs on the back of
his neck stood rigidly to attention.

Someone was digging down there! Or something...


Chapter Two

The Discovery

 


"Nathan -- what is that?" Ashley's voice wobbled
precariously.

Nathan's
shiver subsided as curiosity won out over his fear. "I don't know,
Ash, but I intend to find out."

He marched down into the clearing, ready for whatever monster
or madman was about to jump out from behind the long grass. The
sand was thick and soft under his feet, making a quick approach
impossible. As he reached the long grass, Nathan ducked
-- evasive action
to avoid being hit by another flying sheet of
sand. He pushed the grass aside and saw a large, grey, shape flat
against the sand.

It was
neither a monster nor a madman.

Nathan breathed a sigh of relief and willed his racing heart
to slow to normal. He began to laugh. His fear of the unknown
had almost got the better of him.

"Ashley!
Come on down here. It's okay," he managed between spurts of
laughter.

Ashley raced down the dune and across the clearing. He
arrived just as another sheet of sand flew through the air
-- and it hit him squarely in the head.

"Ugh!"
he cried as sand filled his hair, mouth and ears. He shook himself
to dislodge the sand but it trickled down beneath his t-shirt.
"What is it?"

Nathan
laughed so hard that he collapsed onto the sand. "A turtle!" he
screeched, rolling about on the ground. "It's a turtle."

Ashley
wasn't impressed. "A turtle?" He shook the last of the sand from
his hair. "What's it digging for?"

"It's
nesting," Nathan explained. "Turtles come ashore and dig holes to
lay their eggs in."

"Oh,"
Ashley still wasn't impressed. "I thought it was going to be really
exciting, like a pirate digging for treasure or
something."

"It is exciting," Nathan replied. "Turtles usually nest up north,
near Bundaberg. Burrigan's Beach isn't a known turtle rookery." He
got up and pushed his way through the thin veil of grass. "Come on.
If we can find a spot where we won't get hit with sand, we can
watch her dig the hole and lay her eggs."

The boys
positioned themselves directly in front of the turtle. She seemed
oblivious to their presence as she continued to scrape the sand
away with her powerful flippers. Nathan noticed that the turtle
seemed to have trouble moving the sand on one side.

"Maybe she hit a rock or something," he said. "I'll take a
look." He moved behind the creature and knelt on the still-warm
sand. The turtle stopped for a brief rest, and Nathan saw his
chance. He looked down into the hole and saw a strange shape
protruding from under one of the turtle's flippers. The blanket of
dusk that had settled over the area made it impossible to determine
what the object was. There was only one thing Nathan could
do --
reach inside and remove it.

"Here
goes nothing!" He held his breath as he reached into the narrow gap
between the turtle and the sand.

His hand
touched something cold and hard and he jerked back. His heart
pounded so hard he thought it would burst.

"What it
is, Nate?" Ashley called.

"I don't
know!" Nathan gasped. "I don't think it's a rock."

"Buried
treasure!" Ashley shouted with glee. "Blackbeard's box o'
gold!"

"You
reckon?" Nathan's laugh was shaky. "No way! Blackbeard didn't come
to Australia."

Drawing
on every ounce of courage he had, Nathan slipped his hand back into
the hole. His fingers closed around the object and he pulled hard.
To his great relief, the object dislodged from its sandy
tomb.

Nathan withdrew his hand from the hole. He couldn't believe
what he was holding. It was a huge
egg.

The
turtle resumed digging, so Nathan scurried out of the path of
flying sand. He joined Ashley at the head of the turtle and sank to
his knees to examine his find.

"An egg?"
Ashley's voice rang with disappointment. "Great treasure that is!
Really egg-citing! Egg-cellent! Not!"

Nathan
examined the egg closely. It looked nothing like the garden variety
chicken egg his family usually bought. This egg was many times the
size of an ordinary egg. He tapped it, surprised to find that the
slightly wrinkled surface was rock hard.

What kind of egg was this, he
wondered. A chicken egg? Never. Not unless
the chicken was the size of a horse -- and that was impossible!
An emu egg? No. It was much bigger than that.

What kinds of animals laid eggs? Nathan tried to remember what he'd learned at school.
Mammals? He wasn't
sure. Reptiles? Yes, but not this
big.

The germ of an idea began to form in his mind. He tried to
remember what his parents had told him about their discoveries in
archaeological "digs" across the world. They'd been excavating an
ancient settlement in North America two years ago when a team of
palaeontologists discovered a dinosaur gravesite nearby. A whole
nest of dinosaur eggs had been discovered intact. Huge eggs
-- just like this one...

Ashley's
chatter broke through Nathan's thoughts and dragged him back to the
present.

"You're
the eggs-pert, Nate! What laid that egg?"

Nathan
rose to his feet, cradling his find in his arms. "I think it might
have been a dinosaur."


Chapter
Three

The Investigation

 


"Dinosaur!"
Ashley shouted. "Yippee!"

"I said I think it could
have been a dinosaur. I didn't say it definitely
was!" Nathan responded. "We need to get this home so I can do some
research."

"Do you
need me to help you?" The prospect of reading books obviously
didn't appeal to Ashley, who'd prefer to play with his Playstation.
He seemed relieved when Nathan shook his head.

"Not
with the research, no. But I'll need you to help keep The Dodger
busy while I surf the 'net on his computer."

Ashley gulped. Nathan knew that spending time with their
uncle was a pretty scary prospect. Uncle Rodger was
not a nice
man.

"Do I
have to?" Ashley moaned.

"Yes,"
Nathan insisted. "I need to have time on the computer to
investigate this and you know he won't let us use it."

Ashley's
lips twisted in disgust. "Okay, but I don't want to hang around
Uncle Rodger for very long. He gives me the creeps."

"Yeah,
you and everyone else!" Nathan laughed. He glanced up and noticed
that the sun was going down. Uncle Rodger always got home from work
around this time of the day. They had to get home!

"Come
on, Ash! We'd better get back. It's almost dark so no one will see
the egg."

The boys
clambered back over the sand dune and raced along the beach to the
esplanade. Their uncle's home was a street back from the esplanade,
high enough to overlook the water as he constantly reminded them.
Position, position, he bleated at every opportunity, like a broken
record.

They
were just metres from sanctuary when their uncle's Land Rover
roared up the street and into the driveway of his neat brick
home.
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