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			And he took a cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, Drink ye all of it; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is shed for many unto remission of sins. But I say unto you, I will not drink henceforth of this fruit of the vine, until that day when I drink of it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.

			Matthew 26: 27–29 (King James Version)

			The table was not of silver, the chalice was not of gold in which Christ gave His blood to His disciples to drink, and yet everything there was precious and truly fit to inspire awe . . .

			St John Chrysostom (late fourth century AD), on the Gospel of Matthew

			By the King’s Direction there were buried among the Ruins a considerable Number of mill’d Crown Pieces of his Majestie’s Coin, which haply, many Centuries hence when other Memory of it shall be lost, may declare to succeeding Ages that that place was once a Member of the British Empire . . .

			Josiah Burchett, A Complete History of the Most Remarkable Transactions at Sea (1720), on Tangier

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Rome, the Catacombs of Callixtus, AD 258

			The man with the sword stumbled along the rock-cut tunnel as fast as he could, the dull echo of his footsteps resounding down the passageways filled with burial niches that extended off on either side. He had entered the catacombs by a secret portal, pausing only to glance one last time at the shooting stars that filled the sky to the north-west before plunging into the sepulchral gloom of the tunnel. The skylights that had lit his way by moonlight since the entrance had ended some way back, and the only light now was the smudge from a distant oil lamp in the darkness ahead. A few minutes later he reached it, and stood panting, hunched over with his hands on his knees. He had only been this deep into the catacombs once before, when he had been shown the secret place. Beyond the lamp the tunnel split, one passage veering off to the left, the other to the right. His mind had gone blank, paralysed by the horrors he had witnessed on the execution ground only hours before, and he had forgotten the way. He knew that his choice would make little difference to his chance of escape from those who were following him. They would come like a rushing torrent through the catacombs, filling every passage, every space. But it made all the difference to the task that he, Proselius, legionary of Rome and soldier of Christ, had sworn to undertake that day, that the others had entrusted to him as they were led off to martyrdom. The very future of the Church was at stake. He had to remember.

			He tried to control his breathing, and closed his eyes. Despite all that he had seen as a soldier, all the horrors of war, he had not been able to watch what they were doing to Laurentius, his friend and teacher; he had turned from it and gone to prayer, but another of the brethren had sought him out and brought the message: passus est – he is martyred. Proselius had rushed to the catacombs as soon as it was dark, through the city walls and down the Appian Way, trusting his memory of the time he had been brought to the secret place by Laurentius and Sixtus all those years before, when he had sworn to undertake this task should the worst happen to them. And now, his mind devoid of direction, he felt that he had betrayed them, had betrayed Christ himself.

			He forced himself to recall what Laurentius had taught him: in times of duress he needed to remember what had led him to Christ, what had given him the strength to reject the old gods and accept the new. He needed to remember his moment of revelation. He clutched at the crude metal cross that hung from his neck, forged from two Roman spear points he had picked up from the battlefield at Abritus. He, Proselius, standard-bearer of the Second Legion, had been the last of his cohort left alive, the sole survivor of the Scythian onslaught that had killed the emperor, Trajan Decius. As he had stood over his emperor’s body, sword dripping with Scythian blood, ready for a renewed assault and certain death, the clouds had parted in the shape of a cross and a sudden deluge had cast the enemy into disarray, a miracle from heaven.

			As he remembered that moment, he raised the cross and kissed it, pressing the cold metal against his lips, then thought again of the shooting stars. Laurentius had said they were the tears of Christ himself, shed for those who would suffer during the persecution. And two days ago they had seen another omen, in the place where Christians were executed as common criminals: the Colosseum of the gladiators was struck by a bolt of lightning that had left the wooden upper tiers of seating a smouldering ruin, as if God himself had smitten the place from heaven and lit the fires of martyrdom.

			But they had not needed omens to know what was coming: that the new emperor, Valerian, would wish to stamp his mark on the Christians of Rome. From his beleaguered outpost with the Army of the East, hemmed in on all sides by the Persians, Valerian had issued his edicts, the words of an emperor terrified that in his absence the people of Rome would rise up against him, would cast away the last vestiges of the old religion and declare Christ supreme. At first, all who refused to sacrifice to the Roman gods would face banishment; senators and knights who professed Christianity would be dispossessed of their property and rank, servants of the imperial household would be reduced to slavery, and the treasures of the Church would be confiscated and locked in the imperial coffers. But everyone knew that these words were a smokescreen for what was to come, that banishment and slavery meant execution and slaughter. And everyone feared Valerian’s enforcers, the Altamanus, the Black Hand, so named for the image that was burned into the flesh of their palms. They were former Christians among the Praetorian Guard, men who had faced banishment for their beliefs but had been offered an alternative, for whom the dishonour of discharge from the Guard had proved greater than the draw of Christ; they combined the unswerving loyalty of the Praetorians with the special edge of men who had deviated from a military code but then recovered their way, who would drive themselves relentlessly to seek vengeance on those who had led them astray. Valerian had known how to shape them, and Proselius had seen the fear among his fellow legionaries, many of them secret Christians but without the urge to martyrdom. They knew it was better for their own survival to join the persecution rather than risk revealing their true allegiance and suffering hideous retribution themselves.

