Futures Untold
Chapter Three

Kimberly Elkins, her curly brown hair still untouched by gray and tied up with a colorful kerchief, sat in the bow of a motorized dingy, shining the bow-mounted spotlight along the walls of the cave. Behind her, Cheri handled the small motor pushing the boat further up the waterway.

“Mom!!” The yell bounced off the walls.

“We found her,” Kim pointed out superfluously.

The woman behind her chuckled. “So it seems. Wonder if she’s been on the ship out there.”

“Hi! What took you so long?” The light shone on Kit as she stood on the gravel slope at the end of the waterway.

“Triangulation problems,” Cheri answered her as the bow came to rest on the gravel. “What have you been up to?”

Kit threw her arms around her mother first, then around her favorite “aunt”. “Oh, nothing much,” she tossed off airily. “Just finding a two centuries old pirate ship and its treasure.” Laughter got the better of her then. “Sorry. But it’s true, Aunt Cheri! That ship has apparently been out there for over two centuries. And this cavern back here is full of treasure. Gold, jewels, statues, you name it, the stuff is there. Oh, and I’m sorry, I pilfed the chest on the ship. It was cold last night and -------- I’ll tell you about it in a bit. You got any food?”

Kim and Cheri both laughed at that as the latter pulled a cooler out of the boat and handed it over.

Kit pulled it open, grabbed a bottle of water and a sandwich that she sat down and devoured immediately. Her mother and Cheri waited until she was finished before walking on into the cave. Both of them stopped at the entrance and expressed their surprise. Treasure was a small word for what they could see from the entrance.

Cheri let loose a whistle to express her feelings. “Damn. Tut’s Tomb plus.” She picked up a handful of coins from a nearby ledge. “Pieces of eight, shillings, drachma?” Her gaze swept over the piles nearby.  “Aztec and Inca pieces ……… Kit, you’ve found the mother lode of pirate treasure.”

“Yeah,” Kit agreed quietly. “There’s something odd about the whole thing, though.” She quickly described the bone littered deck of the ship, yet omitting her conversation with the ghost of Captain Jack Sparrow.

Cheri nodded. “Probably some kind of factional falling out,” she said as she took a look at the chest and attached skeleton. “This would make one hell of a display.” She indicated the chest and skeleton. “Not that I’d want to put that much gold on display at any museum I know at the moment.”

“Smithsonian?” Kim suggested.
Cheri shook her head. “They’ve got a lot of stuff. This is the kind of thing the traveling displays would love. Trouble is, there’s no country laying claim to it.”

“There will be,” Kim offered.

Cheri considered this. “We’d probably better figure out who can legally lay claim to the island before we make noises about the find.”

“Consider it done,” Kim agreed. 
While Cheri and Kim discussed what to do with and about the find, Kit kept looking around the cavern waiting for the Captain to make his next appearance. When it became certain that the Captain was not going to show himself to her mother and aunt, she was faced with the dilemma of whether to tell them about her encounter with the ghost and how since she hadn’t just burbled it out in the first place. In the end, it was some time before she told her aunt about the ghost of the Isle de Muerte.

Over the next few weeks, Kimberly Elkins International, Inc. researched the ownership and nationality of the legendary Isle de Muerte. The island was found to lie in international waters, not within the boundaries of any sphere of influence in the Western Hemisphere and owing nothing to the Old World either. The corporation petitioned the United Nations for a charter to possibly develop the island for vacation trade as no one else wanted the rock that could not be easily found. The charter was granted.

Three months after the charter was granted, Kim and Cheri “found” the treasure and the ship. The media were all over the find as it arrived in New Orleans to go to the Historical Archaeology department at the University of New Orleans. The department was one of many beneficiaries of a building award from KEI, Inc. The building was completed in time to house the finds at the Isle de Muerte. News of the find also enhanced the tour properties of the island, although Kim was having second thoughts about that plan as the island was still very difficult to find even for those who had been there already.

The final items to arrive in the States were the stone chest with its cargo of Aztec gold and the skeleton found with it. Photos of the picturesque find were in national publications devoted to treasure, archaeology, history and to the strange and unusual. The ship was photographed and identified as the infamous Black Pearl. Some thought the skeleton belonged to the infamous Captain Barbosa who was rumored to have held the ship for a decade in the mid-1700s. But the few descriptions there were of the dreaded pirate captain did not fit the slight build of the skeleton they’d found. 

Cheri, leading the cataloguing and investigation of the ship and the treasure, commissioned a reputable computer reconstruction firm to find a face for the skulls of the skeletons on the ship and the one in the cavern. There were other pirates recorded besides the most famous ones. She wanted to find a face to fit those skulls. An agreement was reached to send the remains to the firm for investigation. Cheri had one of her assistants carefully wrap and box up the remains for shipping.

“Dr. Yuconovich,” the assistant called a few minutes later. 
“Yes?”

“There’s a problem with that last skull skeleton,” the young man told her uncertainly.
“It didn’t break, did it?” She really had a find with it intact and did not want to hear it had broken.
“No,” the assistant assured her, “No. The skull’s in good shape. You said we were just sending the skulls to Genetex. Unfortunately, we can’t get one of them loose.”

