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    To God and all those who are the quiet strength behind my steps.
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Prologue
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Travis Morgan pressed his back against the cold rock and waited for his eyes to stop stinging.

The fall had been short but hard. One moment he had been wedged in the crevice behind the salt-hardened ivy, listening to the King's men tramp through his family's kitchen above. The next, the pivot stone had swung, the world had tipped, and he had tumbled into the darkness.

The dark air was dry now.

A soft green glow spread across the ceiling. Sea fungus, pale and slow, lit the rock in patches. The air smelled of old dust and dry minerals, metallic, like the moment just before a storm. It was nothing like the wet brine of the cove outside.

Travis stood carefully. The cavern stretched away in every direction, cathedral-sized, its walls carved by water that had flowed here long before any Morgan had climbed the Great Stair. Natural ledges jutted out like shelves. Deep bowl-like recesses sat in the shadows.

He took one step, then another. The floor was dry grit under his boots. Somewhere far above, the thud-thud-thud of the King's men still echoed faintly through the rock.

His eyes, adjusting now, caught something he had missed.

On the far wall, just above a narrow ledge, marks had been cut into the stone. They were deliberate. Lines and curves, older than any lettering he knew, yet clear enough to read if he stood close.

Travis climbed onto the ledge and traced one of the marks with a finger. The stone was smooth there, worn by other fingers long before his. The marks formed a rough arrow pointing deeper into the dark, and beneath it a set of symbols that seemed to speak of an opening, a way further in.

He followed the arrow.

The passage was low at first. He had to duck, one hand on the rough wall, the other held out in front of him. The phosphorescent glow faded behind him. The air grew warmer, drier still. Then the tunnel widened, the ceiling lifted, and he stepped out into a second cavern.

This one was smaller, more purposeful. Along both walls stood shelves of dark, salt-hardened timber. Ship shelves. Thick planks that had once braced cargo holds, now fitted into the rock as if the cave itself had claimed them. Some were broken. Others still held the shape of old crates and barrels long since rotted away.

Travis moved slowly between them. Dust rose in soft clouds under his boots. On the back of one of the lowest shelves, half-hidden in shadow, something caught the faint light from the tunnel behind him.

A leather pouch, stiff with age, the drawstring still tied. He lifted it carefully. It was heavier than it looked. He loosened the string and tipped the contents into his palm.

Gold. Not coins, and not jewellery either. Solid ingots, small and rectangular, each stamped with a mark he did not recognise. They gleamed dully in the low light, warm against his skin.

Travis stared.

Someone had been here before him. Long before the Morgans had guided princes up the cliff stairs. Long before the King had sent his red-wax decree. The shelves and the marks and the bars of gold had sat in the dark while the tide rose and fell a thousand times outside.

He closed his fingers around the ingots.

How old were these caves? Who had first found the warm dry air and the pivot stone, cut the marks into the wall, stacked the ship shelves against the rock? Sailors, maybe. Smugglers. Older than that, even.

He did not know. He only knew that the King had taken the house above, and that this place still held gold no royal decree could claim.

He slipped the pouch inside his shirt, close against his skin, and looked back the way he had come. The tunnel. The main cavern. The whole hollow mountain.

A slow smile crept across his face. Then Travis Morgan, the boy they would one day call Trunky, turned deeper into the caves to see what else the old stone had kept hidden.
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Chapter 1 – The Sovereign
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Downstairs the kettle sang its morning tune, the smell of toast and cinnamon buns drifting up the stairs the way it did every morning now Mot ate at the long table too. Outside, the sea glittered, and a light breeze brought in the smell of salt and warm stone. Gemma woke, yellow boots waiting by the bed, and checked the ceiling first.

Four weeks, and she still did it.

Some mornings, if she lay very still, she could almost convince herself Nicholas had drifted up there in the night and forgotten to come down. Except Nicholas didn't sleep at The Eyrie anymore, and the ceiling was exactly where it had always been, cracked plaster and a damp patch shaped like Wales.

She got up anyway.