			Pope Sixtus had gone readily to his death, beheaded two days ago outside the entrance to these very catacombs, as had Laurentius, roasted alive on a metal grille in the arena of the gladiators. Proselius recalled what the presiding tribune had told Sixtus as they had held him over the scaffold: ‘You have drawn together men bound by unlawful association, and professed yourself an enemy to the gods and religion of Rome; the most pious, most sacred and most august Emperor has endeavoured in vain to bring you back to conformity with the rites of Rome, but you have persisted as chief in these crimes. You shall be made an example to those who have associated with you, and the authority of the law shall be ratified in your blood.’ Sixtus had looked up towards those gathered around, then smiled, raised his arms to the sky and declared: ‘Thanks be to God.’

			Earlier, as his followers had tried to stop him from giving himself up, as Proselius himself had begged and implored him to go into hiding, Sixtus had reassured them that in recompense for being the first to offer his neck to the sword, Christ would reward his merit as a martyr, and would preserve the rest of his flock. Proselius had known that this would not be so; that with the first sight of blood the crowd would be baying for more. It was the Roman way, and would be so until Christ was ascendant in Rome. He had watched as the executioner hacked at Sixtus’s neck with a blunt blade, and then butchered his servants and family, unleashing an orgy of blood-letting that he had only ever seen before at the end of a triumphant battle.

			And now the men of the Altamanus were back at the gates of the catacombs, having purged the streets of Rome and returned to the last refuge of the faithful, to the place where two centuries earlier the followers of Peter and Paul had gathered in secret for the first time to worship under the noses of the emperors, in the burial grounds of their ancestors. Both Sixtus and Laurentius had been willing martyrs, knowing that Proselius would carry the torch forward, that the light that shone through the tears of Christ would not be diminished, that their greatest treasure, their covenant with the Lord, would be spirited away to keep the forces of darkness at bay until Christ should come amongst them again. Proselius felt as if the weight of the world rested on him now, and yet he felt immobilised, unable to remember which passageway to choose.

			A violent tremor shook the ground. He opened his eyes and thrust the cross back under his tunic. He heard distant echoes, an unearthly, terrifying sound, and then a high-pitched shriek. He had known that they would not be far behind him, that the death of Laurentius would lead to a murderous rampage, to the wholesale slaughter of anyone found in the catacombs. He suddenly had a vision of Laurentius before him, peering ahead as he had done when he and Sixtus had first brought him here, and all at once he remembered: it was the right-hand passage. He whispered a quick prayer of thanks, sheathed his sword and took the lamp from its holder, shielding the flame with his hand and making his way forward.

			The reek of recent death was overpowering, a sickly-sweet stench that had filled the catacombs over the past few days. Here in the deepest recesses they had brought the executed and the slaughtered: Sixtus’s decapitated body, Laurentius’s roasted corpse, innumerable others, mangled and mutilated, retrieved from where they had been dumped outside the city walls, brought here under the cover of darkness by grieving relatives. This was the true smell of martyrdom; not the smell of blood and burning flesh, the reek of the spectacle, but the stench of decay, of people whose sacrifice would be forgotten as quickly as they had been condemned if he did not fulfil his mission, if he did not carry it forward.

			He passed musty piles of bones and rags on the floor, pulled from the niches and dumped unceremoniously to make way for the hastily laid-out corpses of the last few days, their bloody shrouds still visible where there had been no time to seal them in with fresh plaster. Rats scurried by, feasting on flesh, and then a bat brushed his face, swooping low from its perch on the ceiling above. Another tremor shook the ground, this time closer, followed by a distant roaring sound, and he sensed the air draw back down the tunnel. Now he knew what they were doing. They were using Greek fire, pumping jets of burning naphtha through the catacombs to clear out anyone who had come from the city to take refuge in this place of the dead. He had seen Greek fire used in battle by the Persians, had watched his comrades burn like human torches, had felt the air sucked from his lungs. He knew that the flames would lick down every tunnel, seeking air, drawn further by the piles of rags and bones that would ignite like kindling, suffocating anyone who had not already burned to death. He could hear other, more distinct sounds, eerie drawn-out cries, the noise of clashing. They were coming down the main passageway, clearing out the tunnels on either side. It could only be a matter of minutes before they reached the place where he had paused, where the tunnel split. He had no time to lose.

			He stumbled on, ever deeper into the catacombs, and then rounded a bend and saw it, just visible in the smudge of moonlight from the end of the tunnel ahead that marked his escape route. In an alcove to the right was a larger niche, the plaster still mercifully intact. Those who had come here in the last few days seeking resting places for their loved ones had known to leave this one alone, to venerate the image painted on the plaster above it even though none of them could have known what lay sealed within. He reached the niche and raised the lamp for a better view. In the centre, high above, was a crudely painted image of Christ, facing out, the reflection from the lamp seeming to radiate from his head over the others in the scene. It showed the Last Supper, the apostles ranged on either side beneath the semicircular curve of the niche, a table in front of them. The figure of Christ held a loaf of bread in one hand, and in the other a cup. Laurentius had told him that the image had been daubed into the wet plaster by the apostle Peter, when he had fled to Rome from Judaea bearing the relics of the Messiah. For a split second Proselius felt as if Peter were there still, standing beside him, united in the task of preserving what lay inside from those who would attempt to submerge the light of the Lord in a new darkness.