“What?” For a moment she didn’t follow what he was getting at. 
“The skeleton that was draped over the chest, the one that held together when we moved it. Well, the skull is still firmly attached to the spinal column. I didn’t think you wanted us to break anything ………. “

Cheri nodded. “Oh. I’ll take a look. An in tact skeleton is a rare find. It was also with the treasure …”

Cheri went to check out the situation. Swinging the lid of the crate open, she noted that the archaeologists crating the skeleton had managed to keep all of the rags on the body together, including the remaining hair with beads strung into it and the band of red fabric holding it to the skull. She picked up the left hand, the bones held together, the wrist as well and the arm bones followed the motion. 

Turning the hand over, she looked for the attachments. Nothing. There was something odd going on here. She returned the hand to its position at the side of the skeleton and turned her attention to the skull. It was also firmly attached to the spine. She closed the crate and went to look up the crating report. The information was sparse but intriguing. The skeleton instead of falling to pieces when moved had held together even on the island, to the point of one of the pieces of gold in the chest remaining in the clenched finger bones of the hand. Once the skeleton was secured to a board for transport, the gold piece was inventoried and returned to the chest. The skeleton remained pliable when transferred to the crate for transport. 

Cheri decided to send the rest of the skulls from the ship to the firm and then ask for a recommendation for software to work on the remaining skeleton. Maybe there was a software package that could flesh out the entire body. That would definitely cut expenses if the department could do their own modeling for located skeletons. She made a mental note to look into it as she left the storeroom.

As the door closed, a figure materialized. He seemed unsteady on his feet for a moment and bemused by his surroundings. He looked down at the crate with a frown. There was something wrong here, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He could feel the pull of the gold, the Aztec gold that kept him ….. kept him what? He wasn’t alive, but he wasn’t exactly dead either. He was still between. Now, all he had to do was get his body to comply with the curse and he could probably get his life back together. It was a long shot. But what was he, if not a lucky player of long shots? He smiled a wistful yet calculating smile and faded again. 

Kitrin, not an archaeologist by training, was tagging along with her aunt while the treasure was under investigation. So far, she had not seen the ghost of Captain Jack Sparrow again and was beginning to believe she had hallucinated the entire thing based on the somewhat romantic skeleton and her hunger. She resolutely ignored the fact that her mother and aunt had both suffered greater deprivation than a day’s lack of food and had not suffered hallucinations until they were in far more dire straits. Regardless of the explanation for her visitation, she was glad the Captain had not reappeared.

Kit wandered in to where the cataloguing and planning of the displays were still going on. Spotting Cheri, she joined her with a bright hello.

“Hi, brat,” came the response.
“Y’know, I be all growed up now, Auntie Cherry,” she pointed out in her best little girl’s voice.

That got a laugh. “Yes, you are. And I am well aware of it. But you’re still a brat.”

She stuck out her tongue and grinned. “So, how’s my treasure going?”

“Your treasure?”

“I found it,” Kit reminded her. 
“Yes, you did. Well, most of the removable part has been removed to here. We’re making replicas to put in the cavern as part of a week’s voyage from Port Royale, around the Caribbean and back. It’ll be a Disneyesque ride showing the ship and then the cavern. We think if they can pick up the loose replicas, no one will try to pry loose the real thing from under the layer of rock.” Cheri stretched to loosen up her back muscles. 
“Good. Sounds like things are proceeding apace,” Kit told her. 
“They are. All but one.”

“Which one?” Something told Kit her romantic skeleton was the issue, but she wanted to hear it from her godmother.
“Did Kim tell you we’re getting computer generated faces for the skulls?”

“No. Like the ones they do to figure out what Jane and John Doe bodies look like?” Kit asked looking interested.
“Precisely. All the skulls but one are being shipped off today,” Cheri told her as she moved to another item. 
“Why “but one”?”

“Because it’s still firmly attached, somehow, to the rest of the skeleton.” Her godmother’s disconcertingly green gaze met Kit’s for a moment. 
“Oh.” She thought about it for a moment and frowned. “Oh, my. Not the one draped over the chest?”

“Exactly.” Judging by Kit’s reaction, there was something she hadn’t told them. “Think of anything that might be holding him together?”

She briefly met Cheri’s gaze again and looked away. “No.”

“Nothing at all?” Cheri prompted.
“Well, if he’s not still in the draped position …….. and why ‘he’?” Kit latched onto the bit of information she hadn’t had confirmed before.
“Because his skeleton says he’s male, just like the rest of them.”

“Oh. All of them?” the younger woman asked.
“All of them. A proper pirate crew.”

“Somehow that doesn’t sound exactly right,” Kit observed, her godmother chuckling at her comment. Cheri chuckled at that. “So, what’s the problem with the skeleton? Break his skull loose?”

“I don’t think so. I think there’s something odd about that one. I plan to pick up the software and see what I can do to flesh him out here.”
“Sounds good. Want some help?” Kit offered.
“All right. Assuming your mother doesn’t have anything she desperately needs you for.”

“Not at the moment. She’s closing a deal for a large chunk of land in Wyoming. She says she’s opening a major dude ranch, but given the blueprints I’ve seen, I think there’s something else going on.” Kit grinned. They both knew that Kim did not do things by halves.
“That’s possible. Seen your other aunt lately?” Cheri asked, changing the subject only slightly.
“Tam? No. Got a letter the other day. She’s got a third grandchild and another marriage to officiate at. She seems quite pleased. Told us to call if she was needed or to drop in if we felt like it,” Kit smiled. Tam, her Romany godmother, was a fascinating person in her own right. 
“That’s Tam. I’m for lunch. How about you?”

“Thought you’d never ask.” They set off in search of food at one of the local restaurants. 