She pulled on her dungarees, shoved her feet into the boots, and paused at her desk long enough to check the little wooden box was still where she'd left it, lid shut, sovereign safe inside. She tucked the box into her dungarees then headed downstairs taking the stairs two at a time.

In the dining room the table was already set for three. Mrs Nicholson stood at the stove, apron neat, stacking a fresh pyramid of Copenhagen buns. Mot sat opposite the window, buttering toast with careful concentration. Nicholas sat beside him in the long brown coat that hung past his knees, oversized boots planted on the floor, red scarf looped twice around his neck even though the morning was already warm. He was halfway through his second bun, cheeks bulging.

"Morning, Gemma," Mrs Nicholson said without turning. "Sleep well?"

"Best in weeks." Gemma slid into her chair, pinched a bun, and grinned at the boys. "Ready?"

Nicholas swallowed hard, crumbs everywhere. "For the caves?"

Mot glanced at the closed kitchen door, then lowered his voice. "Nan said the police finished yesterday. She said we can go back in, if we're careful and we don't touch anything that looks important."

Gemma's heart jumped. She reached into the pocket of her dungarees and pulled out the small wooden box. Inside, the gold sovereign rested against the velvet lining, worn smooth by the sea and heavy for its size. A real Spanish Sovereign.

She set the box in the middle of the table.

Nicholas's eyes lit up. Mot leaned forward.

"Still can't believe you just put it on my plate like it was a biscuit," Gemma said, tapping the coin with one finger. "That was four weeks ago."

Nicholas wiped his mouth on his sleeve. "I was being dramatic. It worked, didn't it?"

Mot poked the edge of the box. "Do you think there's more? Proper chests? Like in the stories?"

"There has to be," Gemma said. "Trunky didn't sink the Salt Grudge with empty holds. Nan's deeds cover the whole cliff and every chamber inside it. The police only looked at the lower bits where Gordon kept his crates. The high dry chambers, the ones with the phosphorescent fungus, those are still ours to explore."

Nicholas reached for another bun. "As long as we take sandwiches. And proper torches this time. And rope. Last time Mot nearly—"

"I did not nearly fall," Mot cut in, though he was smiling. He didn't hang back in doorways anymore. Not since he had run through the dark for help.

Mrs Nicholson placed a fresh pot of tea on the table and rested a hand briefly on Mot's shoulder. "You three stay together. No side tunnels you don't recognise. And you are home before the light starts to go. Understood?"

"Understood," they chorused.

They ate quickly after that, talking over one another about ledges and the drafts of warm air down there. Mot said the cave walls still smelled of old dust and dry minerals.

Across the narrow lane that ran past The Eyrie's front gate, half-hidden behind the low stone wall of an empty holiday cottage, a figure stood still.

Victoria Gordon watched them through a pair of small, powerful binoculars she had bought that morning in Eastgate. Her hair was shorter now, transformed into a bright, home-dyed blonde that disguised her look. The expensive clothes were gone. She wore plain jeans, a dark hoodie, and trainers that made no sound on gravel. The duffel bag from the speedboat sat at her feet, lighter than it had been when she left France three days earlier.

She lowered the binoculars. Through the dining-room window Gemma was laughing, Nicholas waving a sticky hand, Mot leaning in to listen.

Vicky smiled, thin and cold.

Her father was in prison. Macready too. The Sea Breeze had been seized. The caves sat under Morgan deeds and police interest. Everyone in Hartley thought Victoria Gordon had vanished across the Channel and would never dare come back.

They were wrong.

She had come back with new papers and a new plan. The business had only changed hands. First she needed information. What the kids knew about the deeper passages. What Mrs Nicholson had told the police. Whether the rumours of Trunky's treasure sitting untouched were true.

Gemma lifted the small wooden box from the table and held it up. Something gold flashed in the morning light.

Vicky's eyes narrowed.

Interesting.

She slipped the binoculars into her pocket and stepped back into the shadow of the cottage wall. Across the road the three friends scraped their chairs back, gathered plates, and headed for the kitchen door, already talking about rope and sandwiches, and the best way down the Great Stair.