			The whooshing sound of fire was closer, and the acrid smell of burning naphtha filled his nostrils. He dropped to his knees and placed the lamp on the ground. He could not risk using his sword to cut through into the niche in case he damaged what lay within, so he scraped at the plaster beneath the painting with his bare hands, grimacing as he broke his nails on it. Small pieces came off, and then larger chunks, stained by the blood that was dripping from his fingers. Beneath the outer crust the plaster was damp, permeated by the pigments from the painting, and he was able to drive his fingers in deeper. He broke through into the cavity beyond, reaching as far as he could and pulling out a swaddled package, bound in old leather. He saw the marks on the leather that Laurentius had told him to look for: the fish symbol of the Christians, with the Greek letter alpha on one side and omega on the other. He knew that he had found it.

			He struggled upright with the package in his hands. As he opened the satchel on his belt, a figure came stumbling down the tunnel from the direction of the noise, a woman, her gown and hair smouldering and one leg dragging behind her, welted and blackened. She collapsed in front of him, retching and coughing up blood, and looked up imploringly, her gaze shifting from him to the image of Christ that was still intact above the hole he had dug in the plaster. For a moment he stood transfixed. His mind flashed back to that afternoon, when Laurentius had been brought before the tribunal and the prefect had demanded that he hand over the treasures of the Church. Laurentius had opened his empty hands and gestured to the crowd that thronged around them, kept at bay by the line of soldiers, and then proclaimed: ‘These are the treasures of the Church. The Church is truly rich, far richer than your emperor.’

			The words had enraged the prefect and sealed Laurentius’s fate, but they had empowered all those who heard them, both the faithful and those still wavering in their beliefs. The woman in front of him now was one of those treasures; she was the richness of the Church, and yet she was also one of the multitude who knew, like Laurentius, that they might have to sacrifice their lives for the greater good of the Church. Proselius knew that he could not save her; she could barely walk, and the flames would be on them before they reached the end of the tunnel. He put the swaddled package in his satchel, then pulled the cross on its leather thong over his head and passed it to her, placing it in her palm and clasping his own hand around it for a moment. The cross was forged of the strongest steel, the steel of a legionary’s spear, and would survive the flames and the destruction, a small symbol of hope in this place just as the treasure he was carrying would be an inspiration for all who followed the sign of the cross in the future, those still alive and those not yet born.

			He remembered what Laurentius had prophesied. Valerian would never return to Rome; he and his legions would be destroyed in Persia. His son Gallienus would rescind the persecution, and within a generation the cross would be raised over all the pagan places, over the Temple of Jupiter and even the Colosseum itself. By then Proselius would have taken the treasure across the sea to Spain, to the town in the foothills of the mountains where he and Laurentius had grown up together. He would entrust it to the community of Jews sympathetic to Christianity who had been there since the Emperor Titus had brought down the Temple in Jerusalem almost two hundred years before, who had fled west and sought refuge in the borderlands of the Empire. They would keep it concealed from the forces of darkness, the men with the black mark upon their souls, who would never relent in their quest to find and obliterate the symbols of belief that gave such power to those they were seeking to destroy.

			He remembered the Gospel of Matthew, first read to him by Laurentius when Proselius had sought him out in Rome after his revelation on the battlefield. Matthew told how Christ had raised the cup that Laurentius, using the Greek words of the Gospels, had called it poterion, and said: ‘I will not drink henceforth of this fruit of the vine, until that day when I drink of it new with you in my Father’s kingdom.’ That promise had been their clarion call, their covenant with the Lord, the reason why Proselius was here now. It was essential that they preserve the cup for the Second Coming, as a beacon of hope during the trials they all knew lay ahead, when the power of the cross and of true belief would be put to the test over and over again as the tides of history swept against them.

			Proselius looked one last time at the image of Christ on the painting above the tomb, and then at the woman. She had drawn the hood of her cape over her head, and was kneeling in front of the image, clutching the cross. Behind her a flame licked down the tunnel, wreathed in black smoke, vivid red like the tongue of a serpent. He turned towards the light, drew his sword and began to run.

		

	
		
			Part 1

		

	
		
			1

			Off Cornwall, south-west England, present day

			‘Jack, I can see silver. It’s fantastic. It looks like a piece of eight.’

			Jack Howard stared at the diver wedged into the cleft in the rock in front of him. More accurately, he stared at the backside of the diver, coming ever closer with each surge of the sea behind them. Another wave hit him, forcing him further up Costas’s legs, and he braced himself against the rock as the water boiled around them and then subsided, draining off with a giant sucking sound. ‘Are you sure?’ he shouted, his voice sounding hollow in the cleft. ‘You sure it’s not just another shiny pebble stuck in the rock?’

			‘I’m no archaeologist, Jack, but I know treasure when I see it.’ Jack braced himself, knowing to trust his friend’s judgement. Costas might be a submersibles engineer by profession, but after twenty years of diving together, a little bit of Jack’s passion for archaeology had rubbed off.

			Another surge hit them, and Jack struggled to keep his mouth above water. ‘Can you get it out?’

			‘I’ve got the tool, but my arms aren’t long enough.’

			‘You’re saying you’re stuck.’

			‘I didn’t say that.’

			‘I knew I shouldn’t have let you go in first.’

			‘If you’d gone first, the surge would have pushed you beyond the pool in front of me now, and you’d never have seen it. With my more muscular physique, I was able to stop in time.’

			‘You mean you got stuck.’

			A large wave broke over the rocks in front of the cliff behind them, rolled down the gully that led to the cleft and smacked into the entrance, spraying Jack with flecks of foam before the water hit him. The big waves came with every ten or twelve oscillations of the swell, the residue from some distant mid-Atlantic storm. Jack dipped his face into the water to clear the foam from his mask and turned to look back at the sea, his wetsuit scraping against the rock as he did so. He could see line-of-sight down the cleft to the entrance in the cliff some ten metres back, and then down the gully beyond the cliff base for another twenty metres or so to the open sea, the grey clouds visible above the distant lines of whitecaps. From where they were on the coast of Cornwall, the next stop down that line-of-sight was the northern coast of South America, some five thousand nautical miles distant. It was an astonishing thought, one that excited the explorer in Jack, as if he were looking through a porthole into the unknown, into the vast expanse of ocean that had drawn his ancestors and generations of other mariners to set off from these shores on voyages of discovery and revelation.

			That line-of-sight was why he and Costas were wedged into one of the most unlikely dive locations in their twenty-five-year career together, not in the sea itself, but inside a crack in a cliff that was actually several metres above sea level when the tide was out. Jack had first discovered it years before, as a boy, when he had explored these cliffs searching for smugglers’ caves and collecting points for wreckage, but it had always seemed too perilous to venture inside alone. The Cornish name for the headland in the old maps even referred to it: Carrack y pilau, meaning ‘the undermined rocks’. At some point millions of years ago, titanic forces had split the cliff between the headland and the adjacent cove, leaving a fracture line in the serpentine that ran from the seaward gully some fifty metres through the cliff to an opening beside the cove. He had remembered it two weeks ago, when a storm had shifted the sand on the seabed and exposed a solitary cannon on a shallow reef beyond the gully, a discovery made by his daughter Rebecca and her friend Jeremy when they had been snorkelling around the headland. It had been a hugely exciting find, bolstering Jack’s theory that the seventeenth-century wreck they had been excavating for several months around the other side of the headland had been of a ship that had broken in two, and that the lost part was at their current location.

			Something had been missing from that wreck, a mother lode of silver bullion that Jack knew must have been on board, and there was every chance that this new location would provide the key. But with the cannon being too eroded to date closely, the reef being surrounded by deep sand and late autumn storms being forecast for the weeks ahead, there was little sense in shifting the excavation team to a new site, where they might be digging blindly for nothing and be blown off by adverse winds at any time. Jack’s idea would have to remain a hunch, one that would be impossible to test until they were able to get back to the site for more sustained excavation after the winter months.

			But then the previous evening, he had stood on the cliff above the cannon and remembered the cleft. Ships wrecked against this coast were almost invariably caught in a south-westerly gale, blowing in from mid-Atlantic. Looking down at the rocks below him, he had realised that the cannon and the gully were on the same alignment as the cleft. He had been here before during storms and had seen the violence of the sea, with the swell piling into the cliffs and the spray hitting him thirty metres above. If the ship had wrecked in those conditions, then the part of the hull that might have impacted here would have smashed against the rocks and been driven up the gully, with smaller items such as coins being thrown down that cleft. A single datable coin could give all the proof that was needed to bolster Jack’s theory and justify a return in better conditions to search for the rest of the treasure in the sand outside. If Costas was right, if Jack’s hunch had been correct, they might just have hit pay dirt.

			Another wave smashed against the cliff, and he turned back towards Costas just in time to brace himself for impact. Despite its height above low tide, the cleft contained a permanent sump of water, a result of the surge that ran constantly through it when the tide was high. Where Jack was now, the water was only about half a metre deep, allowing him to crawl and scrape his way to his present position with his head above water, but beyond Costas he had spotted a larger pool that might be considerably deeper, a likely location for heavy objects such as coins to have sunk into fissures. The problem now was that the tide was coming in and the swell was growing stronger. It had been a squeeze getting into the cleft, and rather than returning the same way, they had planned to carry on and exit from the cave on the other side, a protected location in the cove. But with Costas stuck and no way of backtracking, they had a situation on their hands, one that was becoming more serious as the surges became stronger.

			He watched Costas pull down the zipper on the off-white boiler suit he was wearing over his wetsuit. ‘I’m going to have to shed my skin,’ he said, wriggling around as he pushed the suit down. ‘That should give me the leeway I need.’

			‘I did warn you that wearing that suit might be a bit much in this space,’ Jack said. ‘Bearing in mind your muscular girth.’

			‘I never dive without it. You should know that by now. Even if this isn’t really a dive. And anyway, if you can reach that coin, you’ll be thankful for the tool belt. It’ll have to be you that digs it out, by the way. My arms aren’t long enough.’

			Jack helped by hauling on the suit as another surge enveloped them, pulling it down over Costas’s feet and then pushing it forward into the gap so that Costas could take it out with him. They waited for the next surge and then let the water move them forward together, Costas into a recess just ahead of the constriction and Jack alongside him, his head poking out above the pool where Costas had left his torch shining into the fissure at the bottom. Another more violent surge brought them face to face, Jack’s cheek scraping against Costas’s chin as they wedged together again on the far side of the pool. The water burst over them once more, submerging Jack completely, and then drained off down the cleft, leaving them high and dripping in an awkward embrace. Jack stared at his friend’s stubbled face, only inches away and looking at him deadpan, and tried to suppress a laugh. ‘We must stop meeting like this.’

			‘This was your idea, not mine. I was quite happy tinkering with the remote-operated vehicle in the equipment tent.’

			‘You need a shave.’