Inside The Eyrie, Gemma shouldered a small rucksack and checked that Nicholas's scarf was secure. The rope was coiled at the top of the bag, the torches packed, the sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper at the bottom.

Nicholas floated the last centimetre off the floor for a second, just long enough to make Gemma snort, then wobbled sideways into the hat stand.

Mot caught his elbow before it toppled. "Steady, sea muppet."

"I'm fine," Nicholas said, though his boots didn't quite settle on the tiles the way he meant them to. He tried again, breathed out too fast, and dropped the last inch with a thump that rattled the umbrella stand.

Gemma watched him with her arms folded. The cave-excitement cooled a bit. "Nicholas."

"What?"

"When was the last time you actually practised? Properly, I mean. Not just floating about because you got a fright."

He opened his mouth, then closed it again. "The cell doesn't really count, does it."

"No," Gemma said. "It doesn't."

Mot looked from them to the rucksack by the door. "The caves aren't going to be like the cell. There's drops down there. Proper ones. And ledges you can't see the bottom of."

Gemma chewed her lip. Nan's warm kitchen behind them. The gold sovereign upstairs in its little box. The whole hollow mountain waiting, exactly where it had waited for weeks already. It could wait a little longer.

"We're not going down today," she said.

Nicholas's face fell so fast it was almost funny. "But—the treasure. You said—"

"The treasure isn't going anywhere, Nic. It's been down there since Trunky's time. It can survive a few more days while you learn to land on your feet instead of the hat stand." She softened it with a grin, but she meant every word. "If you go up like a cork the first time we're twenty feet underground, you don't just embarrass yourself. You bring the roof down, or you go over an edge nobody can reach. I'm not risking that. Not for treasure."

Mot nodded, already thinking ahead. "The garden's flat. We could set up something there. See how high he can go on purpose, and how well he can steer."

"Exactly." Gemma reached for the clipboard on the side table, the one she used for shopping lists and chore lists, and flipped to a blank page. "Proper training. Breathing, height, landing. Like Nan taught me to swim before she let me near the rock pools."

"I know how to swim," Nicholas said, faintly wounded.

"You know how to float. There's a difference...and you're about find out what that is."

He looked from her to Mot, then down at his own boots, planted on the tiles at last. Somewhere outside a gull cried out over the cliffs.

"Fine," he said. "But if I have to jump off anything, I want cake first."

"Deal," said Gemma, and started writing on the clipboard again.
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Chapter 2 – Across the Channel (A few weeks earlier)
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The French coast smelled of oil and wet rope, not limestone.

Vicky stood at the rail of a rusted ferry as it nosed into the harbour at Roscoff, watching gulls wheel over grey water. There was no limestone and no cliffs, only a flat grey town behind a flatter grey sea wall. Somewhere behind her, three days gone now, her father sat in a police cell, and her stepmother free, not that she had thought about her once since the engine caught.

She told herself that was strength.

Jenks hauled the duffel bag off the deck and slung it over one shoulder, wincing at the weight of it. "You never said where we're actually going," he muttered, not for the first time.

"Because you didn't need to know before now," Vicky said, not looking at him. "Now you do. We're going to see a man called Pruvost."

"Never heard of him."

"You wouldn't have. Dad kept him for emergencies." She adjusted the strap of her own bag, the one with the passports and the cash sewn into the lining, and stepped off the gangway onto solid ground for the first time in nine hours. Her legs still felt like they were rolling with the swell. "This is an emergency."

Pruvost ran a chandlery two streets back from the harbour, a narrow shop stuffed with coiled rope and tins of varnish that nobody in Roscoff seemed to actually buy. He was a small, sour man with tobacco-stained fingers. His eyes flicked over Vicky twice before he decided she wasn't worth the trouble of pretending to be pleasant.

"Henry's girl," he said, in English good enough to make the point that he didn't need her French. "He said you'd never come here alone."

"He was wrong about a lot of things lately," Vicky said. "That's rather the point."

Pruvost's mouth twitched, not quite a smile. He led them through a curtain of plastic strips into a back room that smelled of engine oil and old coffee, and there, for the first time since the speedboat had roared out of Yeba Cove, Vicky allowed herself to sit down properly.