			‘I’m a Greek sponge-diver, remember? Got to keep up appearances.’

			‘Maybe your grandfather was, but you’re a PhD from MiT in submersibles technology and you were brought up in the Bronx.’

			‘What are you, then?’

			‘Just a diver. Nothing fancy.’

			‘With a PhD in archaeology from Cambridge University. And a commission in the Royal Naval Reserve.’

			Jack pushed hard to try to disengage, wincing as a barnacled outcrop dug into his hip. ‘When have we ever been in a jam like this before?’

			‘Huh? Like this? Well, let’s see. Last year, defusing a torpedo inside a sunken Second World War freighter.’

			‘That was your idea. Defusing the torpedo, I mean. Completely unnecessary.’

			‘I’d never done a Mark VII before. Anyway, you have to allow me some fun.’

			‘And?’

			‘Other jams? Inside a sacred Mayan well in Mexico. Nearly drowning in the ancient sewer under Rome. That was a good one. Oh, and diving into a live underwater volcano. The list goes on. I’m writing it all up, you know.’

			‘Come again?’

			‘I’m writing it up. My take on our adventures. A kind of alternative view of Dr Jack Howard and the International Maritime University, not focusing so much on the archaeology.’

			‘That should be interesting,’ Jack said, grimacing as he strained to move forward.

			‘Don’t sound so excited.’

			‘I’m serious. I mean, from a technological point of view. Looking at the equipment, the logistics. Your kind of thing.’

			‘Exactly. Lanowski’s going to help me. He’s doing the chapters on computer simulation and robotic nanotechnology.’

			‘Should be a humdinger,’ Jack said, remembering the first time he had met Jacob Lanowski, at an archaeological science conference. It had quickly become clear that they would need him at IMU, but it had taken most of one afternoon for Jack to extricate himself from Lanowski’s passionate attempt to explain the mathematics of 3-D modelling using a portable blackboard that seemed to go everywhere with him.

			‘And Rebecca’s going to contribute a chapter on your relationships,’ Costas added. ‘I mean, with Katya and then Maria. Always good to have a daughter’s perspective. She really has a pretty good take on you by now. I mean, the first half of her life spent in Naples with her mother, and then in New York with her guardians, followed by the tragedy of her mother’s murder by the Mafia, and then you find out that you have a daughter and she moves in here. It’s been pretty intensive for her, but it’s left her with a keen eye for people. And Jeremy’s going to add his angle too. You know, from his work with Maria at the Institute of Palaeography in Oxford. Jeremy may be Rebecca’s boyfriend, but actually I think he knows Maria just as well. After all, she supervised him when he first came over from the States as a graduate student. He must really have the lowdown on what she thinks.’

			Before Jack could reply, another surge swept violently over them, and he felt Costas moving. He pushed himself hard against the rock behind him, and as the surge dissipated he saw that Costas was ahead of him, the daylight from the cove at the end of the tunnel clearly visible ahead. Costas swept up his boiler suit in front of him, fumbled in the belt and reached back, thrusting a tool into Jack’s hand. ‘This should help to get it out. Remember to bring my torch. Brace yourself against the next surge, otherwise you’ll be coming with me. Okay, I’m out of here.’

			A wall of water boiled and hissed along the cleft towards them, and Jack wedged himself into the recess that Costas had just vacated. With the plug removed, the danger now was not so much getting stuck again as being thrown uncontrollably against bone-shattering rock, and Jack knew that he could not afford to linger longer than was absolutely necessary. The water hit him with the force of a body blow, and he saw Costas being swept on down the cleft. In the lull that followed, he dropped into the pool, floating for a moment on the turbulent surface. It was little more than a widening in the cleft, just long enough for him to stretch out, but it was easily two metres deep, the rock walls smoothed and sculpted by millennia of storms and tides. Costas had perched his torch in a crack, illuminating most of the pool, and Jack could see the problem he would have had in reaching into the fissure at the bottom; his own longer arms meant that he might just be able to do it.

			He waited for the next surge to wash over him and then put on his snorkel, staring along the length of the pool. After only a few seconds he saw it, a distinct metallic reflection in the torchlight, wedged among worn pebbles in the bottom of the fissure. He weighed up the tool, a metal crowbar with a rubber-padded clamp at the other end, something that Costas had knocked up in the engineering lab specifically to loosen wedged coins and then extract them with minimal damage. He tried to relax, taking deep breaths, and then held his breath and plunged down, just avoiding being pummelled again. He kicked hard against the buoyancy of his wetsuit and held on to an outcrop of rock at the bottom, drawing himself down and poking the bar as far as he could into the cleft, pushing the sharp end into the accreted pebbles on either side of the shiny object. When he could see that it had loosened, he pulled the bar out, spun it round and dropped the clamp around it, closing the simple lever handle and pulling until it gave way. He raised it, opened the clamp, dropped the object into his hand and grabbed the torch, rising to the surface as he did so and clearing his snorkel. Then he braced himself against the sides of the cleft with his legs, opened his hand and shone the torch on his palm.

			He let out a whoop of excitement through his snorkel. There was no doubt about it. They had found a Spanish silver coin at least three hundred years old, a crudely struck cob typical of the millions minted from New World silver at the time of the Spanish Main, the period of the Spanish Empire during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when the vast wealth of the Americas fuelled the economic and political upheavals not only of Spain but of the entire Old World.

			He took the coin carefully between his fingers and inspected it. He could clearly see the snip marks where the planchet, the coin flan, had been cut from a rolled bar of silver, and then further small snips where it had been trimmed to the correct weight. He knew from its size that it was a four-real coin; not a piece of eight as Costas had supposed, but identical to the larger coin in all its main features. Most silver coins that Jack had found on wrecks were encased in corrosion or worn so thin by centuries in shifting sand that they were little more than thin discs of metal. This one, though, was in good condition, having become embedded in the fissure before it could be tumbled around too much; the constant water movement in the cleft since then had kept its metallic surface clear and shiny, with a dark patina only in the impressed parts of the design.

			He could see immediately that it was a ‘shield’ coin of the design specified under Philip II of Spain in 1570, giving a clear terminus post quem for the coin. The exergue, the lettering around the edges naming the king and his empire, HISPANIARUM ET INDIARUM – of Spain and the Indies – was mostly lost, as was typical of these coins; getting the planchet exactly positioned between the dies during the strike would always have been a hit-and-miss affair. What mattered most was the design in the middle, a quartered shield showing the arms of the Habsburgs, the Austrian dynasty who had taken over Spain in the sixteenth century. Turning it over, he could see the characteristic Greek cross with decorative finials quartering the arms of Castile and León, the two kingdoms that made up Habsburg Spain, the little castles and lions just visible in each quarter as he angled the coin into the torchlight.

			He flipped it over again and peered closely at the worn metal to the left of the shield, rubbing the silver to remove the patina and checking for any irregularities. This was where he would expect to see the letters signifying the mint and the assayer, the man in charge of the mint. As he moved the torch slightly, he spotted them: the letters OMP vertically beside the shield. He knew that OM referred to the Mexico mint, the oldest and greatest mint of the Spanish Main, rivalled only by the fabled silver mountain of Potosi in Peru, and that P referred to an assayer who was in charge in the middle years of the seventeenth century, up to 1665. His excitement mounted as he realised what that was telling him.

			The wreck they had been excavating dated from 1684, well within the circulation span of coins minted twenty or thirty years before. It was not conclusive proof that they had found the other part of the wreck, but it was enough to go on. All they needed now was a storm to blow away the sand overburden around the cannon and then a spell of fine weather to allow them to carry out an excavation. This late in the season that would probably mean next year, but Jack had learned from experience to keep his frustration at bay by always having other projects on the go. Wreck archaeology in these waters was a waiting game, a matter of keeping a weather eye on the horizon and being ready to seize the chance at a moment’s notice.

			He clasped one hand around the coin and the other around the torch and Costas’s tool, and waited for another lull so that he could crawl forward out of the pool into the cleft for the next wave to push him on after Costas. He held his breath and dropped down underwater, relishing the moment of calm and opening his hand to look at the coin once again. Something had been niggling him, something else that he had seen but not properly registered, and now in the half-gloom it was there before his eyes. Over the shield was the faint outline of another design, with straight lines like the cross on the reverse. At first it looked like the impression of a double strike, a common enough feature where the first strike had been too shallow, but in this case unlikely as it was a different design from the one underneath. And then he suddenly realised. It was a six-pointed star, a Star of David, a sign struck into the coin after it had been minted, perhaps years later. It was exactly the same as the sign they had found engraved into the lid of a small bronze box uncovered only days before in the excavation, a box that had been wrenched open during the wrecking, spilling what Jack now knew must once have included a treasure in silver bullion.

			He punched the water with his clenched hand. His hunch had been correct. They had found the other part of the wreck.

			He clasped the coin again, relishing the infusion of history he always felt when handling artefacts, his mind working overtime as his elation quickly turned into questions. If the chest contained the treasure of a merchant, why had he stamped his coins with the Star of David? Jack already knew that the ship they were excavating was an English vessel transporting equipment and people back from the failed colony of Tangier in present-day Morocco, on a route that would have had them sailing through waters off Spain and Portugal, where the Inquisition held sway. If the merchant was Jewish, why would he have openly revealed his faith at a time when to do so would have risked imprisonment or worse for him and his family?

			Jack had already set Jeremy and Rebecca the task of researching the documentary evidence for the ship, of unearthing all possible material in the archives that might be of use to them, and this question would now go to the top of their list. As happened so often, one result, one discovery opened up a Pandora’s box of further questions, leading to a path of discovery that Jack himself could never hope to navigate alone, knowing that it was always a team effort that drove the story forward.

			He positioned himself to ride the next surge, hearing the water beginning to rush up behind him, and thought of Costas somewhere ahead in the light at the end of the tunnel.

			He could hardly wait to show him what he had found.
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			Jack walked over the grassy headland above the cannon site and down the coastal footpath towards the beach. He had left Costas in their van beside the far cove after they had changed out of their wetsuits, having decided to return via the footpath to the expedition headquarters close to the excavation. To his left, the cliff dropped precipitously thirty metres or more, its course jagged and irregular where storms had gouged great chunks out of the rock and caused the land to slip down onto the foreshore. He veered right, avoiding a dangerous drop where erosion had undermined the path, and then passed an exposed section of cliff where a landslip earlier in the year had revealed the skeletons from a mass burial, soldiers whose uniforms still had their brass buttons attached, one of many places along the coast where the victims of shipwrecks had been laid to rest. Before the nineteenth century it had been the custom to bury unclaimed bodies close to where they had been cast ashore, without shrouds or coffins and often without ceremony. The Act of Parliament that ended the practice, the Burial of Drowned Persons Act 1808, had been a direct consequence of the wreck only a mile further up this coast of the frigate HMS Anson; a local solicitor who witnessed the tragedy had been so dismayed by the treatment of the bodies that he had drafted legislation. Today the location of those mass graves was marked only by the subsidence of the soil over the bodies as they had decayed, leaving depressions in the meadow and gorse at intervals all along the coast.