She laid it out for him the way her father would have: flat, unemotional, numbers first.

"My father's operation is finished. The cave is compromised, the boat is impounded, and every man on his crew who isn't in custody is going to be too frightened to work for a Gordon again." She watched Pruvost's face for a reaction and found none, which she decided to take as respect. "But the contacts aren't finished. The routes aren't finished. And I know things about this business that my father never wrote down anywhere, because he never trusted paper."

"You are fourteen," Pruvost said.

"I'm the only Gordon left who isn't in a cell," Vicky said. "That makes me the one you talk to."

For a long moment Pruvost only looked at her, turning a matchstick between his fingers without lighting it. Somewhere out in the shop a bell jingled. He didn't even glance towards it.

"What do you want from me," he said at last. It wasn't really a question.

"A place to stay that isn't a hostel. Enough distance from the coast that nobody comes looking. And introductions." Vicky folded her hands in her lap, the way she'd seen her father do across that same desk a hundred times, when he wanted to look like a man who already knew the answer. "I'm not asking for charity, Monsieur Pruvost. I'm asking for a foothold. Everything after that, I build myself."

Pruvost struck the match after all, lit a cigarette he didn't offer to share, and studied her through the smoke.

"Your father owes me money," he said.

"Then I'll pay you back in commission," Vicky said, "once there's something to take a commission from."

He laughed at that, a short, unimpressed bark, but his face had shifted. He was doing sums.

"You have your father's nerve," he said. "Let's see if you have his sense. There's a room above the shop. You stay there a week or two, out of sight, and I make some calls. After that, we'll see."

The room above the shop had a single window that looked out over slate roofs and a chimney pot with a gull nesting in it. Vicky spent the first three nights lying awake on a narrow bed, listening to a language she didn't speak drift up from the street below.

She didn't cry. She told herself that mattered.

Instead she made lists, the way she always did when the world felt like it was tipping. Not lists of evidence anymore. Not surveillance notes on a boy who could float. Names. Old buyers her father had mentioned once and never again. A shipping agent in Ostend who owed the Gordons a favour from before Vicky was born. A man in Cherbourg who moved things nobody asked questions about, so long as the price was right.

Jenks brought her bread and cheese from the market twice a day and asked, every time, when they were going home.

"We're not going home," Vicky told him, on the fourth day, without looking up from her notebook. "Home doesn't exist anymore. There's just where the business is, and right now the business is wherever I am."

"Your dad's business," Jenks said.

Vicky set the pencil down very carefully. "My business," she said. "Mine. I built the route out of that cove with my own two hands while he was busy shouting at me for getting wet. I watched the Coast Guard corner us and I got us out. So no, Jenks. Not my dad's business anymore."

Jenks didn't argue with her again after that.

Pruvost was as good as his word, in his own sour fashion. By the end of the week he had brought two men to the back room to meet her: a wiry Belgian named Dekker who handled false papers, and a heavyset Frenchman called Aumont, who knew every customs officer between Calais and Cherbourg willing to look the other way for the right envelope.

Vicky sat through both meetings and let the men talk. Then she asked one sharp question, and the room changed.

"You want to move product through England again," Aumont said, on the second visit, not quite believing his own words. "After what happened."

"Not the same way," Vicky said. "Not the same cove, not the same boat, not even the same name on the paperwork if I can help it. My father built one door and used it until it fell in on him. I'm going to build several."

"And the children," Pruvost said, watching her carefully. "The ones your father blamed for all this. What do you intend to do about them?"

Something cold moved behind Vicky's eyes, there and gone so fast that Jenks, watching from the doorway, wondered afterwards if he'd imagined it.

"Nothing, for now," she said. "They think they won. Let them. A girl who's supposedly drowned in the Channel doesn't need to worry about three children in Hartley." She smiled, thin and cold. "I'll worry about them later. When it's useful."

It took weeks to build a foothold: a rented flat two streets from Pruvost's shop, new papers with a new surname that Dekker swore would survive any border check that mattered, and a short list of buyers willing to deal with an unknown quantity so long as the goods arrived on time and the price
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