			Jack paused for a moment, looking at the medieval church tucked behind the next headland on the other side of the beach, and contemplated the human cost that seemed at such odds with the tranquillity and beauty of the place on a day like this. The old records of the church showed that bodies from shipwrecks had washed up here with appalling regularity, most of them beyond any hope of recognition. Every few years a ship was wrecked within sight of the headland; during great storms, several might be wrecked on a single day. The cove lay on the western side of the Lizard peninsula, the most southerly point in England, and all ships entering and leaving the English Channel on this side would have had to make their way past the notorious reefs off the end of the peninsula. In the days of sail, many ships were blown by the prevailing westerlies into the shore, unable to tack and beat to windward or to hold anchor in the sandy seabed of the bay. And the coast had a siren-like quality, with captains lured to false hope by a long expanse of sand and shingle on the north-western shore of the peninsula, unaware that the surf concealed a lethal drop-off where the sea had piled up shingle just offshore. Ships would broach to, swinging broadside-on against the shingle berm, and be pounded to pieces in a matter of hours, those on board doomed to perish in the churning undertow only a stone’s throw from the local people watching helplessly from shore.

			He continued on over the beach towards the church, skirting the surf, where he could see that the tide was just beginning to turn. The previous year the beach had been a hive of activity following their discovery of a Phoenician wreck less than three hundred metres offshore. It had been one of the highlights of Jack’s career: not only the oldest shipwreck to have been excavated in British waters, but also the site that had led him and Costas on an extraordinary trail of discovery to the very furthest reaches of Phoenician exploration off the coast of Africa.

			It was after they had returned from that quest in the autumn that Jack had snorkelled by himself one afternoon from the Phoenician wreck around the church headland into Jangye-ryn, the Cornish name for the rocky cove that lay beyond. Years before, as a boy, he had watched local divers raise a cannon from a wreck in the cove, something that had kindled his fascination with diving and archaeology. He had pored over the accounts of that wreck, determined one day to dive on the site himself and see the other cannon that were known to lie there. For decades it had remained no more than a dream, thwarted by a huge storm that had blown sand over the site and buried everything except the tops of the reefs that marked the perimeter of the wreck. The day of his snorkel had followed an unusual southerly gale, creating a rare longshore current that had swept sediment parallel to the coast rather than pushing it into the beach as happened with the prevailing westerlies. The current had dumped several metres of sand on the Phoenician site, fortunately after the last timbers had been raised, but it was just possible that it had shifted sand away from the cannon wreck in the adjacent cove. He had gone there with no expectations, but with a feeling that this time he might just be lucky.

			What he had discovered had surpassed his wildest dreams. At first, swimming over the sand from the headland, he had barely been able to make out the bottom, the water still churned up and cloudy from the storm over the preceding days. Every time he had seen something dark he had dived down to investigate, only to find that it was a mass of kelp fragments broken off from the surrounding reefs and floating in clumps. There was still a great deal of sand everywhere, extending off in all directions, and as he swam further he resigned himself to another disappointment.

			But then, as he neared the far side of the cove, he had seen another dark shape, and dived down again. It had intact fronds of kelp growing from it, so was solid, almost certainly a protruding section of reef. He had felt it and peered under the kelp, at first barely believing what he was seeing. He had surfaced, elated, then dived down again and again, pulling at the kelp roots embedded in the cannon, clearing them away for a better view. The breech was resting on an expanse of reef, swirling with kelp, and he decided to follow that in the direction of the shore. After a few metres he spotted another cannon, a smaller one this time, only the muzzle poking out of the sand. And then he had seen something that took his breath away: a huge cannon at least three metres long, perched on a rocky ledge, the muzzle pointing out over the sand as if the gun were still sitting in its carriage. When he had finally come ashore after cleaning that gun too, he was as exhausted as he had ever been after a dive, and as excited. After all the years of discovery and adventure, he felt as if he had returned full circle, and finally realised the boyhood dream that had started it all.

			Now he reached the end of the beach and began to climb up the rocks towards the church. The expedition camp lay in a small enclosed field behind the churchyard; beyond that lay the rocky beach of Jangye-ryn and the site of the cannon wreck. He stopped below the churchyard wall and looked back over the cove at the site of the Phoenician wreck, now devoid of boats and divers, as if nothing had ever disturbed the waters there. The last of the artefacts had been removed to the International Maritime University conservation labs on the other side of the peninsula almost a year ago, and some of them were already on display in the state-of-the-art museum that was due to open its doors to the world’s press in only a few weeks’ time.

			No project was ever complete until all the artefacts were conserved, studied and published, a process that would take years in the case of the Phoenician wreck, and many of the students and staff of IMU who had dived on the site would make careers out of researching the finds. But when Jack had showed them the shaky video he had taken with his GoPro camera of the cannon wreck after his snorkel dive, there had been renewed excitement among the team. Conservation and research had its own ample rewards, but after months of diving and the daily adrenalin of discovery, the climb-down could be a difficult adjustment. Jack was not the only one who was fired up by the prospect of another excavation only a few hundred metres from the first, of a wreck much closer in historic time but no less rich as an archaeological site.

			He reached into his pocket and took out the silver four-real piece, letting the sun catch the cross on the reverse. There would now be another focus for the excavation, at the new cannon site under the headland where they had found the coin, as well as at least another full season’s work on the main site of the wreck. He carefully replaced the coin in his pocket and looked at his watch. Slack water at high tide, the best time to be on site, was in less than an hour, and he would need time to kit up and make the fifteen-minute swim out to the wreck from the nearest access point. Before that, he wanted to show the coin to Rebecca and Jeremy, as proof that their discovery of the new cannon site was even more important than they could have imagined. He took a deep breath, feeling the familiar excitement course through him, wondering what the dive on the wreck would reveal today. He could hardly wait to find out.

			‘Jack! I’ve got excellent news. The metrics on the cannon worked out.’

			The words came from a burly figure hurrying down the lane towards him carrying a tablet computer. Andrew Cunningham was a former Royal Engineers major whose fascination with historic ordnance had led to a second career with the Royal Armouries, as well as an adjunct position with IMU. He had given the team a detailed briefing on the cannons on the wreck, and Jack himself had accompanied him on Cunningham’s first ever open-water dive, to the cannon opposite the cleft, which they had measured and photographed together. He stopped in front of Jack now, breathless and excited, and pointed at the tablet. ‘It’s exactly what you’ll want to hear.’

			‘Walk with me back to the camp,’ Jack said. ‘Tell me on the way.’

			As Cunningham came alongside him, he tapped the screen and brought up a succession of 3-D images. ‘Your chap Lanowski has been incredibly helpful. He took the high-definition sonar scan and the data from our electronic measurement and produced these renditions. You’ll recognise the two guns at the top as the four-pounders we know from the documentary sources that she was carrying as shipboard armament, as opposed to the other, larger guns, which were cargo, of course. Those two guns were identical, from the same Dutch foundry. We know she was carrying four of them, so unless they were salvaged somewhere, we’d expect to find the other two. Well, bingo. The gun you and I measured below the cliff was one of them. Same bore, same metrics, same foundry. It’s beautiful.’

			Jack paused, took the tablet and stared at it. ‘Are you sure? It’s not just a standard size of gun that another merchantman of the same period that might have been wrecked off the headland could have been carrying?’

			Cunningham shook his head. ‘That’s where the metrics come into play. With the precision of our measurements, we can be certain that these guns were cast in the same foundry, by the same founder, at the same time.’

			‘Brilliant, Andrew. More proof that we’re looking at the missing part of the same wreck. That clinches it.’

			‘You’ve got something else?’

			‘Follow me into the operations tent.’

			They turned from the lane into the grassy compound beyond the churchyard. The IMU campus was less than ten miles away, off the Fal estuary on the other side of the peninsula, but it was essential that they have a base at the site, and Jack had enjoyed spending nights here camped with the rest of the team behind the headland. They walked past the equipment store into the large tent that served as headquarters. Standing over the chart table was James Macalister, captain of IMU’s chief research vessel Seaquest and companion on many of Jack’s adventures. With his white beard, blue Guernsey sweater and silk scarf, he looked the part, though he seemed out of place on dry land. Jack shook his hand warmly. ‘How goes Seaquest?’

			Macalister folded his arms, looking unhappy. ‘I never like seeing her in dry dock. I don’t like leaving her like that.’

			‘She’s in good hands,’ Jack said. ‘If the Royal Navy trusts the yard to do their ships, then I trust it with ours. They must be pretty close to finishing her refit by now.’

			Two other figures entered the tent, and Jack turned to greet them. Dr Jeremy Haverstock had been linked with IMU since first coming over from Stanford as a young graduate student ten years before, on the way getting his doctorate under the supervision of Jack’s friend Maria de Montijo at the Oxford Palaeography Institute; since then he had become an indispensable part of the team as well as a close friend of Jack’s daughter Rebecca. She was there, too, looking tanned and fit after spending much of the summer on site as dive manager, having upgraded her diving qualifications to advanced instructor level. She came over and kissed Jack on the cheek. ‘I gather you and Uncle Costas have been off on one of your little jaunts together.’

			‘Word travels fast,’ Jack said.

			‘I rang Costas after realising you two had been missing all morning. You might perhaps have told someone what you were doing. You know, safety backup and all that. Kind of stuff they teach you in basic instructor training. Kind of thing you guys might have learned after all those years diving together.’

			Jack coughed. ‘Well, we weren’t exactly diving.’

			‘What were you doing?’

			‘You don’t want to know.’

			‘You were inside that cleft in the cliff, weren’t you? I knew you’d want to go in there after Jeremy and I spotted the cannon.’

			Jack pulled the coin out of his pocket. ‘Check out what we found.’ He passed the coin to Rebecca, and the others crowded around. ‘Well I’ll be damned,’ she said.

			‘Where have I heard that expression before?’ Macalister said.

			‘Like father, like daughter,’ Jeremy murmured. ‘In so many ways.’

			Rebecca angled the coin into the sunlight. ‘Dad, am I seeing what I think I’m seeing? Unless I’m mistaken, that shield is overstamped with a five-pointed star.’

			Jack nodded. ‘A Star of David. Just like the one on the lid of the bronze box from the wreck. What you and Jeremy call the treasure chest.’
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